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  Chapter One


  



  “I should have your problems.”


  Raquel, known as Raptor by those who knew her well, stood behind me. The smell of her stale coffee breath filled the staff room. It went well with her natural aura of evil and unjustified anger. I stuffed my water bottle in my backpack and turned to face her.


  “I’d like to give you some of my problems, Raquel. Maybe you’d do better with them than I have,” I said. 


  “You wouldn’t give me the time of day, Mercy.” She tossed her dark curls over her shoulder and brushed past me to get her purse out of her locker and her stethoscope clanked against the metal. She cursed under her breath and glared at me as if it were my fault.


  “Not true.” I smiled. Raptor hated smiling on general principle, so I did it as much as possible in her presence. “It is now 7:23 AM and I’ll even tell you the day. It’s Sunday.”


  “Smartass.”


  I threw back the last of my cold coffee, wiped out my mug and tucked it in beside my water bottle. “I can’t deny the truth.”


  “You’ve been complaining about Colorado all night and I’m sick of it. You act like getting an all expenses paid skiing trip is some kind of punishment or something.”


  I sighed. In my case it kind of was a punishment, a punishment for dating someone long enough that he decided I absolutely had to go on a trip with his parents, not that I expected Raptor to understand that. I don’t do well with parents, especially mothers. They could get crazy about their sons and for some reason they seemed to think their baby boys needed protection from me especially. I expected a week of suspicion and sly insinuations.


  “It’s been a long night. Can we just snipe at each other another time?”


  “You know where I’ll be this week?” Raptor hissed at me.


  Bitterville? Panties-in-a-twist town? Vinegar village?


  “Here in ice cold St. Louis, not skiing with my doctor boyfriend and his rich parents.”


  I’m sorry for St. Louis.


  “Well, gotta go,” I said as our boss, Odetta, poked her head in.


  “Mercy, make sure you stop by Mr. O’Quinn before you go. He’ll be hell on wheels, if you don’t,” said Odetta.


  Raptor threw up her hands and stalked out. “Unbelievable.”


  “Don’t mind her,” said Odetta. “She just hates you.”


  “Don’t I know it. I’ll see Arthur on my way out,” I said, going out the door. Odetta and I watched Raptor walk away. She even walked angry.


  “What is it with you two?” asked Odetta as she tied her long black braids with a red ribbon.


  “I arrived at nursing school two minutes before her and took the dorm room she thought should’ve been hers by virtue of GPA.”


  “That’s it?”


  “That and I continued to breathe afterwards,” I said. “Call my service if you want me back after Colorado.”


  I was a PRN nurse, which meant I was a glorified temp. I never knew where I’d be from week to week.


  Odetta glanced at Raptor stepping into the elevator and then raised an eyebrow at me. “You’ll come back?”


  “I’m used to her and I like the floor.”


  “Then I’ll make the request.”


  We said goodbye and I took a left toward Arthur O’Quinn’s room. The old guy would probably be asleep, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. I pulled open the door to his private room and the smell of three thousand flowers flowed out into the corridor. I tiptoed in and peeked around the drawn curtain. The thin man on the bed with the covers drawn up to his chin was surrounded by more flowers than I’d ever seen in one room. They were everywhere, vases on every flat surface, including equipment. Arthur’s eyes were closed and his breathing was shallow but steady.


  “Is that Chanel No. 5 I smell?” he said softly.


  I bit my lip and his hazel eyes fluttered open.


  “Don’t worry, Miss Watts,” said Arthur. “I know exactly who you are.”


  “Glad to hear it,” I said. 


  “When will you be back?”


  “In one week if Odetta schedules me.” I made a face.


  “Colorado’s beautiful this time of year.”


  “It’s not Colorado I’m worried about.”


  “They’ll love you.”


  “Mothers never like me. Even my own is on the fence.”


  “I doubt that. I like you, and I’m hard to please. Ask any nurse on this floor,” said Arthur, his eyes closing again.


  I did please Arthur, but it wasn’t a fair competition. I had something that no one else had. No one except my mother, that is.


  “Sing me to sleep, Marilyn,” he said with a gentle smile.


  “Alright as long as you know I’m not really her,” I said.


  “I know. You just take me back to my youth and a time before all this.” He waved at all the monitors keeping track of his bodily functions.


  I took off my backpack, got out a tube of shiny red lipstick and smeared a thick coat on. I might look exactly like Marilyn Monroe, but I couldn’t sing like her without the lipstick. I dropped the backpack and sallied forward, singing “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend”, complete with all the arm movements and tush wiggling. Arthur lit up the way he only did when his late wife Joanna was mentioned.


  “It’s uncanny,” he said. “You have the voice, everything. If I didn’t know better, I’d think Marilyn Monroe was here in my room.”


  “Wearing scrubs and tennis shoes?”


  “It didn’t matter what she wore, she was something special, like you.”


  I brushed the gauzy hair off his pale forehead. “Not like me. It’s just the face God gave me.”


  “He chose wisely. She would’ve liked you.”


  There was no arguing with Arthur about the differences between me and Marilyn. And who was I to argue anyway? Arthur actually knew the late bombshell. In another life, he’d been an assistant to her favorite photographer and had seen her frequently throughout the last years of her life.


  “I’ve got to go,” I said. 


  “Did they tell you? I’m at the top of the list.”


  “I heard. Your kidney will show up any day now.”


  “I hate the thought of someone dying so I can live,” Arthur said.


  “It’s the only way, so let’s concentrate on you living,” I said.


  “Will you be here when it happens?”


  “If I’m in town I will.”


  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Good.”


  I grabbed my backpack, slipped out, and closed Arthur’s door quietly.


  “Mercy.”


  I jumped and turned. Odetta was standing in the corridor, clasping her hands. 


  “You scared me.” I patted my heaving chest.


  “Can we talk?” she asked.


  “What about?”


  Just then two women came running down the corridor. The first was Philippa, my friend and fellow nurse, and the second I didn’t recognize. Philippa was still in her favorite pink polka-dotted scrubs from the night shift, but her companion wore grey sweats, a battered bubble coat, and a pair of worn-out Nikes.


  “She’s gone,” gasped Philippa. “I saw her leave the garage.”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Raptor.” She glanced at the other woman. “I’m sorry. Raquel.”


  “It’s okay. I know how she is,” the other woman said and that’s when I recognized her. It was Raquel’s older sister, Cecile. She was a senior in nursing school when I was a freshman.


  The three of them stood together looking at me, but none seemed inclined to say anything.


  “So…you wanted to talk to me,” I said.


  “Yes.” Odetta glanced around like she was expecting someone to sneak up on us. “Let’s go in an empty room.”


  She led us down to the next vacancy and closed the door. Cecile was shaking and Philippa put her arm around her shoulders.


  “Okay. Now you’re just freaking me out. What’s going on?” I asked.


  “Do you know about my son?” asked Cecile in a quavering voice. She pulled a snapshot out of her pocket and handed it to me. In the center was a brown-haired little boy clutching a teddy. He looked up at the camera with an impossibly wide grin and gapped teeth.


  “Keegan?”


  “Yes, but he doesn’t look like that anymore. You know his diagnosis?”


  “Not the particulars. He has Dravet syndrome. Philippa told me.”


  “Do you know what the diagnosis means?”


  I swallowed and tried to think what to say to this mother shaking before me. She knew what it meant. Was it any good to pretend that it was something else?


  “It means he’ll never have a life,” I said softly.


  Odetta began crying and turned away, but Cecile looked me right in the eye. “That’s right.”


  “I’m so sorry. How old is he now?” I asked.


  “He just turned four.”


  I wanted to ask more questions, but I was afraid of the answers. Cecile wasn’t there because Keegan was doing well. Dravet syndrome was a kind of walking death. Children were diagnosed usually in their first year of life and it was all downhill from there. The afflicted could suffer hundreds of seizures a day. It affected every part of their lives and the lives around them. There was no cure and no approved treatment.


  “He’s gone into status,” said Philippa.


  I nodded like I truly understood what that meant for Keegan, for Cecile. It varied from patient to patient.


  “They can’t stop the seizures,” said Cecile. “They go on for over an hour now and they happen almost constantly. He’s lost his ability to speak and to stand or walk.”


  “The neurologist thinks it’s beginning to affect his cognitive abilities,” said Odetta, turning around and wiping her eyes.


  I waited, but no one continued. Tears rolled down their faces and they watched me. I wasn’t crying yet, but I was on the edge.


  “I get the feeling that you want something from me,” I said.


  “I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t absolutely desperate,” said Cecile. “It’s so bad. I think…I think he’s going to die.”


  “What can I do?”


  “You’re going to Colorado,” said Odetta. “When you told me, we came up with a plan, but it won’t work without you.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. Whenever someone came up with a plan for me, it was a bad thing.


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “Have you heard of Alice’s Answer?” asked Cecile.


  Now I had it. Alice’s Answer was a cannabis oil being used to treat seizure disorders. It was only made in Colorado where it was legal.


  “You want it for Keegan,” I said.


  “It’s his only hope,” she said.


  “I guess it is. What exactly do you want me to do?”


  “It’s still illegal in Missouri. No one can import. It would take forever to get special approval, and we don’t have that kind of time. I can’t afford to move to Colorado. Keegan’s father, he left. He couldn’t handle it. The insurance isn’t covering Keegan’s care completely. There’s just no money, and I have two other kids to think of.”


  “And bringing it across state lines is a crime, state and federal,” I said.


  “Yes, but it’s his only hope. I don’t want to ask you, but…” Tears flowed out of Cecile’s eyes in a continuous stream.


  “Why me?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.


  Cecile broke down and Philippa answered, “You’re going to Colorado. You’ll be right there.”


  “And my dad is Tommy Watts.”


  “If you were caught, he could get you out of it.”


  “My dad’s a retired cop, that doesn’t make him the all-powerful Oz, although he thinks so.”


  Cecile straightened up. “I can’t get caught. I’m the only parent they have left.”


  “I’d do it,” said Odetta. “But I’ve got kids of my own. We need my income.”


  “I offered,” said Philippa.


  Cecile shook her head. “No. If you went to jail your mother couldn’t handle it.”


  Philippa’s mom had early onset Alzheimer’s. When she was coherent, Philippa was the light of her life.


  “And…you have the Bleds,” said Philippa.


  I’d known Philippa since high school. She’d never once tried to use my connection to the Bled family for her own purposes and that was saying something. A lot of people had no such scruples. Myrtle and Millicent Bled were my godmothers and wealthy to the extent that most people couldn’t imagine. People were always contacting me trying to get to them. I knew how desperate the situation was if Philippa was willing to do it. I would’ve asked about other family members, but I imagined they would be in the same boat. Incomes were needed. Mothers and fathers were required. I, on the other hand, was single with an influential father and connected to one of the most powerful families in the state, if not the country. It had to be me. Plus, when Raptor found out, she would lose her damn mind. Raptor would owe me. It might be worth a stint in jail just for that alone. I didn’t know what my parents would say if I got caught, but I decided I didn’t care. Keegan wasn’t going to get brain damage, if I could help it. My parents would just have to deal.


  “I’ll do it.”


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  Our plan was simple. I’d go skiing at Copper Mountain, Colorado. Rory Dushane of Open Mind Medicinals would meet me there. He was the son of the founder and would be at Copper for snowboarding. The Dushanes weren’t crazy about breaking the law. Despite what people might think they’d always operated inside the boundaries. They produced only medical marijuana, special strains for cancer patients and other types of illnesses that traditional medicine failed to help.


  Cecile said Rory would be easy to spot. He was eighteen, six foot with long purple hair. Rory would hand over a three-month supply that Cecile had already managed to pay for. How I got it back to St. Louis was my problem. The Dushane family didn’t want to know. They’d only been persuaded to do this after Keegan’s doctors called them and made it personal. I was surprised the team would plead for pot, but it was all they had left and the Dushanes agreed.


  I stepped out into the icy morning air and tried to remember where I’d parked in the cavernous hospital parking garage. My mind was so full of this new situation and its implications, I just couldn’t remember and ended up wandering around for fifteen minutes until I accidentally ran into my red Chevy truck. My truck was vintage and cherry, a sixteenth birthday present from my dad that he thought would end up in his hands. He was wrong. I loved my truck and he was lucky he got to look at it from a distance.


  The downside of an elderly truck was the lack of alarm or I would’ve found it much earlier. Now I was late. I had one thing to accomplish before heading to Colorado and if I didn’t get a move on I was going to miss it. My tires squealed as I peeled out of the garage headed to Laclede’s Landing, an historic area on the Mississippi with cobblestone streets and swanky restaurants and bars. I didn’t normally spend much time there, since it was expensive and I was cheap, but I’d been summoned. I usually don’t respond well to orders, but this one came from Spidermonkey, a hacker or as he liked to call himself, an information specialist. I’d hired Spidermonkey to research a family situation back in August after a particularly sleazy lawyer made insinuations that my father had done something illegal and that he was going to find out what it was.


  It all happened because my godmothers, Myrtle and Millicent Bled, had a jerk nephew who was claiming they were incompetent. Brooks sued to get himself named their guardian and he tried to use my family to do it. He said that my parents and I had undue influence over the elderly sisters and they were too doddy to resist us. My godmothers, or The Girls, as everyone called them had made some kind of deal with my father the year before I was born. I’d never thought much about it until the lawsuit happened. The Girls had been a part of my life since the moment I was born. They’d given my parents a house on the exclusive Hawthorne Avenue. It was an expensive gift, and Brooks’s lawyer wanted to know why it was given, why The Girls had paid for my private education and had practically raised me in their mansion. The truth was I didn’t know. Dad wouldn’t say and I had always left it at that. We loved The Girls and they loved us. It seemed simple, only it wasn’t. The lawyers had uncovered the fact that our house had been given to my mother alone, and at the time, The Girls had never met her. Why did they do that? Why Mom and not Dad? There was also the question of Josiah Bled, The Girls uncle. He’d dropped off the face of the earth about the time we got our house. Brooks’s lawyer clearly thought my dad knew him and had something to do with his dropping out of sight. Josiah didn’t die, at least not so that you could tell. He was a famous man, a WWI flying ace and a spy during WWII, not to mention fabulously wealthy. One minute he was in St. Louis and the next he was gone and no one asked why. The papers didn’t cover it and the family never said a word to me about Josiah disappearing. I assumed he was dead. But he was just gone. Brooks’s lawyers leaked information to the St. Louis Police Department, and they’d started an internal investigation alleging that Dad had used his police connections to do something for The Girls for which they gave him entrance to the world of Hawthorne Avenue.


  That investigation could’ve ruined my dad, the hint of impropriety would’ve been very bad for his excellent reputation. He was now a famed private investigator with clients all over the country. I managed to take care of Brooks and his lawyers in a way I wasn’t exactly proud of, but it was done for the best and the police weren’t looking at Dad anymore. They seemed happy to let it drop when the lawsuit went away.


  Spidermonkey had been working for me ever since. He was supposed to find out everything he could about the time that The Girls gave my mom the house and what happened to Josiah Bled by doing extensive record searches. It’d been over three months since he started and since then I had only the most basic of updates from him. He said he was making progress and I tried to remain patient. It was obvious that whatever happened wouldn’t be easy to uncover and Spidermonkey was the best at what he did. Whatever it was, I had to know. I’m naturally nosy like my parents, but it was more than that. I’d gotten Brooks off our backs, but how long would it last? We had to be ready and my parents acted like nothing had changed, but for me everything had.


  I parked on a side street and turned up the collar on my wool pea coat. The wind whipped down the street and snatched at the thin material on my legs as I ran through the cobblestoned streets of Laclede’s Landing until I found tiny Café Déjeuner tucked in between two larger restaurants with white starched tablecloths behind their plate glass windows. I flung open the door and found the cafe quite empty, except for a barista behind the counter and a white-haired old man sitting at a small table reading The Wall Street Journal in front of the roaring fire in the enormous fireplace. I took off my beret and checked my phone. No messages and I was only five minutes late. Surely Spidermonkey didn’t dump me over five measly minutes.


  “Can I help you?” asked the barista.


  “Yes. I’d like a double latte and …” I looked through the antique glass case at dozens of fresh pastries, all glistening with sugar and butter. “What do you recommend?”


  “The eggnog cinnamon rolls are to die for,” she said with a smile.


  “One of those then.” I handed over my debit card and then texted Spidermonkey.


  Please be running late. Please be running late.


  “I’m here. Whr r u?” I typed.


  My phone dinged.


  “I’m here.”


  “Whr?”


  “Fire.”


  I turned slowly and found the old guy smiling at me. He waved and I stared. WTF. Spidermonkey was a member of AARP? No way. This had to be a joke. I walked over, wondering where the camera was that was undoubtedly recording my stupidity.


  “Sit down, Miss Watts,” he said in a honeyed Southern accent, South Carolina unless I was mistaken.


  “Seriously?” I asked.


  “Not what you were expecting?”


  “Not quite.”


  “I’m nothing like your uncle Morty, but the obese sweatpants look is overdone in my opinion.” He smiled and pointed at the chair. I sat down. I think my mouth was hanging open. He knew Uncle Morty personally. That was a surprise. Morty was Spidermonkey’s biggest competitor. He did all the work for my dad in investigations and I would’ve asked him to look into the house, except that he already knew the truth and wasn’t going to tell me.


  The barista brought my latte and cinnamon roll. It smelled like Christmas, but I felt like Halloween when you never knew who was behind the mask.


  “How do I know you’re really Spidermonkey?” I asked.


  “I’m your cousin Chuck’s connection, if that helps. He’s seen me in person, one of the few that has. Call him. He’ll vouch.”


  I sipped my latte and considered it. Chuck was my cousin by marriage and a huge pain in the ass. He was also a police detective and loyal to my dad. I didn’t want him to know what I was up to. He’d recently shown me some loyalty by keeping my first contact with Spidermonkey secret, but that was another case, and I didn’t expect the same thing to happen twice.


  “You haven’t informed Chuck that you’re working for me?” I asked.


  “You asked me not to.” Spidermonkey smoothed his lime green sweater and adjusted his gold cuff links. How was this guy a hacker?


  “You told Chuck what I was up to in Honduras.”


  “This case intrigues me and getting one over on Morty has its appeal, so I kept your confidence.”


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  “You mean how am I in this line of work?”


  “Exactly.”


  “I retired about ten years ago. I was a stockbroker with an interest in the internet. I learned how to use it to my clients’ advantage and I was very good at finding information that companies didn’t want me to know. After I retired my beloved wife threatened to kill me if I didn’t find something to do and I became Spidermonkey. Are you ready to hear what I have to say?”


  “Is it bad?” I asked, wincing.


  “Does it matter?”


  “No. Go ahead.”


  “In my opinion the deal between the Bleds and your father was completely off the books. It was a verbal agreement with no paper trail. I know you’re worried about Brooks Bled finding out what the deal was. But I couldn’t find any evidence, so there’s no chance he will.”


  “Uncle Morty hid some paperwork from me. There is something,” I said.


  “Not about the deal. Your father’s a brilliant man. He didn’t commit it to paper or computer. I’m certain of this.”


  “Where did you look?”


  He sipped his black coffee and smiled. “Everywhere. Morty had quite a firewall built around your parents and The Girls, but I got through it. Just a matter of time. I believe the paperwork is travel-related.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “Because Tommy Watts took a three-week vacation during the time the house was signed over to your mother.”


  “Any trace of where he went?


  “No public transport. He may have driven or…”


  “Or?”


  “A private plane took off from Lambert on the first day of his vacation.”


  “What makes you think my dad was on it?”


  “It was a Bled plane. It took off at midnight. There was no manifest or flight plan.”


  “Aren’t those required?”


  “You grew up in the Bled world. You know better. The Bleds make the rules, they don’t follow them.”


  I looked down into my cup at the dregs of foam clinging to the sides. Spidermonkey said something about power and money going hand in hand. He didn’t know anything. With all his resources, all his abilities to snoop in anyone’s life, he knew nothing. He saw the Bleds with their fat accounts, mansions, and art collections and thought he could see the truth. That all they were was money. The truth is always more complicated. Pain is universal. You can’t buy your way out of that, although people seemed to think huge houses changed it. They were wrong. I’d spent the last month at Millicent’s bedside. She’d gotten pneumonia and had suffered just the same as anyone else.


  “Miss Watts? Did you hear me?” asked Spidermonkey.


  “They’re real people,” I said.


  “Did I imply that they weren’t?”


  “Yes,” I said with a flash of unexpected anger.


  He sipped his coffee and watched me quietly. “I thought I would see it, if I looked close.”


  “What?”


  “The difference between you and Marilyn Monroe, but I can’t. I swear I can’t.”


  “What’s that got to do with anything?”


  “You and your parents have enthralled the Bleds. Great beauty can do that. But you…you really love them.”


  “Of course I do. They’re my family.”


  “I have to admit when I started this line of inquiry for you I thought it would be fairly simple. The more I dig, the more intrigued I am.”


  “About the house?”


  “No, actually. It’s clear your father did the Bleds a service, legal or otherwise, and the payment was your life on Hawthorne Avenue. What intrigues me is why? Why did it happen in the first place? I can find no reason for your father to ever have met the Bleds, much less have been asked to do something that was clearly very important to them. Your parents weren’t in their circle. They practically lived on different planets, but the Bleds went to your father. They trusted him with something huge and he proved worthy.”


  “They chose wisely,” I said.


  “They did, but I want to know why it happened. It’s driving me crazy.”


  “I can’t help you. None of them ever mentioned how they met. Millicent and Myrtle have always treated us like family.”


  “You’re not, in case you’re wondering. I checked back several generations.”


  “Did you find Josiah Bled’s death certificate while you were at it?”


  “No. Josiah Bled went off the grid about the time the house was signed over. I can find no trace of him. If there’s a death certificate, it wasn’t filed in the States. Do you want me to keep looking? Overseas, I mean.”


  “Yes. Start in France.”


  Spidermonkey raised an eyebrow. “Why France?”


  “He spent a lot of time there. Loved it. That’s what The Girls say.”


  “Fine by me. What about your parents and the house?”


  “Find out where Dad went. There was a pilot. Ask him or her.”


  “Him. Donnell Frazer. Dead ten years ago. The rest of the crew was unnamed.”


  “The family doesn’t like strangers. Whoever was on that plane was regular staff. Take a look at employee records.” 


  Spidermonkey laughed. “They don’t like strangers. Your father wasn’t a stranger then.”


  “I guess not.”


  “How far do you do want me to go with this?”


  “As far as it takes. I have a feeling that Brooks’s lawsuit wasn’t the end of it.” I finished the heavenly cinnamon roll and started to get up.


  “You’re right on that. Are you in the will?”


  “Will?”


  “Myrtle and Millicent’s will?”


  “Probably.” I sat back down.


  “They haven’t said anything about the art, in particular?”


  “No.”


  “There are noises in the art world about control over the Bled Collection after The Girls pass away. The art museum has been trying to get a hold of that collection for years.”


  “I know, but that will never happen. They have family. Blood family, I mean. I assume Lawton will inherit.”


  “Not you?” asked Spidermonkey.


  “No way. Lawton is Myrtle’s son.”


  “There are rumors that you or your parents have pieces from the collection. Do you?” he asked.


  “That’s crazy. What do they think? That I have a Renoir hanging over my Ikea bed?”


  “So you have nothing?”


  “No. What’s this got to do with our house and Brooks’s lawsuit?”


  “The art museum wants that collection, and if you inherit it, they could claim undue influence to get it away from you. The lawsuit and the house makes a good case for it. No one knows why Brooks dropped it.”


  Of course I knew why Brooks dropped it, but I didn’t want anyone else to know.


  “It’s Myrtle and Millicent’s property, they can do whatever they want. The art museum doesn’t have a say.”


  “That’s what people thought about the Barnes Collection and it’s now in the Philadelphia Art Museum, exactly where Mr. Barnes didn’t want it.”


  I nodded. The Barnes situation had upset The Girls terribly. They knew Mr. Barnes and what he wanted for his collection. Only the fact that they had family to protect the Bled Collection comforted them. Each piece was personal and came with a story. Some were heartbreaking.


  “Find out whatever you can.” I paused. “Look into the art museum, too. Someone has to be behind it. If someone is building a case to steal the Bled Collection, we need to know who it is.”


  “This will cost you,” said Spidermonkey.


  “Curiosity always does.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  The Central West End was quiet that morning. The vintage clothing, wine, and chocolate shops not yet open for business. By ten it would be hopping with stylish people out for a stroll and an espresso. It was my favorite part of St. Louis, where old and new meshed so well that you couldn’t make out the lines. I drove through a warren of short streets to the exclusive section, the part with high wrought-iron gates and statuary. Even Hawthorne Avenue’s alley said keep out with another gate and a small guardhouse that looked like a Chinese pagoda. Mr. Knox, the guard, was standing next to the pagoda with a clipboard. His frozen breath streamed forth like an old train engine.


  I turned in and cranked down my window. “Good morning, Mr. Knox.”


  “Good morning, Miss Mercy.”


  I held out an extra large black coffee with three sugars that I’d gotten for him at Café Déjeuner because Christmas tis the season of freezing your butt off.


  “You remembered.” He grinned and took a sip.


  “First day of the official season,” I said. “Will I be able to make it to The Girls?”


  “It’ll be tight, but I only got three in there right now. You beat the rush. Get in while the getting’s good.”


  I rolled up my window and eased into the alley. It was quite narrow, having been built for small wagons, not lumbering trucks. Christmas was afoot and that Sunday was the day that Hawthorne got serious about decorating. Since these people were crazy wealthy, they didn’t do it themselves. From now until Christmas Day there would be a steady stream of florists, caterers and lighting designers clogging up the alley. I squeezed past a tree farm truck with six guys unloading three fifteen-foot Noble firs. Did I mention that no one has only one, except us of course. The Offenheimers usually have five. Mom tells a story about our first Christmas on Hawthorne with the lone Christmas tree when no less than seven executive assistants were dispatched to our house to find out if our supplier had difficulties and did my mother want any recommendations. Mom had to explain that we had one tree and that we would (gasp) decorate it ourselves. I’m pretty sure we’re the only ones with one tree and ornaments made of popsicle sticks and tin foil. My parents could probably now afford a floral designer to come in and do a theme tree, but we stuck with chopping down our single tree ourselves and covering it with tacky ornaments Mom bought from Walgreens on sale. We’re sentimental that way and by now residents of the Avenue were used to the cop’s family and our eccentricities.


  I passed a florist van and another tree truck and made it to the back of the Bled property without scraping the paint off my truck. I was relieved, until I saw the vehicle parked next to the stable/garage. A black Camaro. Just what I didn’t want to see. The car was my cousin Chuck’s baby and he was there to annoy me, no doubt. I pressed the remote and one of the two-car bays opened. I parked beside Philippa’s Mini. Philippa was going to stay with The Girls while I was in Colorado. I’d been living with them since Millicent got sick, because she refused to go to the hospital. Myrtle and Millicent came from a world where doctors came to you, not the other way around. So I’d been in charge of round-the-clock care during Millicent’s illness and recuperation. My friends filled in when I couldn’t be there. Like I told Spidermonkey, The Girls didn’t like strangers. They knew Philippa, Shanna, and Angie because I’d gone to school with them and they could be trusted. Spidermonkey would definitely find out who was on the plane with my dad by going through the Bled Brewery records. It would be tedious and expensive, but the information was there.


  I closed the garage door and went past some of The Girls’ car collection, not that they collected cars. Each one had personal meaning. They hadn’t bought a new car in my entire life, and wherever they went, they went in style, usually in the 1921 Maybach. They say it’s because the car was their father’s, but I think they like the attention. Not a lot of Maybachs running around, not even in the Central West End.


  I trotted out of the car section and into the part maintained as a stable, even though there hadn’t been horses in there since the seventies. I took one deep breath of hay-scented air and entered the back garden where all the roses were bagged for the impending snow and the beds had been clipped back from their summer glory. The back door blazed with warmth and light and I went past one of the fountains.


  “Miss Watts,” called a voice behind me.


  I turned expecting Johnny, The Girls’ favorite Christmas tree guy, but it was a boy peering through the wrought iron at me. He waved again. “Miss Watts.”


  He looked too young to be a stalker. I’d gotten enough of them to recognize the type and he wasn’t in his thirties or particularly weird-looking. I seemed to attract the weird ones, the weirder the better. Thanks to a bunch of old VFW guys who weaseled some pictures out of me and started a website devoted to me looking like Marilyn, I got guys following me pretty regular. They didn’t last long once they realized looks were deceiving and I was super boring on a day-to-day basis.


  Since the kid didn’t look to be carrying a weapon, and Chuck was in the house waiting to bother me, I went over. My first mistake.


  “Can I help you?” I asked, keeping my distance. Distance is good. Touching has happened.


  “Good morning, Miss Watts.” The boy extended his hand, and once he did I saw that he wasn’t as young as I thought, closer to eighteen than fourteen. He had a mop of soft floppy brown curls on top of his head and a smattering of freckles sprinkled on his rosy cheeks. His coat was an ankle-length cashmere trench in a pale camel color. But the most interesting thing about him was his accent. He was Scottish.


  I shook his warm hand. It was soft like a young girl’s with buffed nails. Definitely not my usual stalker material.


  “Good morning,” I said. 


  “May I introduce myself. I’m Fergus Borthwick.”


  “Seriously?”


  “It’s a family name. I’m here to help you,” he said.


  “Thanks, but I’m good.”


  “You’re on a case. I can help you.”


  Groan.


  “I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not a detective. Thanks anyway,” I said.


  “But you are and I’m going to help you.” He smiled, his green eyes lighting up.


  Double groan.


  “If you saw me on the news, that whole thing in Honduras was a fluke. I’m a nurse.”


  “I know that, but you also work for your father and you’re on a case right now.”


  “I’m really not.”


  “You left the hospital thirty-five minutes later than usual and you didn’t go home as expected. You went to a coffee shop where you met an old man. He was expecting you, but you weren’t expecting him. What’s the case? I want to help.”


  “I can’t believe this. You are stalking me.”


  “Not stalking. Helping.”


  “The line isn’t as wide as you think. There’s no case, and I wouldn’t let you help me if there was.” I turned and went up the walk.


  “I’ll be here when you need me,” called out Fergus behind me.


  Fan-freaking-tastic.


  



  [image: Image]


  



  



  I found Philippa standing in the foyer, staring at a cubist painting by Fernand Leger.


  “What’re you doing?” I asked.


  “Waiting for you. Where’ve you been?”


  “I had to see a man about a thing. Everything okay? How’s Millicent?”


  “She’s fine. Your cousin is here. Oh my god. He is so hot. How can you stand it?” She fanned herself dramatically and I couldn’t help but smile.


  “It’s easier than you think, given that he’s totally obnoxious.”


  “You call that obnoxious? He brought croissants and Irish butter. I think I’m in love.”


  “Well, good luck with that,” I said, heading for the staircase.


  Philippa grabbed my arm. “You wouldn’t mind?”


  “Why would I mind?”


  “He talks about you a lot, and I know you’re not blood-related.”


  I felt a little twinge, kind of like the first moment of getting the flu. Not an ordinary flu mind you, the so-sick-death-seems-preferable flu. “Go for it. If he’s bothering you, he won’t be bothering me.”


  I started up the stairs, and she stopped me a second time.


  “Mercy, I’ve been getting calls.”


  I dragged her into the cloakroom. It’s not as small as it sounds, more like a cloak museum. “Who called you?”


  “I’m not sure. He doesn’t say his name clearly.”


  “What does he want?”


  “He wants to know about Myrtle and Millicent’s art collection. If they’re thinking about selling,” said Philippa. “I don’t know how he even knew I was working for them.”


  “What did you say?” I asked.


  “Nothing. I don’t know about the collection, but he keeps calling. This morning he wanted to know how Millicent was feeling. It was creepy.”


  I rubbed my eyes. This was just great. I was hoping Spidermonkey was wrong. There were always rumblings in the art world about something or other. It didn’t have to mean anything. If they were going after Philippa, it was serious.


  “Did he offer to pay you?” I asked.


  “Yes.”


  “How much?”


  “He didn’t say, just that it would be worth my while.”


  I didn’t like that. No one ever offered to pay me. It was usually just an introduction that people wanted. Myrtle and Millicent weren’t easy to access and people wanted an in to pitch investments or ask for charitable donations. Occasionally, I got questions about the art. Someone wanted a certain piece for a certain museum and wanted The Girls to loan it out. They never loaned and that’s what I said. No one had ever inquired after their health and the thought gave me a shiver. My godmothers were getting up there and I didn’t like to think about it. The fact that I’d been bypassed in favor of Philippa meant whoever it was knew me well enough to know they wouldn’t get anywhere and that was troubling.


  “Are you upset?” asked Philippa.


  “It’s just the last thing I needed.”


  “I’m sorry. I know we put a lot on you with Keegan.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Keegan will get his oil. This is just, I don’t know, a new wrinkle.” I opened the door and we walked out to find Chuck standing beside a wide pedestal supporting an early Henry Moore sculpture. Chuck had his usual look of licentiousness about him and it was oddly appropriate with a nude reclining woman at his elbow.


  “Two beautiful women in a dark closet. My favorite,” he said.


  I groaned and Philippa blushed.


  “Dirtbag. We were just talking,” I said.


  “Don’t ruin it for me.”


  “I make it a point to ruin all your fantasies.”


  “You haven’t been remotely successful, but, for the sake of argument, what were you doing?”


  “I told you. Talking.” I nudged Philippa toward the stairs.


  Chuck snagged my elbow. “You go ahead, Philippa. I need to talk to Mercy for a second.”


  Philippa left reluctantly, and I rolled my eyes. She’d known Chuck for nearly as long as she’d known me. The fact that he was a love ‘em and leave ‘em type and sleazy to boot seemed to make no impression on her or any of my friends for that matter. He’d dated nearly every female I knew. I suspected that he did it to annoy me. Nothing was worse than going out with a friend and having to hear about Chuck’s excellent bod all night.


  Chuck stepped back and gave me a good view of the excellent bod clad in well-fitted bootcut jeans and a blue turtleneck sweater that matched his eyes. He wasn’t beautiful with a slightly receding hairline and a hint of acne scars on his cheeks, but he had a quality that was hard to define, maybe it had something to do with confidence.


  “Somebody’s been calling Lester,” he said, the sleaziness gone.


  Lester was The Girls’ driver. He was older than them and should’ve retired twenty years ago, but he seemed happy to spend his remaining days driving them to lunch, the airport, or the cathedral. The rest of the time you could find Lester snoozing under the palm trees in one of the enormous conservatories that flanked the house.


  “Calling about what?”


  “The Bled Collection.”


  “Great. Philippa is getting calls, too.”


  “Money?” he asked.


  “It didn’t get that far. How much did they offer Lester?”


  “Fifty thousand if he’d arrange a meeting that resulted in a loan.”


  “Which pieces do they want?” I asked.


  “It didn’t get that specific. Lester tried to get them talking, but they’re holding it pretty close to the vest.” Chuck stroked my shoulder. “Don’t look so upset. We’ll handle it.”


  “I’m not upset. I’m mad. How dare they try to use Lester or Philippa or anyone for that matter. I don’t get it. Why’s this worth fifty thousand to them? Even if The Girls loaned out the Monets, for instance, a loan is just a loan.”


  “I’ve been thinking about that. I think it’s planned as the thin edge of the wedge. They’d say something like they let us have these pieces. Why not all of them? For the good of the public. And before you know it, getting control of the Bled Collection looks like a public service, instead of what it is.”


  “A moneymaker. Can you imagine what a world tour would rake in?”


  “I can’t. You’d know better than me. I don’t even know what it’s worth,” he said.


  “Nobody knows. None of the pieces have been appraised. The best you can do is look at the artist’s other works and guess.”


  “So guess.”


  “The Barnes Collection had around twenty-five hundred pieces and the estimate I heard is twenty-five billion.”


  “How many pieces do Myrtle and Millicent have?”


  “I never counted. Fifteen hundred isn’t beyond the realm.”


  “They’d better have airtight wills,” said Chuck.


  “Mr. Barnes’s was airtight, but it failed just the same.” I felt like crying. The day had started out crappy with a four-year-old in absolute misery with impending death at the ready and had moved on to legalized art theft.


  Chuck grabbed me so fast I didn’t know what was happening, and there I was folded into his long arms with my face pressed against his warm sweater. There were pecs under there. Hard ones. Well-defined and, frankly, not all that comfortable to have my face rammed against, but the smell was oh-my-god-awesome. It was just Chuck’s normal smell, man with a hint of cologne, a little beer, and squad room. Put it all together and I felt safe and comforted.


  “Myrtle and Millicent have something Mr. Barnes didn’t have,” said Chuck, his hot breath ruffling my hair.


  “What?” I said, looking up.


  His head lowered towards mine. “Us.”


  “Us,” I whispered.


  Closer. Closer.


  “Mercy!” Philippa called out from the top of the stairs, and I jerked back.


  “What?” I yelled.


  She jogged down the curving staircase and leaned over the railing. “Millicent wants you. Everything okay?”


  I ran my fingers through my hair and said, “Fine. Why don’t you tell Chuck about those phone calls you’ve been getting.”


  Philippa brightened up. “Sure. Let’s have some coffee.” She ran down the rest of the stairs and dragged Chuck off toward the kitchen. He gave me a sly smile on the way out. Sleazy bastard. He almost had me. What was I thinking? It’s Chuck, not to be confused with a nice guy. It must be the sleep deprivation.


  I ran up the stairs past a framed collection of cameos and stopped so fast I nearly fell head first into the top stair. The cameos. When Spidermonkey asked me if I had anything from the collection I’d forgotten all about them. Myrtle and Millicent had given me a cameo by Charles Le Brun, court painter to Louis XIV, for my thirteenth birthday. Not exactly a normal present for a teenage girl, but I loved it. It was of a young girl with lovely thick brown hair tied over her shoulder with a pink ribbon. They gave me the second cameo for my eighteenth birthday. This one of a slightly older girl similar in the face to the first but she wore a huge brown wig and even bigger hat that suited the time and the painter, Louise Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun. The artists were related only by marriage and I had no idea why The Girls had given me the cameos. They were priceless. By priceless I mean priceless. When Mom took them to be appraised for insurance they’d stumped the appraiser. He knew of no other miniatures by either artist, so they were entirely unique. We ended up insuring them for two million a piece and they were mounted under special glass and hung above Mom’s dressing table, where they’d been ever since, protected by Dad’s rocking security system.


  I pulled myself together and walked slowly to Millicent’s room, wondering what this would mean in terms of the collection and if some nasty lawyer could make something out of nothing. My cameos had never hung in the Bled mansion as far as I knew. Did that mean they were never a part of the collection? If I was to be appointed as a trustee of the collection could someone use my ownership of the cameos against me in an effort to get control? No, that wouldn’t happen. Lawton would inherit and no one could question that.


  “Mercy, is that you?” Millicent’s soft voice came through the ornate double doors of her bedroom.


  I straightened my face and stepped inside her oversized bedroom. It was like stepping into the 1930s, even the bedside clock was vintage. “I’m here.”


  Millicent lay propped up in the center of her Art Deco bed. It suited her so well with its stylized butterfly motif. Her mother had picked it out when she was born and it had been in her room ever since.


  “Darling girl, what’s wrong?” she asked.


  I guess I hadn’t straightened enough. “Nothing. Long night.”


  She extended her hand and I took it, sitting on the edge of the bed. Millicent looked good, especially considering her age and the pneumonia that could easily have killed her. The medical equipment I’d stocked her room with was now unused and had been concealed behind an antique screen. She had a copy of Gone with the Wind and a tray beside her with one of Chuck’s croissants, plus coffee, milk, orange juice, and strawberries. They’d hardly been touched.


  “You really have to eat,” I said.


  “I’m trying.”


  Out from behind a pile of extra pillows slinked my cat, Skanky. He did a curly-tongued yawn, ignored me, and curled up in Millicent’s lap. I’d brought the ungrateful wretch when I’d moved in to take care of Millicent and now he acted like he didn’t know me. Having a mansion as his domain suited him much more than my small apartment. You’d never know by his imperious expression that I’d bought him off a homeless man, half dead and completely disgusting.


  I settled in, and we talked about how Millicent was feeling and I updated her on Arthur O’Quinn’s condition. She knew him from the cathedral and was keenly interested in his recovery. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought she liked him, as in liked him liked him.


  “Notice anything new?” she smiled and waited.


  “In what?” I leaned in and looked her over.


  “Not me. In the room.”


  In the room? There hadn’t been anything new in Millicent’s room since 1932. I turned slowly and finally spotted it, off in a corner, unobtrusive, which I was certain it wouldn’t remain. I wanted to yell, “Who the hell gave you a parrot?”


  “Isn’t he beautiful? Myrtle gave him to me as a get-well present.”


  There was a green parrot with an orange and yellow beak eyeing me from across the room. It sat on top of the big brass birdcage that used to house Millicent’s last parrot, Bast. Only Millicent would name a parrot after the Egyptian cat goddess.


  “He’s beautiful. What’s his name?”


  “Li Shou.”


  “Cat god?”


  “Chinese. He was worshipped by farmers. Look how he watches you. Li Shou loves you already,” said Millicent happily.


  I was not so happy. Spidermonkey wanted to know what I would inherit. It wouldn’t be the Degas, Picassos, or the Giotto panel. I was totally going to get that parrot. I’d seen my future and it was filled with squawking. I only had one hope.


  “So…is he full-sized?” I asked.


  Please say he’s sixty-eight. Please. Oh please.


  “Heavens, no. He’s only a chick.”


  Ah, crap! I’ll have to put this thing in my will.


  Then, as if on cue, Li Shou, my future pet, let out a squawk. Think loud, squeaky door. He followed it up with, “Where’s Mercy?”


  “He can talk,” I said.


  “He’s very smart and chatty.”


  Fantastic. There’s no stopping this day’s bad momentum.


  “When do you have to leave for the airport, dear?” asked Millicent.


  “Pretty much now. Thank goodness I’ve already packed.” I kissed her cheek and scooted to the side of the bed.


  “Ask Chuck to take you to the airport.”


  I snorted.


  “Be kind to Chuck. He loves you so.” She caressed my cheek.


  I pointed to the book beside her. “Are we quoting Gone with the Wind now?”


  “When it applies and it’s not exactly a quote. You should read it again.”


  “I’ve read it three times already.”


  “Read it again for me.” Millicent closed her eyes. “Have Chuck drive you. Lester took Myrtle to church.”


  “Did I hear my name?” Chuck asked, leaning on the door and looking just about as troublesome as a man can.


  “Can you take Mercy to the airport?” asked Millicent, her voice fading as she drifted toward sleep.


  “It’ll be my pleasure.”


  “You don’t have to. I can take a cab,” I said.


  “I won’t hear of it,” said Millicent. “Take the Jaguar. Lester hasn’t had it out in a while.”


  Chuck rubbed his hands together. The villain. “Now I have to take you.”


  “Good.” Millicent went to sleep.


  I kissed her forehead and watched her sleeping face. I didn’t know what she and Myrtle had planned for the Bled Collection. I only hoped they knew what they were doing, because I sure didn’t.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Four


  



  The Jag was a 1945 model and not the best for transporting ski equipment. My truck would’ve made more sense, but Chuck insisted on taking the Jag. I was going on twenty-four hours without sleep and didn’t have the energy to object. So we were driving to Lambert with my skis in their padded bag jutting over the front seat between our faces. Chuck had been silent the entire drive and if I’d known that was all it took to keep him quiet, I’d have put skis between us before.


  We passed a sign saying Airport 2 miles, and Chuck cleared his throat. “I can just keep driving.”


  “Huh?” I looked out the window at the clear sky. No chance of a last-minute canceled flight today. Skiing with the parents was going to happen.


  “I said I can just keep driving,” said Chuck.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You don’t have to go.”


  “Of course I do. I’m confirmed and everything.”


  “Screw Pete and his parents.”


  I bent over and looked at Chuck from under the skis. His jaw was clenched and he didn’t give me a glance, sleazy or otherwise. “I thought you liked Pete.”


  “I like him. Just not for you.”


  I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes. “Oh and why is that?”


  “Haven’t you noticed? You’re dating your dad,” said Chuck.


  “What? Are you crazy?”


  “Am I exiting or not?”


  “Exit! Now!”


  Chuck eased onto the exit ramp. “You know I’m right.”


  “I know you’re certifiable. Pete is nothing like my dad.”


  “Tall, skinny, extremely pale, works constantly. Sound familiar?”


  “Pete is super nerdy. Dad is cool. Ask anyone. How about that?”


  “Tommy Watts is the most charming fucker you’ll ever hope to meet, but he’s still a nerd, a crime nerd, but a nerd all the same.”


  “Well…if they are alike then I’m damn well lucky. Pete is practically perfect in every way.”


  “Yeah. He’s a real Mary Poppins.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Gladly.”


  What in the world was happening? Were we fighting? I puzzled over it and discovered we were. How odd? Chuck and I never fought. He was sleazy. I insulted him. That’s how it went, but we never fought, not even when we were kids. He always let me have my way.


  The traffic slowed to a crawl and I nearly stomped my foot in frustration. I so wanted out of that car. My phone chirped and it was Pete, my boyfriend and argument causer.


  “Where are u?” he texted.


  “Coming,” I answered.


  “What lot? I’ll come to u.”


  “Dropping at Departures.”


  Silence.


  “Hello?” I texted.


  “What car?” he sent back.


  That was weird. Why should Pete care?


  “Jag.”


  “Don’t say anything about the Bleds,” texted Pete.


  “?”


  My last text went unanswered.


  “What was that all about?” asked Chuck, his voice strained.


  “Nothing.”


  “Didn’t sound like nothing.”


  “I was texting. It sounded like typing,” I said.


  We rounded another turn and switched into the Departures lane.


  Chuck lifted up my skis and looked at me. “I can blow by. You know you don’t want to go.”


  “I don’t, but I said I would and I’m going. Stop being weird.”


  “You like me weird.”


  “I don’t like you at all,” I said.


  “Now that’s not even close to true.” The sleaze was back and so strong I could practically smell it.


  “Why don’t you go back to The Girls’ and pour your snake oil all over Philippa?”


  “Philippa?” he asked.


  “She’s my one friend you haven’t dated and she thinks you’re hot.”


  “Really? I guess she could occupy my time while I wait.”


  “Wait for what?”


  “You.”


  Ah crap. Poor Philippa. I’m such a jerk.


  “Never mind. Leave Philippa alone. Forget I said it.”


  “Too late. Philippa it is. You go to Colorado and be hated by the latest mother and I will woo your friend’s panties off.”


  I put my head in my hands. “Please don’t hurt her. She’s a good friend.”


  “When have I ever hurt your friends? All satisfied customers to my knowledge,” he said.


  That was true. Chuck dated and dumped my friends and they still liked him. I didn’t know how he did it. I went out with a guy one time. It wasn’t good and I declined a second date. The guy still hates me. He threw eggs at my windows. And that wasn’t an isolated incident for me.


  We made the last turn, and I scanned the sidewalk. Pete and his parents were easy to spot. They were both on the tall side, although not as tall as Pete. They were pale and thin in an aristocratic way with tailored wool coats and knotted scarves. They were pretty much what I expected, but it wasn’t them that I was really looking for. I was looking for a short, dumpy guy in Star Wars paraphernalia, eating something. My so-called partner, Aaron, had shown up at the airport on my last vacation and had gone on my girl trip. I wouldn’t put it past him to trail me to Colorado. My dad assigned Aaron to help me on cases and the little guy took the arrangement to the extreme. Wherever I went, he went, so it was a relief not to find him chewing next to Pete’s parents. As Chuck pulled up, I scanned again. No Aaron. Finally something was going right.


  Pete saw the Jag and went super pale. I don’t know why he was surprised. He’d seen it before. Then his parents saw the Jag and their eyebrows raised. I admit coming to the airport in the classic car was unusual, but what was with Pete’s reaction to me arriving in it. Why should anyone care?


  Chuck pulled in front of them. The parents’ expressions changed to shock as I looked out the window at them and nobody moved.


  “Last chance,” said Chuck.


  I groaned and opened my door. Pete sprung into action and helped me out. He bent down, his dark blond hair brushing my forehead. “I’ll explain later.”


  I nodded and bit my lip. I was an accomplished liar. You had to be if you worked for my dad. But lying about Myrtle and Millicent felt wrong, like I was ashamed of them or something, which I certainly wasn’t.


  “Mom, Dad, this is Mercy,” said Pete.


  Pete’s dad recovered from his surprise and extended his hand. “Calvin. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mercy. Pete can’t stop talking about you.” He turned to his wife. “This is Pete’s mother, Nancy.”


  Nancy blinked and then came alive and shook my hand. “Nice to meet you, Mercy. I hope you like skiing.”


  “I love it. Thank you for inviting me.”


  “And this,” said Nancy, “is Wallace.”


  She tugged on something in her right hand and from behind her carry-on waddled a dog, not just any dog, a tiny pug wearing a pink knitted hoodie.


  “Oh,” I said because I couldn’t say crap. Little dogs don’t like me any more than mothers. They always bark at me and try to pee on my shoes. They’re often successful because their owners frown on kicking. This dog would be no exception. He sat on his curly tail and looked up. Once he got to the level of my face, the barking started. Short yaps that caused him to hop sideways like his feet were on springs. 


  Then I heard a deep laugh behind me. Chuck was out of the Jag and I did a tiny internal panic. I never knew what Chuck would say and I had the sneaking suspicion that he wouldn’t mind making this trip worse than it was already bound to be.


  I spun around and said loudly, “This is my cousin. My cousin. My cousin, Chuck.”


  Smooth.


  I had my back turned to Pete and his parents, so I gave Chuck what I hoped was a telling look. He saw something in my face because the corners of his mouth turned up. He walked around the car, oozing charm and promptly had Nancy glowing with a big smile on her face.


  Calvin was equally taken in. “Chuck,” he said. “I have to ask about this car. It is magnificent.”


  Chuck glanced at me, and Pete blurted out, “He borrowed it.”


  Not missing a beat, Chuck confirmed, “It’s a friend’s. 1945 Mark IV, mint condition, and a pleasure to drive.”


  Calvin looked in the back window. “That must be quite a friend.”


  “She is.” Chuck reached in and pulled my skis over the seat. He put them in my arms and mouthed, “You owe me.”


  Better and better.


  Wallace the pug was still barking at me and straining on his leash toward my feet. I jumped sideways and he turned and pointed his rump at me, ready to release a stream of pee at my boot no doubt, but Nancy scooped him up. “She wants to get to know you better.”


  Bark. Bark.


  “Wallace is a girl?”


  Bark. Bark.


  “And the best girl ever,” said Nancy, holding the pug out to me. I had no choice. I had to take the thing. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Chuck at the trunk, pulling out my suitcase, his face twisted with amusement. I was about to tell him off, right in front of Calvin and Nancy, but Wallace saved me. She peed. The yellow stream hit me right in my coat before I jerked her sideways and she hit the Jag’s front tire.


  “Oh you bad, bad girl,” said Nancy as she took Wallace from me. “She’s just excited. We’ll have that cleaned for you.”


  “It’s okay.”


  Hopefully, it’s okay to kill your dog later, too.


  Pete gave me a handkerchief and I wiped the remains of dog urine off my coat while gritting my teeth. Chuck placed the last of my luggage on a porter’s cart, said his goodbyes to Pete and his parents, and then hugged me. “Bet you wish we’d kept driving now.”


  “Hardly. It’s fine,” I whispered back.


  Chuck’s hand brushed my rump when Pete wasn’t looking and left. Despite the sleazy behavior, I wanted to chase the car. Calvin and Nancy were looking me over, and Wallace was barking and snorting at me. Worst of all, Pete looked distinctly uncomfortable.


  “So who owns the Jag?” asked Calvin.


  “Um,” I said because I have a way with words.


  “Dad, we better get going,” said Pete. “Got to check in. We don’t want to be late.”


  “Oh, right. Anything can happen with air travel. Best to be early. Don’t you agree, Mercy?”


  “Sure.”


  Nancy fell in step with me and started asking where I’d skied before. I guess Pete hadn’t anticipated these questions because he kept glancing over his shoulder with panicked eyes. So I lied. I said my parents had taken me skiing instead of The Girls. It seemed so ungrateful. Myrtle and Millicent had taught me to ski at three and had taken me everywhere from Whistler in Canada to Chamonix in France. But still I lied and put my parents in their place with a silent vow to confess all when I got home. Well, maybe not all. I wouldn’t mention Keegan’s oil. I doubted The Girls would object to my smuggling medicine to a dying child. The Bleds were known to do what they thought was right, not necessarily what was legal. But they didn’t keep secrets from my parents whose reaction was less certain. There would be yelling at the very least.


  Nancy and I chatted about various resorts, and I detected none of the dislike I’d come to expect from mothers. She treated me like someone pleasant that she just happened to meet at the airport and I was digging it. If only Wallace would stop barking and eyeing my feet.


  We checked in, went through the interminable security line, and settled in at our gate. That’s when I saw that Denver was not on the board. Above the kiosk, it clearly said San Francisco and a takeoff time in two hours. What the heck? I leaned over to Pete, who was immersed in a scintillating article on post-operative pus, and said, “Are you sure we’re at the right gate?”


  He shifted in his seat and avoided my eyes. “I’m sure.”


  “When’s our flight?”


  “After the San Francisco flight.”


  “How long after?”


  He mumbled something and looked at his parents who were reading their Kindles and not paying us any attention.


  I prodded his shoulder. “When?” 


  “Two hours. Don’t be mad,” he said, his eyes pleading.


  “Mad? Are you kidding me?” I whispered. “We’re at the airport four hours early and you don’t want me to be mad. I worked a twelve-hour shift last night. I could’ve slept.”


  “They like to be early. Air travel is unpredictable,” he said, weakly.


  “You know what isn’t unpredictable?”


  “You killing me later.”


  “Yes, and when you least expect it.”


  I smushed my pee-covered coat against his shoulder and attempted to sleep with continual flight announcements and a pink-coated pug barking at me every three minutes. If it wasn’t for Keegan and his oil, I would’ve been out of there. 


  



  


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Five


  



  Pug breath is bad to start with. Put a snoring pug on your lap in the back of a Tahoe for two hours and you’ll have a stink level close to asphyxiation. How I ended up with Wallace on my lap was a complete mystery. Pete was driving with Nancy riding shotgun. Wallace was on her lap. Calvin got in back with me. I thought this was going to make for awkward conversation with him trying not to stare at my chest as has happened so many times before, but Calvin went to sleep instantly. I’d never seen anything like it. We got in and Pete drove out of Denver International Airport.


  Calvin turned to me and said, “Mercy, it’s so…” 


  Snore.


  I thought he’d wake up from the incredible rattling coming out of his face, but he didn’t. He snored and I stared. Pete and Nancy were in a deep conversation about one of Pete’s high school friends’s heroin addiction and didn’t seem to register the colossal noise coming out of the back seat. Since I was trying to make a good impression and not cause trouble, which was something I did without trying on a regular basis, I wedged myself against the door with my pee coat and closed my eyes. Calvin’s snoring had a pleasant rhythm to it, once you accepted that it wasn’t an earthquake or a harbinger of an alien invasion. I managed to ignore the dog pee smell and went to sleep. Big mistake.


  I woke up a lean fifteen minutes later with Wallace on my lap. On the upside, she wasn’t barking in my face. On the downside, she lay in a twisted donut on her back with her snout pointed at me. And she was snoring nearly as loudly as Calvin. Since I couldn’t exactly say, “How the hell did this stink dog get on my lap?” I decided to toughen up, buttercup, as my dad would say, and ease Wallace off my lap with her snout pointing at Calvin. But the second I tried it, she started growling. In her sleep. Growling.


  To make it downright scary, Wallace’s little pink tummy, which should’ve been adorable, was distended, I assumed with urine. If that dog peed on me again, it was going to be ugly. Dogs can pee on me once, but twice is out of the question. My actions couldn’t be predicted or controlled. I might toss her out the window or point her at the back of Nancy’s head. I really couldn’t say. My only hope was to stay absolutely still and pray nothing happened. Of course I’d prayed to God to stop this trip from happening. I’m talking on knees, hands clasped praying. I was willing to take anything, ice storm, power outage, explosive diarrhea, but it didn’t work. There I was with a urine-filled stink dog trapped with Pete’s parents for a week. It was as if God whispered back, “So now you’re praying. Much good may it do you.”


  That was the longest two hours of my life and I took accounting in high school. Only one thing helped. Keegan’s picture. I got it out of my purse and propped it up against Wallace’s threatening tummy and looked at that little boy. What did Cecile say? That he didn’t look like that now. My mind went to bad places, thinking of what it was like for him, not in control of his body, unable to speak or walk. I forced the images away and thought of the oil and how I was going to get it for him. More importantly of how I was going to get it back. Flying was out of the question. I’d have to rent a car and drive. How I was going to pull that off wasn’t clear. It’d have to be a very good lie and none were coming to mind. I blame the dog breath. Usually lying comes pretty easy.


  I stared at Keegan’s picture and planned my strategy for getting the oil and concealing it from Pete and his parents. I had no illusions that they’d be on board with my smuggling operation. Nancy was a member of The Daughters of the American Revolution. It didn’t get much more conservative than that. Pete would probably support what I was doing, but what if he didn’t? That would be bad for us and I wasn’t going to take the chance. Sometimes it’s better to apologize than ask permission. Not that I would ask permission from anyone, ever.


  I drifted off with my eyes on Keegan’s face and woke when I heard Nancy say, “Now that is just the cutest thing ever.”


  She’d turned in her seat and smiled at me and the stink dog. Pete was biting his lip, trying not to laugh. He would pay for this. Calvin was still snoring and rattling the windows. My neck was cricked to the right and no longer wanted to support my head. I had to get out of that truck.


  “Are we there yet?” I asked, pushing my head upright manually.


  “Five minutes,” said Pete.


  I tucked Keegan’s picture back in my purse and leaned forward. Snow fell in big flakes and made the mountains on either side of the highway pristine and perfect. We emerged from between two low hills and Copper Mountain came into sight. The village was nestled deep in the Rockies with no attached town to give it noise and traffic. Copper was all about skiing and was a local favorite compared to Breckenridge, which was favored by tourists. I’d been to both and I preferred Copper with its Swiss chalet look and quiet paths.


  The snow increased as we turned right onto the main road and a feeling of peace came over me with those heavy flakes floating in the quiet. Copper had always been a place of happiness when I was younger. When the biggest thing I had to worry about was not crashing in front of cute snowboarders and The Girls were young enough that no one was asking about their will or the Bled Collection’s future. Copper took me back to a time when Mom and Dad hadn’t gotten our house by questionable means and I wasn’t having them investigated. A time when stress wasn’t part of my vocabulary. My shoulders relaxed and everything became perfect, hopeful, and easy.


  Then Wallace woke up. The last three minutes were filled with barking, snorting, and my favorite, belching.


  “What building are we in?” I asked, shoving Wallace off my lap.


  “Copper One,” said Nancy.


  Wallace leapt at me and bit my sleeve. She backed up, growling and shaking her head.


  “Ah!” I squawked.


  “Mercy,” said Pete. “I’m trying to drive. These roads are ice.”


  Wallace lunged and knocked me into the window. “Oh crap!”


  “Mercy!”


  “She’s biting me,” I said.


  “My little girl just gets upset when she wakes up suddenly,” said Nancy, totally ignoring my squawking and the growling that sounded like it came from a pit bull, not a five-pound pug.


  Pete took a sharp left into Copper One’s underground parking and Calvin finally woke up. He took one look at Wallace leaping all over me, swatted her on the nose, and handed her to Nancy. “Your maniac, dear.”


  “She’s just excitable,” said Nancy.


  Calvin raised his eyebrows at me and shook his head. “Only a mother’s love. She also thought it was cute when Pete painted ‘I wuv you’ on the wall of my den.”


  “I was five, Dad.”


  “You were a menace. You painted your sister, the neighbor’s dog, our cat, your hamster, and the fridge.”


  Nancy shook her finger at Calvin. “That was all your fault. It was your paint. You should’ve secured it better.”


  “I had it on a six-foot-high shelf locked in the storage room. He’s a criminal mastermind.”


  Pete parked and glanced back at me. “I’m not a criminal anything.”


  “You used to steal your mother’s bras,” said Calvin.


  I sputtered and then burst out laughing. Calvin joined me. Wallace was barking like crazy and Nancy’s lips were pursed so tight they were turning white.


  “He was making a catapult,” she squeezed out.


  “Explain the underwear then,” said Calvin, turning red and wiping his eyes.


  Pete put his head on the steering wheel and banged it three times. “Why’d you have to bring up the underwear?”


  Then the unexpected happened. I started to like my boyfriend’s parents. They weren’t the perfect couple with the perfect children as Pete had led me to believe. They were nutty and it was fantastic.


  We got out and got a cart. We loaded skies, boot bags, and luggage on it, while Wallace continued to yap at me.


  “You know me,” I said to the little nutjob. “I’m not new.”


  Bark. Bark.


  “I’m not new.”


  Bark. Bark.


  “She’ll get used to you,” said Nancy. “You just have to spend time together.”


  Pass.


  Calvin leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Escape while you still can.”


  “Dad,” said Pete.


  “Quiet, panty thief.”


  Pete groaned as his dad pushed the cart toward the elevator.


  “So,” I said, “what’s up with the panties? Should I be worried?”


  “If I tell you, will you promise never to bring it up again?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “You’re a pain in the ass.”


  “Yep, but you may as well tell me, because your dad definitely will,” I said with a smirk.


  “We had a neighbor named Joey Tibiae. He was scared of women’s underwear and I kind of hated him.”


  “And you did what? Chased him with your mother’s panties?”


  “He was obnoxious. I only did it to shut him up.”


  “You are a criminal mastermind.” I took his hand. “I like you better now.”


  “Really?”


  “Perfection is just two dimensional. Now you’re a panty-stealing graffiti artist. What else did you do?”


  Pete steered me away from his parents’ elevator into another, but he couldn’t stop the stories. Calvin would tell me everything. That’s what you get for traveling with parents.
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  We got settled into the condo, a very nice one with a fireplace, two bedrooms, and a full kitchen. We hauled our suitcases into the bedroom and I closed the door before Wallace got in.


  “So?” I put my hands on my hips.


  “So what?” asked Pete, avoiding my eyes.


  “So what did you tell your parents about me? How much am I supposed to lie?”


  “You don’t have to lie exactly.”


  “What exactly then?” I asked.


  “Mercy, my parents aren’t like your parents,” said Pete.


  I rolled my eyes. “Who is?”


  “It’s a lot to take in. I wanted them to get used to you first before I hit them with everything else.”


  “Used to me? Used to me? Am I really that bizarre that you have to temper me like eggs?” I asked.


  “No. I don’t mean that exactly. I just want them to get to know you without the other stuff getting in the way.”


  I tossed my bag on the bed and snapped it open. “Your parents aren’t hermits. They have to know. I’ve been all over the news. My dad gets interviewed on Dateline, for crying out loud.”


  Pete inclined his head toward our door. “Do you hear that?”


  A flat male voice droned outside our room. It wasn’t Calvin. He was much more animated, even when asleep. “What’s that?”


  “NPR. That’s their news and their connection with the world. NPR doesn’t cover local news, much less super-hot Marilyn Monroe look-alikes.”


  “What about CNN?” I asked.


  “Nope. They like PBS. You’re not big there either.”


  “So they know nothing about me?”


  “They know you’re a nurse,” said Pete. “That’s good.”


  “It’s not much. What about my godmothers? Millicent and Myrtle aren’t unsavory. Why do I have to hide them?”


  Pete turned away and said, “Like I said, it’s a lot to take in.”


  I left it at that, all the while knowing there was more to it. But I had enough on my plate. Sometimes unpacking is the simplest thing to do.


  As soon as Pete was occupied with unpacking his underwear—there were no women’s; I checked— I decided to slip out to the bathroom to text Rory Dushane. I had it all under control until I opened the bedroom door and found Wallace sitting there, now wearing a purple turtleneck.


  Bark.


  “Do you need something, Mercy?” asked Nancy from the kitchen.


  “No, I’m good.”


  Bark.


  Wallace lunged for my leg, I jumped over her and ran for the bathroom. I slid across the hardwood, grabbed the doorknob, and just managed to slam the door in Wallace’s smushed face. I didn’t know about Pete, but that dog was a menace. She continued to bark at the bathroom door as I texted Rory.


  He got back instantly, saying he was at Aprés by the American Flyer lift. I said I’d be right there and cooked up an excuse to get out of the condo alone. I took a deep breath and opened the bathroom door. Wallace lunged, I jumped and locked her in the bathroom.


  “Nancy, I’m just going to go down to the shops. I packed the wrong pair of ski socks,” I said, picking up the oversized leather purse I’d packed for the express purpose of carrying off Keegan’s oil.


  “Make sure you wear a coat. It’s down to eighteen now.” Nancy opened a package of deli ham and arranged it on a platter. Funny. I didn’t see her go out to shop.


  I grabbed my ski coat as it hadn’t been peed on yet and almost made it out when Nancy said, “Would you be a dear and walk Wallace? I think she’s getting stir crazy. Listen to all that barking.”


  Are you kidding me?


  “Of course.” I got Wallace’s rhinestone-covered leash and prepared to be treated as a chew toy, but the second Wallace saw the leash, she was all panting smiles.


  I clipped the leash on. “You don’t fool me, you psychopath.”


  Lick.


  “Yeah, right.”


  Wallace and I went out the door and didn’t make it five feet before two teenaged girls spotted Wallace and just had to pet her. She didn’t bark or bite, just snorted, which the girls thought was adorable. I peeled Wallace off them and made for the elevator when an elderly couple saw Wallace and came over to love her up.


  Stupid dog. I’m never going to get out of here.


  I dragged Wallace into the elevator, and we went down to the main floor. The doors opened and there were three million potential pug lovers there. Crap. I picked up Wallace and stuffed her in my purse.


  “If you pee in my new purse, I’ll make you into a hat. Got that?”


  Bark.


  I jogged into the ski shop while Wallace wiggled around and got her wrinkly head poked out. I found a pair of truly hideous socks in my size and ran to the counter. There was a very relaxed guy behind the register whose mouth fell open when he saw me. “Dude, Marilyn Monroe shreds.”


  “Skis actually,” I said. “Socks, please.”


  “Is there like a convention or something?” His brow wrinkled under his thick mop of black hair.


  “What? No. I’m just me. I really need those socks.”


  He asked me if there was anything else he could help me with in that sincere way that Coloradans have. There wasn’t, so he rang me up. I paid and stuffed the socks in with Wallace, who seemed to be embracing the idea of being a bag dog.


  “Nice dog,” the counter guy said. “Hey, can I take a picture with you? The other one’s kind of old, but you’re totally hot.”


  The other what?


  “Sorry. I have to go,” I said.


  A hand went around my waist. “Come on. It’s just one picture,” said Pete.


  Shit!


  I posed with the counter guy, who took about twenty shots because what else could I do and it was a good stall for time.


  When picture time was over the guy thanked me profusely, and Pete said, “See. You made him so happy.”


  “Easy for you to say. You don’t know what he’s going to do with those pictures,” I said.


  “You’re wearing a ski coat. What can he do?” asked Pete.


  Clearly he hadn’t seen the crop of porn that had popped up with my head on various bodies. My mother had a conniption fit and wanted to sue, only she couldn’t nail down the perpetrators. I wasn’t going to tell Pete about that. For now it couldn’t hurt him.


  I smiled and batted my eyes. Sometimes I have no shame. A lot of times, actually. “So…why don’t you take Wallace and I’ll go buy some…girl stuff,” I said.


  “Girl stuff?”


  “You know,” I said, rolling my eyes.


  Pete’s eyes wrinkled behind his wire-rimmed glasses. “You mean tampons? Didn’t you just have your period?”


  Damnit!


  “Oh, yeah,” I said, cozying up to him. My breasts have been known to be distracting.


  The corner of his lip lifted. “Are you feeling okay?”


  But not today they’re not.


  “I need a drink. How about a drink?” I asked, not bothering to bat.


  “Mom’s cooking,” he said.


  I dragged him out of the ski shop past overstuffed racks of padded pants and into the frigid evening. The sun had dipped low, casting the mountains in shadow. The lifts were shut down and cauldrons had been lit, their flames lighting up the stone walkway and the cold-reddened faces of skiers and snowboarders returning from the slopes. Everyone was smiling as they hoisted their equipment on their shoulders and clomped past in their bulky boots toward spiked hot chocolates or shots of something fiery. It was impossible to be unhappy in such company, even with a pug in your purse and a boyfriend who was determined to follow me everywhere.


  I hung a right toward the American Flyer lift and dodged a pack of laughing seniors carrying old-school super long skis.


  “What’s your hurry?” asked Pete, breathless with keeping up with me in the high altitude.


  “Thirsty.”


  There was the bar up ahead. Its ski racks were full to bursting and laughter billowed out the doors every time they opened. I’d have to lose Pete somehow.


  Think, Mercy, think.


  “That guy’s calling you,” said Pete.


  Nooooo!


  I looked behind me with a wince, but it wasn’t a purple-haired teenager racing to catch me. It was a guy with short hair, and he had to be at least thirty-five.


  He hobbled up in ski boots, gasping, “I thought I wasn’t going to catch you.”


  “Can we help you?” asked Pete.


  “Are you her bodyguard?” asked the guy.


  That was a new one for Pete. He’d gotten brother, friend, and cousin, but never bodyguard. Not a lot of bodyguards at 160 pounds and wearing wire rims. Most guys would’ve been insulted to be assumed as anything but my romantic partner, but not Pete.


  He laughed. “I’m her boyfriend.”


  “Ya’ll are wild.” He grinned wide. “Can I have your autograph? I’ve been trying to catch you all day. I’m a huge fan.”


  All day?


  Pete laughed again. “I can’t take you anywhere.”


  “Sure,” I said.


  The guy ripped his lift ticket off his jacket and gave it to me with a Sharpie. “It’s for my brother, Carl. He’s gonna go crazy. Can you say ‘To Carl, you horny son of a bitch”?


  “Umm sure.” I signed the ticket, pausing to remember whether or not horny had an e in it.


  He put the ticket in his pocket and said, “I’ve got to say you look a lot younger in person than you do on screen. What’s your secret? My wife will kill me if I don’t ask.”


  “Soap, I guess.”


  He laughed, thanked me, and clomped off.


  “Okay,” I said. “That was weird, right?”


  “It was a little weird,” said Pete.


  “Do I look old on the website?”


  “There’s only one way I can answer that.”


  “Never mind.” I took his hand again and jogged up the wide stone stairs to the bar.


  Only half the tables were full with most of the customers fighting to get to the bar. I scanned and found Rory Dushane at a table to the far right, next to a table of three old guys wearing sunglasses and frowning at each other. They distracted me for a second. Those expressions were so out of place at Copper, not to mention the girl that was with them. She was young enough to be one of their daughters, but clearly wasn’t, since she was wearing a skintight mini with matching tank and hooker heels. She glanced at me and frowned, causing her red-lacquered lips to pout fiercely.


  I looked away to Rory. He was unmistakable. I expected purple hair. I didn’t expect it to be a color you’d find on a muppet, waist-length with half his head shaved. He sat with two other guys, both as average as Rory was interesting.


  “I’ll get a table,” I said. “You go to the bar and get the drinks.”


  Pete groaned. “It’s packed. Let’s just sit and hope for a waitress.”


  I turned him around and pushed him towards the bar. “I can’t wait that long.”


  “What do you want?” he asked.


  “Anything.”


  “You’re at my mercy then.” He chortled and went to the bar. Thank goodness.


  I weaved in between bulky guys in fat jackets to claim the closest empty table to Rory. I sat my purse with Wallace, who was now snoring, on the floor. When I was in Rory’s eye line, I took off my jacket, revealing the clingy red turtleneck I wore to be noticed. His eyes focused on me instantly and I smiled, but Rory gave me a slight head shake. I sat and raised my eyebrows. He tilted his head to his laughing friends and I grimaced.


  He got out his phone and texted me. “You’re late.”


  “Boyfriend delay.”


  “Get rid of him.”


  “I tried,” I texted.


  Rory didn’t respond and I looked up. He shook his phone, then snapped it shut. I was about to make a motion to the bathroom when Pete plunked a shot glass in front of me.


  “That was fast,” I said.


  “I waved a twenty.” He sat down, blocking my view of Rory.


  “What is this?”


  “Jagermeister.”


  “Gross. Since when do I drink Jager?” I asked.


  “I asked. You said anything. I picked Jager. Better drink it fast before it gets warm.”


  Great. First I couldn’t get rid of Pete, and now he was watching me, happily sipping what smelled like an Irish coffee. I wanted Irish coffee.


  “You know I’m a lightweight.”


  “You’re a featherweight. That’s why I picked it.”


  “Just to bother me?”


  “To get you drunk in five seconds flat. Bottoms up,” said Pete with a wicked grin I didn’t know he was capable of.


  I picked up the shot glass. “You’re a bad person.”


  “Drink.”


  I tossed back the Jager in a gulp. Oh, the burning. I started hacking and used the distraction to jolt my chair sideways back into Rory’s eye line. He was looking at me with pierced eyebrows raised. I was going to indicate a trip to the bathroom, but I couldn’t stop coughing. Rory’s companions got up and left. I nearly bolted over, but I wouldn’t have been able to speak.


  “Oh my god! That is so cute,” said a woman behind me.


  “Look at the little sweater,” said another.


  Pete pounded me on the back, while he craned his skinny neck to see what they were talking about. I took his Irish coffee and drank half the cup. Better. Much better.


  “Huh,” said Pete. “That kind of looks like Wallace.” 


  “Wallace?” I croaked.


  “Mom’s dog.”


  Wallace!


  My purse was empty. I jumped up and caught sight of Wallace’s sparkly leash disappearing between ski jackets draped on chairs halfway across the room. Ah crap! I squeezed between tables, muttering, “Damn dog” under my breath.


  “Is that your dog?” asked a snowboarder.


  I was forced to say yes, although it pained me. He pointed toward the kitchen. I saw the leash and dove for it, but missed. Wallace ran for it. Her curly tail disappeared between a woman’s legs. I ran through the crowd at the bar and finally caught the stink dog as she was nosing her way through the swinging doors into the kitchen. I picked up the chubby pug and came face-to-face with the manager.


  “We don’t allow dogs,” he said, not as angry as he had a right to be.


  “I’m sorry. I forgot I had her.”


  “You forgot you had a dog.”


  “She was asleep in my purse,” I said.


  The bartender came over. “Oh, she is so cute. Can’t she put her back in the purse, Ray?”


  “Sorry, no,” said Ray.


  “Come on,” said the bartender. “Everybody,” she yelled, “do you care if she has her tiny pug in here?”


  The whole bar yelled, “No!”


  Ray smiled and whispered, “Just keep her in the bag, okay?”


  I agreed and went back to the table. Pete finished his remaining coffee and said, “Why do you have Wallace?”


  “I really don’t know.” My head was getting a little funny. My eyes met Rory’s and he grinned at me. The grin dropped off his face as the old-guy table erupted. One of them, a man with thick dark hair tied back in a ponytail, banged on the table and yelled, “Son of a bitch.”


  “We need to talk this through calmly,” said another, bald, dressed completely in black.


  Ponytail banged on the table again and the girl’s small purse fell off. “This is calm!” he yelled.


  The bald one got up, threw a wad of bills, and left. “You’re both shitheads.”


  The girl leaned over to retrieve her purse. Her tank slid up and exposed a over-sized tattoo in black and red with initials in the center. JDS. Classy.


  The guy across from Ponytail, a shaggy blond that might’ve been wearing makeup, began cussing about the purse, which seemed a bit of an overreaction. By this time, the entire bar was watching their table. Pete leaned over. “I knew those guys looked familiar. I think that’s DBD.”


  The Jager was hitting me and I mumbled, “Huh?”


  “Double Black Diamond. You know that band.”


  I perked up and looked again. They did look familiar, especially when the one with the ponytail raised his sunglasses. He had distinctive dark eyes with thick luxurious lashes. He crouched over the table and snarled something low.


  “Mickey Stix,” I said. “My dad loves him.”


  Actually Dad loved the whole band, much to my detriment. When I was a kid, Dad liked to take me camping and he always chose campgrounds a minimum of four hours away and the only CDs Dad owned were of DBD. By the time we got to the campground I was ready to fling myself into oncoming traffic. There were only so many hot girl/rockin’ party songs I could take. It didn’t help that at the end of these DBD marathons was a campground that Dad picked. He favored campgrounds with minimal trees, angry yellow jackets so thick you couldn’t move, rivers wiggling with water moccasins, and plenty of loose silty dirt. Add to that our Korean War era army tent that smelled like feet, Dad always picking the hottest weekend of the year, and marauding raccoons stealing our stuff all night. It was typically three days of hell that ended with another DBD marathon. It made me mad just thinking about it. The best thing about being an adult was I didn’t have to camp with Dad anymore.


  “What’s with the face?” asked Pete.


  “I hate DBD,” I said.


  “I like them. “Sexy Curve” reminds me of you.”


  “That’s the worst one. Dad sings it to Mom, and he cannot sing.”


  Pete laughed and hailed a waitress. “Do you think I could get their autographs?”


  “They look ready to murder each other. I wouldn’t,” I said.


  “They’re always like that. You’d think they’d get over it. They have to be close to sixty.”


  Mickey Stix stood up and yelled, “There are two sides, you fuck! Choose one.” Then he stood up, knocking over his chair into Rory and stalked off, being trailed by a heavily muscled guy in a shiny tracksuit, presumably a bodyguard.


  “Maybe later,” said Pete. “I bet you could get as many autographs as you want. Bring any tight stuff?”


  “You’re willing to pimp me for autographs?”


  “It would be the best Christmas present your dad ever got,” he said.


  True. “I’ll think about it.”


  Rory set Mickey’s chair upright and gathered his gear. He jerked his head toward the door and I gave a slight nod. He walked out and I stood up, grabbing my jacket. The waitress brought Pete another Irish coffee that came with a bra-flashing bend-over. Pete was transfixed for a second and I hoisted the Wallace bag onto my shoulder.


  “Wait,” said Pete, when his eyes could focus on me again. “Where are you going?”


  “To the condo. Not feeling so hot. Thanks to you.”


  “But I just got this drink,” he said.


  “Finish it,” I said. “You can chat up the waitress.”


  “I wasn’t doing anything.”


  “Right.” I waltzed out. It feels great to be self-righteous, especially when you’re chasing down your drug connection.
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  I caught up to Rory at the ski rack. He flung his snowboard over his shoulder and nearly cracked me in the head when he turned.


  “Nice dog,” he said, looking down at Wallace, who was snarling at his gigantic orange boots.


  “She sucks. Do you have it?” I asked.


  “Not on me. I was shredding. Can you get away from Bill Nye the Science Guy tomorrow morning around eight?”


  It took me a second. “Oh, you mean Pete. Yeah, no problem.”


  “So you two…” He looked doubtful.


  “We do.”


  “How does that happen? What’s he, a chemistry teacher?”


  “Come on. He’s not that obviously nerdy,” I said.


  “He’s pretty obvious.”


  “Says the guy with purple hair.”


  “You got me there. What’s he do to get you?” Rory asked with probably the most charming grin I’d seen outside of my dad.


  “Doctor.”


  “That explains it. Does he know?”


  “About Keegan? No, not even a little bit.”


  Rory tossed his purple hair over his shoulder. “Science Guy wouldn’t get onboard this train?”


  I so wanted to touch that hair. The texture was crazy. “I’m not taking the chance.”


  “By the way, it’s cool what you’re doing. That kid’s desperate. I saw the video.”


  “There’s a video?”


  “If you didn’t see it, you don’t want to. That’s some rough shit.”


  “So I gather. Thanks for doing this for Keegan. I know your father wasn’t thrilled about it.”


  Rory shrugged. “The law’s gonna change. Not in time for Keegan though. Dad’s made a study of his disease and he says that little body can’t take it much longer.”


  “How often have you skirted the law?” I asked.


  “Twice before. Like I said, it has to be desperate.”


  “What were the outcomes in those cases?” I glanced back to make sure Pete wasn’t coming out of the bar.


  “Eighty percent reduction in one and full remission in the other.”


  “Impressive.”


  Rory arched over me. “That’s not the only thing that’s impressive around here.”


  I tried to stop smiling, but couldn’t. He was just so, I don’t know, charming and altogether different. I pictured the hot snowboarder body that had to be under those thick pants and coat.


  Stop it.


  “Aren’t you eighteen?” I asked.


  “How old are you?” Rory asked.


  “Twenty-five, nearly twenty-six.”


  “Older works for me.” His hair flopped over his shoulder and brushed my cheek. It felt like it should be on a stuffed animal, but in a good way.


  “Tempting,” I said.


  Very tempting.


  “But since I’m on vacation with Bill and his parents, I better not.”


  “I guess I better find some other hottie to occupy my time.” He grinned and I liked him more and more.


  “When can I get the oil?” I asked.


  “Tomorrow before the lifts open. How about eight o’clock at the Belgian Bean? I know the owners. They won’t mess with our thing.”


  “Done.” I looked back and saw Pete emerge from the bar. He took two steps and his gangly limbs went every which way, and he went down.


  “OMG,” I said, starting for him.


  Rory walked off and tossed, “Have fun, Mrs. Nye,” over his shoulder.


  When I got to Pete, he was dragging himself up the railing, his legs all cattywampus, like a young giraffe just learning to walk. His feet hit another ice patch, they went out, and he landed with a thump.


  “Are you okay?” I squatted next to him.


  “Sure.” Pete looked at me like he didn’t know why I was asking such a question and sitting on the ice was what he intended to do. Men are so weird. I glanced up to see a very athletic Rory take a left into the village.


  “Look what I got you.” He held out a Chocolove dark chocolate bar with almonds and sea salt. 


  I kissed him so hard and fast that his head bonked against the railing, but he didn’t complain.


  “What was that for?” he asked.


  “For being practically perfect in every way,” I said, hauling him to his feet.


  “Funny. That’s what I always say about you.”


  We started for the steps and Pete winced.


  “Ankle?”


  “I think I sprained it.”


  I looped his arm around my shoulder and felt something heavy on my toe.


  “Don’t look down,” said Pete. “Just walk.”


  “That dog’s peeing on my suede boot, isn’t she?”


  I didn’t look. I booted Wallace off my foot and half-dragged Pete back to the condo where I could unload that damn dog on her owner. If I’d known what was awaiting me, I wouldn’t have hurried.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Six


  



  I smelled it the second we got off the elevator. I can only describe it as wrongness. My so-called partner, Aaron, was an incredible cook and he’d been improving my palate. That smell would’ve made Aaron gag. It also would’ve made him cook, which is a great thing as long as he isn’t making crab. I hate crab. We made it down the corridor with Wallace nipping at my boot fur and barking at me. I didn’t kick, not once. Mainly because I had a witness, but also because after she’s barked at you six thousand times you start to tune it out.


  I was about to say, “What is that god-awful smell?” when the door flung open. Nancy stood there with a red-coated spoon and the ultimate smell of wrongness billowing out behind her.


  “Where have you been?” she asked. “Dinner’s ready.”


  Oh my god!


  “I fell, Mom,” said Pete. “Don’t make a big—”


  Nancy screeched, snatched Pete away from me, and literally carried him into the condo. I watched with my mouth hanging open. She carried him like it was nothing and Pete weighs 160 pounds. I could barely take him leaning on me. This must be that hysterical strength that you hear about on the news. Of course this was a sprained ankle, not a screaming child trapped under a Buick.


  Nancy was in the condo, yelling about ice, and Wallace made a gagging sound next to my foot. I totally expected her to barf on top of the pee, but she didn’t. Nancy had dropped her spoon and the stink dog had taken a lick. Wallace regretted it, by the looks of it. She sneezed and made horking noises. I picked up the spoon and sniffed. As I feared, Nancy’s dinner was the source of the smell, but I still couldn’t quite figure out what it was on that spoon. Some sort of tomato sauce with a hint of fishiness and something else, kind of chemically. 


  “Mercy!” yelled Nancy.


  “Coming.” I trotted in with Wallace, who was now in a full-fledged sneezing fit.


  I found Pete on the sofa, wrapped in three blankets. He blushed when he saw me. “I’m okay, Mom, really.”


  Wallace broke away from me and ran to her water bowl. Calvin came up beside me. “You’ll just have to put up with it, son. You’re still your mother’s baby.”


  “Don’t be so glib, Calvin,” said Nancy. “Look at this.” She lifted a towel filled with ice off of Pete’s ankle, and I have to say, it looked completely normal. Red from the cold, but that was it.


  I took off my coat and boots and went over to inspect Pete’s ankle. Even close up, it appeared to be fine.


  “Do you think it’s broken?” asked Nancy, wringing her hands.


  Hysterical mothers are a day-to-day occurrence in Pediatrics, but I’d never seen one like Nancy. You’d have thought Pete had been in a head-on collision.


  “Well,” I said, “it looks good—”


  Pete’s eyes got big and he shook his head.


  “What?” said Nancy, sharply.


  “Good and…sore,” I said. “He’ll have to keep it elevated and rest.”


  “Are you sure it’s not broken?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  Calvin dropped onto the sofa and picked up the remote. “I told you it’s not broken.”


  “You never take anything seriously. Mercy works in the ER,” said Nancy.


  “I’m a radiologist, for goodness sake,” said Calvin. “I think I know a broken bone when I see one.”


  “Do you have an x-ray machine with you? I don’t think so.” Nancy stuck a thermometer in Pete’s mouth. “Would you like some dinner? I made your favorite. Tacos.”


  That’s tacos? It can’t be.


  But it was. Nancy’s secret recipe included half-cooked hamburger, which gave the tacos an unexpected rubberiness. “I think hamburger should be left a little al dente. Don’t you agree, Mercy?”


  Al dente hamburger? Uh, no.


  Then there was the sauce, ketchup with melted American cheese and anchovies. No, you didn’t read that wrong. Anchovies. I’ve had better tacos that gave me food poisoning. But the tacos were nothing compared to the alternative. Nancy, the wife of a successful radiologist and teacher of high school physics, was a frugal woman at heart. She had food from home in case someone wanted a sandwich instead. She’d packed deli meat and cheese in her suitcase. No ice. Just meat and cheese in a ziplock. Since we were at the airport for over four hours, in the air for two, and driving for another two, you can imagine the state of that food. The cheese slices had melted together in an odd surrealist way and the turkey had a strange tint to it. I was not having a sandwich. The weird fishy beef ketchup thing was better, if only because food poisoning from the ham would stop me from getting the oil from Rory in the morning.


  As it turned out, I need not have worried.
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  I was up before seven o’clock, not because I wanted to, but because Wallace woke at five and proceeded to scratch on my door until I broke down and let her in. Then she barked until I put her on the bed. She slept in her upside-down donut, stinking up the joint until I got up. Pete of the oh-so-injured ankle slept on the reclining chair in the living room so his ankle could be elevated. Nancy slept on the sofa. I use the term sleep loosely. I think she was watching her baby boy’s every breath.


  When I tiptoed out she waved to me and held her finger to her lips. It was kind of sweet how she loved Pete. My mother would probably scoff and tell me I was fine. Mom wasn’t much of a babier. It took at least a hospitalization to get some sympathy out of her. Myrtle and Millicent were the ones who were big on sympathy, but even they didn’t watch me sleep.


  I slipped into the bathroom, showered, and got ready all without Wallace scratching on the door. When I stepped out I found out why. Wallace was leashed up, wearing a new purple hoodie with snowflakes. At first I didn’t know what was wrong with her. She stood frozen with her snout pointed at the door with one front paw and one hind paw lifted up and sticking straight out from her pudgy body. I looked at Nancy, who was poised above Pete’s sleeping face with the thermometer.


  “Can you walk her for me, please?” she whispered.


  Hell, no.


  “Sure.” I grabbed my ski coat and put on my pee boots. Wallace hadn’t moved. It was weird, but I liked the silence. I picked up her leash and went out. Wallace came out behind me, not with her usual scamper and bark, but silent with a bizarre march. Her legs were stiff and each step went out high, straight in front of her.


  “What is wrong with you?” I asked the stink dog. A better question might’ve been what wasn’t.


  She had stopped, completely frozen. I looked closer and saw Wallace was wearing booties. They were the same color as her fawn coat. They even had little black toenails embroidered on them.


  “I guess I’m supposed to feel sorry for you,” I said.


  Bark.


  “Well, I don’t. Walk in your ridiculous booties, you little pee pot.”


  Bark.


  Well, the joke was on me, because it took Wallace ten minutes to get to the elevator. I felt sorry for me. We’d never make it to the Belgian Bean on time. I picked up the stink dog and I swear I heard her make a snort of happiness. When I put her down outside to pee, she did so with her legs so splayed she was practically flat on the ground. The lifts didn’t open for another forty minutes or I would’ve had people asking what was wrong with my dog. Short answer: everything.


  I picked her up and stuffed her in my purse on the way to the Belgian Bean. The morning was overcast with heavy clouds threatening to dump a foot of snow on us and the village was quiet with only a few early birds like me crunching around on the icy walkways. Most people were snug in their condos with fires roaring and bacon frying. I could smell it, along with a hint of sweetness that turned out to be coming from the Belgian Bean.


  The waffle and coffee shop was new to me. Myrtle and Millicent always made buttermilk pancakes and bacon when we were at Copper and our coffeepot was always full. From the smell of the shop, I’d been missing out. I checked my phone for the time, five to eight, and hurried across the snow-covered walk. The building was surprisingly modern with lots of glass and geometric angles with wooden beams, but it fit in well with the surrounding chalet-style condos.


  Bark.


  “Quiet,” I said. “You can’t mess this up.”


  Bark.


  “If you’re quiet, I’ll get you a waffle.”


  Wallace snuggled down in my purse as I opened the door. The place had only one family at a table, all suited up and ready for when the lifts opened at eight-thirty. They waved and I smiled back. Love that ski town friendliness. I ordered a hot cocoa and two waffles and found a table far off to the right. Eight on the dot, but no Rory. I checked my phone. No text. Maybe he was punishing me for being late last night. I ate my waffle while slipping bits into my purse. My pretty taffeta lining would never be the same from the slobbery sounds of Wallace eating in there.


  Fifteen minutes went by. Still no Rory and no text. Maybe he was hung over or something. I wasn’t that late on him. I texted Philippa to check on Millicent. She was fine. I checked my email. Nothing from Spidermonkey, but I didn’t expect anything. It would take a while to access the Bled Brewery employee records and comb through them for possible occupants of the Bled plane that he thought my dad was on. Normally it was kind of nice to put that on the back burner and not worry about what Dad may have done, but at that time it would’ve been a nice distraction. The longer I waited, the more nervous I got. Did he forget? Did his father change his mind about Keegan?


  I ordered another waffle, and the counter guy, Stephen, brought it out to me.


  “You can really put ‘em away.” He grinned at me. If he saw my purse wiggling, he didn’t mention it.


  “Skiing works up an appetite,” I said. “Do you by chance know Rory Dushane?”


  “Sure I know Rory. He’s hard to miss. Why?”


  “I was supposed to meet him here. Have you seen him this morning?”


  “Not this morning, but he can always find a party. Probably overslept.”


  The shop door flew open, but it wasn’t Rory but Mickey Stix and Double Black Diamond instead.


  “Oh crap,” said Stephen.


  “Not good customers,” I whispered.


  “Great customers. They’re just crazy. Yesterday they were here and Wade threatened to kill Mickey with a hammer. By the time they left, everybody was laughing. Craziness.”


  “Yeah. I saw them last night at Aprés. I thought they would come to blows,” I said.


  “When you first came in, I thought you were her.”


  “Her who?”


  “Gotta go,” said Stephen.


  DBD and their people, twelve in all, had sidled up to the counter in slow motion. They were so cool it was weird, like they thought they were being filmed. The family raised their eyebrows at me and I mouthed, “Double Black Diamond,” at them.


  The parents blinked in surprise and looked again. Then they recognized what used to be the biggest band on the planet. The guys were showing their age, but looked pretty good considering what they’d put their bodies through in the late seventies and eighties. If I remembered correctly, all four remaining members were recovering alcoholics or drug addicts or sex addicts or perhaps all three. The fifth member had died from an overdose. I only remembered that because Dad went into a month-long mourning, which consisted of him playing their CDs constantly and dressing in parachute pants. He only stopped because Mom threatened to barbecue his vintage DBD concert posters if he didn’t. I was right there holding the lighter and it took some work to convince me not to barbecue the CDs. Mom bribed me with chocolate.


  Dad would totally lose it if he knew I was in the same room with “The Band” as he called them. Since Rory still hadn’t showed and I had to stop myself from laughing I called Dad. He must’ve been working, because it took five rings for him to answer, and by that time, I was biting my lip so hard I probably had a permanent indent. The parents at the other table were losing it, too. Their teenage children were staring at DBD like they were seeing some sort of accident. Wade Cave, the lead singer, was absent, but his brother, Jimmy, was posing next to the counter with Darren Echols, the bassist. You would’ve thought they were in the middle of a photo shoot with a thousand adoring fans, instead of hanging in a waffle joint with five people who were thinking they’d suffered some kind of head injury. There was lip pouting and snarls at the ceiling.


  “What?” bellowed Dad into the phone.


  “Hi, Dad,” I said. “Miss me?”


  “Are you gone?”


  “I’m in Colorado.”


  Dad growled. “With the boyfriend.”


  “With Pete, yes,” I said.


  “How much does the mother hate you?” I could hear Dad perking up. He was pretty sure I shouldn’t be allowed to date until I was thirty-seven, but Mom had overruled him. I’d been with Pete longer than anyone before and Dad was starting to get nervous. My getting married was a subject that he refused to acknowledge as a possibility and he figured Nancy would get rid of me with a quickness. The thought made him happy and he didn’t try to hide it.


  “She doesn’t. Even her pug dog likes me. Can you believe it?”


  Silence.


  “Dad?”


  “Is that what you interrupted me to say?” he asked, his voice low and throaty.


  “No. I just wanted to let you know that I’m breathing the same air as your favorite thing on earth.”


  “A convicted murderer on death row?”


  “That’s your favorite thing on earth? A murderer beats out Mom, me, cheeseburgers, and hockey?”


  “You’re in the top ten,” said my father, the one who gave me life and had vowed to spend the rest of his life annoying the crap out of me.


  “Forget it. You don’t deserve to know.” I hung up.


  Five seconds later my phone rang. I knew he wouldn’t be able to stand it.


  “What is it?” he asked in his charming voice that he saved for those not related to him.


  “DBD.”


  Silence.


  “Dad?”


  “Are you serious?”


  Thank goodness I was or I think Dad would hurt me when I got home. “Yep. They’re sitting ten feet from me, eating waffles.”


  “They eat waffles. What kind of waffles? Did you get their autographs? Is Mickey there? Are they speaking?”


  Dad went on and on. He was such a fanboy. It was kind of embarrassing. I answered his questions as best I could and took some pictures to send him.


  “Do you think they’re getting back together?” asked Dad. “There are rumors.”


  “If this is getting back together, I’d like to see what breaking up looked like. Wade threatened to kill Mickey with a hammer yesterday.”


  “That’s good. They’re really talking. Of course there’s the chance that it won’t work out and Mickey finally blows his last gasket. My money’s on strangling.”


  “You think they might actually kill each other?”


  “It’s a possibility.”


  “You always think people are going to kill each other,” I said.


  “I’m a homicide detective. What’d you expect?” asked Dad with a laugh.


  “I thought you loved these guys,” I said.


  “I do. One of the reasons is because they’re always on the edge of homicide, but have never done it. People have killed for a lot less than what Wade has pulled on Mickey. They’re fascinating.”


  “Although your obsession with old bands and murderous intent is mildly interesting, I’ve got to go.”


  “Get their autographs. Take pictures.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “It’ll be easy. Mickey’ll love you. I’m surprised he’s not on you already.”


  “Why?”


  “Nina Symoan.”


  Before I could answer, the door opened and my mother walked in. I gasped and she looked in my direction. Not my mother. It was instantaneous knowledge. One second I thought it was Mom and the next I knew for certain it wasn’t, but she was damn close. I didn’t often see Marilyn Monroe look-alikes, except when I looked in the mirror or at my mother. We were both dead ringers for Marilyn. The other Marilyns I’d run into were usually female impersonators and thanks to them, people sometimes assumed I was really a man. Not my favorite thing to have happen. But this one was a woman, about Mom’s age, but she wasn’t the same. Her beauty, although a vision of Marilyn, was off somehow, like it didn’t quite sit right on her skin, and she could take off that face whenever she chose.


  “Mercy?” asked Dad.


  “A Marilyn look-alike just walked in.”


  “You have to get her autograph. It’ll drive your mother crazy.”


  “Why? Who is it?”


  “Nina Symoan. Mickey’s wife. She’s a softcore porn star. People used to confuse your mom with her all the time. She hated it.”


  “Mom was confused with a porn star? That is hilarious.”


  “God, your mother hated her. Get her autograph or I’m canceling Christmas.”


  “Keep your pants on,” I said.


  A shadow fell over me. “I hate it when women say that,” said a voice over me.


  I looked up and saw none other than Mickey Stix standing over me.


  “Gotta go.” I hung up on Dad.


  “You are a vision. How about some pictures?” asked Mickey.


  Without waiting for an answer, Mickey lifted me out of the chair and had me posed beside him. One of his entourage had a camera and began snapping pictures. I glanced back at his wife, who was ordering at the counter. She saw us, but I couldn’t read her expression. Hopefully, she didn’t mask murderous thoughts under all that makeup. I would’ve been thinking murder if my husband was all over a younger version of me.


  Then Mickey laid a kiss on me that made my toenail polish bubble. That man could kiss. When he pulled back, I was light-headed and couldn’t focus. All I could think was thank god Pete wasn’t there. He was pretty good about that horrible website and my occasional stalkers, but having an aging rock star kiss me might be the last straw.


  “I have to go,” I said, lurching toward the door.


  Mickey caught me as I stepped outside and handed me my purse. “Don’t forget your dog. I’ll be in touch.”


  The door closed and I stood stunned outside.


  In touch for what?


  I checked the time. It was after eight-thirty. Where the hell was Rory? He hadn’t texted me and I didn’t know where he was staying in the village. My phone dinged. Thank goodness.


  “Whr r u?” texted Pete.


  Crap!


  “BRB,” I sent back.


  I hoisted Wallace onto my shoulder. I swear she’d gained five pounds in waffle weight. The village was now alive. Skiers and snowboarders were heading to the slopes with their equipment delicately balanced on their shoulders. Shopkeepers were putting out racks of jackets and base layers with sale signs perched on top of them. The bulging sky finally let loose and fat snowflakes began floating down, lazy and beautiful. Amid the laughter and bustle there was another sound. The wail of a siren. And then another. And another. I turned and looked through the covered bridge to the road outside the village. Three cop cars and an ambulance raced by. The bustle stopped and a guy near me said, “Didn’t they just start the lifts? It’s early for an accident.”


  “Someone must’ve fell off. It happens,” said his companion and they continued on down the path toward the mountain. I followed, listening to the continual wailing. Hopefully, it wasn’t too serious, somebody falling into the fresh powder which had to be at least a foot deep. That would cushion the fall. Another possibility popped into my mind. Wade Cave had been the only member of DBD not at the Belgian Bean. I hoped his head didn’t have a hammer-shaped hole in it. Dad would mourn again and I was pretty sure Mom hadn’t destroyed all his parachute pants.


  I turned into Copper One and went up to the condo to find that Nancy was cooking again. She stood at the stove whisking eggs. Good. Nobody could screw up eggs. Pete was up and standing on the balcony with Calvin. I took Wallace out of my purse and she scampered through the condo, sniffing and barking like she’d never seen the place before. Pete turned around at the racket and hobbled back inside, a little dramatically to my mind.


  “Where’ve you been?” asked Pete.


  “Walking Wallace,” I said.


  Certainly not waiting for a delivery of cannabis oil or kissing rock stars.


  “Did you see what happened at the lift?”


  “No. We went the other way. What happened?”


  “I couldn’t see. Something by the lift. There’s an ambulance and they’re cordoning off the area.”


  At least it’s not Wade, done in by Mickey Stix. Just a run-of-the-mill lift fall.


  Calvin put on his coat. “I think I’ll go down there and see if they need any help.”


  “You’re a radiologist, Dad,” said Pete.


  “I won’t tell them that.”


  “Calvin, breakfast in five minutes,” said Nancy, cranking up the heat on a skillet until it was smoking.


  “I’ll be right back.” Calvin practically ran out the door. I suspect to escape the scrambled eggs that were currently being scorched in the skillet.


  Pete and I sat down. Wallace ran around, still barking, and I kept my phone in my lap, willing it to ring.


  Come on, Rory.


  Nancy served the scrambled eggs and they were scorched to crusty brown, but, also, watery and pink with chunks of something. I looked down with my fork poised to strike, but I couldn’t make myself dig in. What the hell had happened to those eggs?


  “I love your eggs and tomatoes, Mom,” said Pete.


  Eggs scrambled with tomatoes. That I’d seen before, not like Nancy’s version thankfully. I managed to get the eggs down and they weren’t as bad as I expected. Your basic watery burnt eggs.


  We sat there waiting for Calvin to come back until I started getting edgy. Rory still hadn’t called and we were at a ski resort and we weren’t skiing. I got up and cleaned the kitchen. That skillet would never be the same. It’d been nearly forty minutes. I had to get on the slopes or I’d go crazy waiting for Rory. Pete said he wasn’t skiing because of his ankle and he sounded a bit cagey when he said it. Nancy said she’d be ready after she showered. We were never getting out of there. I went in the bedroom, put on my base layers, and looked up Open Mind Medicinals on my phone in case I had to call them. The longer it went without Rory calling me, the more nervous I got. That old Tommy Watts feeling started in my gut and wouldn’t go away. It could’ve been the eggs, but I didn’t think so. Something wasn’t right. I wasn’t going to get that oil for Keegan and I’d better figure out what had gone wrong sooner rather than later. I broke down and called Open Mind, but no one answered. That made me feel worse.


  Calvin came back and declared that there had been some kind of accident, but he couldn’t get close enough to find out what it was. Nancy made more pink eggs for him and I tried Open Mind once again. No answer. I’m not sure I would’ve heard it if they had answered. Wallace had gone batshit crazy at a knock on the door.


  “Mercy, can you get that?” Nancy called out.


  I yanked on my ski pants. They have suspenders. It’s not pretty. I waddled out of the bedroom with three inches of fluffy insulation between my legs to find Wallace going nuts. All four of her stumpy legs were stiff and she hopped back and forth, yapping her head off. I nudged her out of the way with my foot and opened the door.


  Two uniformed cops and a plainclothes detective, wearing a grey cowboy hat that matched his three-piece suit, stood there with rosy cheeks and intense expressions. I had a mini heart attack in that moment. I didn’t even have the oil yet and I already had cops at the door.


  “Can I help you?” My voice was high and squeaky. Real smooth, not suspicious at all.


  “Are you Mercy Watts?” asked the detective. He said it like, “Are you a slut and a whore?”


  If it’d been anyone else I might’ve kicked him in the shin for that, but as it was I merely blushed. Calvin and Nancy were behind me. Being between cops and parents is a bad place to be.


  “Um.”


  “Well?” asked the detective his lip curling.


  Wallace squeezed past my padded legs, bounded across the threshold, and bit him on the ankle. Not a nip. A chomp. And she didn’t let go. The detective spun around, swinging Wallace in a circle while screaming like a two-year-old getting a vaccine. The two uniforms and I watched. They seemed frozen in shock. I was not. He deserved a good chomp, so I let Wallace have her day.


  “Mercy, what’s going on?” asked Calvin.


  “Nothing.” I went into the hall, closed the door, shoved the spinning detective against the wall, and plucked Wallace off his ankle by her curly tail. “Sorry about that. She didn’t like your tone.” 


  “What’s my tone got to do with it?” the detective yelled.


  “Everything and you know it.” I squatted. “I’m a nurse. Let me take a look.”


  Wallace had done pretty well, biting through wool trousers and a thick sock. There was a full set of pug-sized teeth marks on his hairy ankle.


  “Call Animal Control, Sullivan,” yelled the detective.


  “Oh, you’re alright,” I said. “She didn’t break the skin and the bruising will be minimal.”


  “Sullivan!”


  I stood up and put my hands on my substantial hips. “Do you really want to call this in? We’re not talking Rottweiler here.” I glanced at the uniforms. They were keeping straight faces, but only just. The detective wasn’t their favorite guy and, unless I was very off base, the pug attack story would become legendary.


  The detective straightened his jacket and assumed a dignified stance. “Never mind.”


  The door opened. Pete and his parents peered out at us. I gave Nancy her attack pug. “It’s fine. Go get dressed.”


  “What’s going on, Mercy?” asked Pete.


  “I guess I don’t need to repeat the question,” said the detective. “I’m Detective Ronald Carey and you need to come with us.”


  “No, thank you,” I said, pleasantly. “What’s the deal?”


  “Are you working?” he asked.


  Working? He must know about Dad and the whole detective thing.


  Calvin came up beside me and put his arm around my shoulder. Very dad. I loved it. “We’re on vacation. What’s this about?”


  “Whether or not Miss Watts is actually on vacation for one,” said Carey.


  “No patients around here. She’s a nurse. So definitely on vacation.”


  “Funny. You don’t look like a nurse.” Carey held up a wrinkled screenshot from the heinous website, featuring me at my worst in a skintight red wrap dress with my leopard bra hanging out. Since I’m pretty busty, there was a lot hanging.


  Nancy gasped and I wanted to die. Of course I didn’t. Death is never around when you need it.


  



  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Seven


  



  “What is that?” asked Nancy as Pete pulled her back into the condo.


  “Nothing, Mom,” he said, closing the door.


  Yeah, nothing that I’ll regret for the rest of my life.


  Calvin stayed right by my side, his arm securely clamped around my shoulder.


  “Where’d you get that?” I asked.


  “Out of the pocket of a attempted murder victim. Care to tell me how it got there?”


  My first thought was Fergus Borthwick, my new stalker. That screenshot was the kind of thing people wanted me to sign. I never did, by the way. I can’t sign things that I’m pretending don’t exist.


  “Whose pocket was it?” I asked, trying not to picture young Fergus half dead.


  “You don’t know?”


  “That’s on a website I didn’t authorize. Anyone could print it,” I said.


  Sullivan got out his phone and started searching around for me, I assumed. Pete came out and stood on the other side of me. He was flushed and didn’t look at me.


  “Are you telling me that it’s just a coincidence that my victim had a picture of you in his pocket and you’re Tommy Watts’s daughter?” asked Carey.


  “I’m not telling you anything because I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Sullivan held out his phone.


  Please don’t be the bikini shot.


  It was the bikini shot, me climbing out of the ocean with Ursula Andress’s Bond Girl bikini photoshopped over my real one, and worse, it was the CNN page dedicated to the story with the headline, “Bombshell Beauty Solves Attempted Murder.”


  “You work for your father and the Fibanacci crime family apparently,” said Carey. “What are you doing in Copper?”


  “I don’t work for either of them. Things just happen. Ever heard of being in the right place at the right time?”


  “Is this the right place?”


  “For skiing. Who’s your victim? I’m happy to help, but you have to tell me who we’re talking about,” I said.


  “Rory Dushane.”


  I gasped. I couldn’t help it. Dad would be ashamed of my lack of control.


  “So you do know him,” said Carey, smiling.


  “Barely.”


  Think of something. Lie. Lie. Lie.


  “How do you know him?”


  Pete stepped forward. “A lot of guys know Mercy because of that website. It’s not her fault.”


  Thank you.


  “I’m sure,” said Carey. “How do you know Rory Dushane?”


  “I met him last night. Briefly.”


  “Who is this guy?” asked Pete.


  Carey touched a couple of buttons on his phone and held out a picture that I recognized from the Open Mind Medicinals site.


  “I remember him,” said Pete. “He was at Aprés last night.”


  “You met?” asked Carey.


  I could see his mind working. Guy hits on girl. Boyfriend kills him. Whatever. Try again.


  “No,” said Pete. “I saw him in the bar. That hair stands out.”


  Carey wasn’t put off. “Did you know he was hitting on your girlfriend?”


  “He wasn’t hitting on me,” I said. “I ran into him when I left the bar. He’s a fan.”


  That’s right, a fan. That works.


  “A fan of what?”


  “Me. The whole Marilyn thing. What happened to him?”


  “Let’s go down to the station. We’ll talk there,” said Carey, reaching for my arm.


  I stepped back. “Let’s not. I barely knew Rory Dushane and I had nothing to do with whatever happened to him. If you want to talk to me, we can do it right here.”


  Carey gritted his teeth. I guess he wasn’t used to hearing no. I think most people just go along with the cops. Authority figures and all that. Being Tommy Watts’s daughter gave me a different perspective and I wasn’t going anywhere unless arrested. Authority didn’t mean much to me.


  “When did you last see him?” asked Carey.


  “I didn’t check the time, but it was just dark. Probably around six, and no, I never saw him again after that.”


  “She was with me all night,” said Pete.


  “Did you lock her in?” asked Carey, getting more frustrated. We were such good suspects. Damnit.


  Calvin laughed. “If you’re suggesting that Mercy could sneak out without us knowing, you’re dead wrong. The pug goes crazy every time the door opens. We would’ve known.”


  That Detective Carey bought, since he had fresh bite marks on his ankle. He thanked me with a hint of graciousness. I was happy to hear it. I like cops as a general rule. I just wasn’t going to be pushed around.


  They left and we went inside. Pete and his parents formed a half circle. They looked like my parents when they knew I’d done something wrong, but couldn’t quite put their finger on what it was.


  I put my hands up. “I don’t know anything about an attempted murder and I’ll be right back.” I ran out the door and caught up to the cops at the elevator. I held the door.


  “I know. I know,” said Carey. “You’re not going with us.”


  “Look,” I said,” I wasn’t completely honest back there.”


  “Really? That’s refreshing.”


  I needed information and decided to go with one of Dad’s techniques, honesty. Nothing sucks people in like honesty.


  “I’m a little more involved in my dad’s business than I let on.”


  “How involved?”


  “I’m what you call free labor. Dad finagles me into doing things that he’d rather not pay for, which is how that website happened. I was collecting a debt for services rendered.”


  They all three smiled. Everybody understands pushy parents.


  “Do you have information for us?” asked Sullivan.


  “Rory’s a nice guy, but he did hit on me.”


  They nodded sagely.


  “I declined and he said he was going to find a girl to hook up with. I didn’t see him again.”


  “Thank you,” said Carey. “We’ll check it out.”


  “Can you tell me what happened? I am my father’s daughter. Curiosity’s part of the package.”


  “He was stabbed in the neck with a ski pole.”


  “And he’s alive?”


  “Barely. He’s in a coma. EMTs think that the cold may have slowed the bleeding.”


  “So he was outside at the lift? What time did it happen?” I asked.


  “Because of the cold we haven’t pinned anything down.” Carey gave me his card. “You look like you know your way—”


  “Nope,” I cut him off. “I’m not an agent of the police. Just a nosy girl that happens to hear things.” I let go of the door and caught a glimpse of a smile crossing Carey’s lips as they closed. Little did he know I was more than nosy. I was on a mission.
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  I stood with my hand on the doorknob.


  “It’s not Mercy’s fault.” Pete’s voice came through.


  “That’s exactly right,” said Nancy. “It’s yours. You brought her here.”


  A door slammed and I turned the knob, quietly as possible, but Wallace heard and hurled herself at me. I scooped her up and tucked her yapping body under my arm. Pete and Calvin stood in the living room, facing each other but looking at me. Me, the tart with the leopard bra who gets questioned by the police on a regular basis and apparently has ties to organized crime. So much for being liked.


  “Sorry,” I said.


  “I’m confused,” said Calvin. “Why is there a website?”


  “Because she looks like Marilyn Monroe, Dad.”


  “So what. The woman’s been dead for fifty years.”


  “There are active fan clubs. People are obsessed with Marilyn.”


  Calvin looked at me bewildered. “But Mercy’s not Marilyn.”


  “Dad, you’re just not like other people.”


  “I don’t have to be like other people to know this is weird. And who are the Fibonaccis?”


  He doesn’t know. Hooray!


  “A Mafia family,” said Pete.


  Damnit!


  “Why did that detective think that Mercy’s connected to them?”


  “He shouldn’t. She’s not.”


  Well…


  “Mercy, have you met these Mafia people?” asked Calvin.


  Nancy’s bedroom door banged open and she stalked into the living room. She was dressed out for skiing, complete with a knitted neck warmer that matched Wallace’s hoodie. “Don’t say anything, Mercy. You don’t have to.”


  “But—”


  “But nothing. Mercy has nothing to do with those people or this murder thing. We’re going skiing. That’s what we’re here for.” She stomped over, took Wallace, and pointed to my bedroom. “Get your jacket. The lifts are running.”


  Pete started for me and Nancy’s finger swung from my direction to his. “Not you. You stay here and think about what you’ve done.”


  What just happened?


  I obediently got my jacket on and the rest of my gear, and we left Pete there, holding a snarling pug and scowling at a hockey game. This vacation was getting weirder all the time. I didn’t have the oil. Yet. Rory was in a coma. And weirdest of all, Pete’s parents liked me and not him.


  We went down to our ski lockers and booted up. Nancy was attached to my side the whole time. She patted me and said, “We won’t say another word about it.”


  Fine with me, but how was I going to get Keegan’s oil with Nancy as my shadow? We carried our skis out into swirling snow. I edged to the right toward the American Flyer lift aka the crime scene. Maybe I could get a look.


  “We don’t want the Flyer. Look at all the police. That’s where it happened,” said Nancy.


  “The lift is running,” I said. “I need to start on greens. It’s been a while since I skied.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Absolutely.” My mind flitted through what I remembered about Copper’s runs. I could accidentally make a wrong turn, get down to the crime scene before Nancy and Calvin, and chat up the crime scene techs. Where was Rory staying? He didn’t have the oil on him when we met. It must be there. The cops would search the room, but so what, the oil wasn’t illegal in Colorado. They’d have no reason to bag it. I just had to find out where Rory was staying. Copper was small, but still too big to go building by building figuring it out.


  We clomped past the ski racks and up onto the path to the lift, and dropped our skis. While Calvin and Nancy clipped in, I texted 911 to Spidermonkey. He got back immediately and I sent him Rory’s name and told him I needed him to find where he was staying asap. He informed me that rush jobs were extra. Fantastic. As if I wasn’t working double shifts to pay him already. I agreed and asked him to dig into Rory’s history. Spidermonkey didn’t ask why. He didn’t need to. He’d know more about the stabbing and Rory’s condition than I did in about two minutes.


  “Are you ready?” asked Nancy over her shoulder.


  I clipped in and said yes. The American Flyer was the right choice in lifts that morning. There was a tiny line and the other lift, the American Eagle, was flooded. I guess people were squeamish about the police presence and the crime scene tent set up next to the lift building with its reams of Police Line tape cordoning off the area. I couldn’t wait to get over there. Rory had been attacked in such an unlikely place. It was freezing last night. What would cause him to go there in the first place?


  We slid down one of the lines behind a four pack of snowboarders, who were talking about the murder. I got all tingly when they said murder. Hopefully, they didn’t know something I didn’t and Rory hadn’t died since I talked to the cops. The lift guy greeted the snowboarders with a sunny hello and scanned their tickets. The lift’s alarm buzzer went off and the lift halted silently. The snowboarders turned right and I got a load of the hold-up. Some newbies had trouble getting on. That wasn’t unusual, but these guys were. They’d fallen in a dogpile, all arms and legs going every which way. It was a brisk twelve degrees and they were wearing jeans. Nobody wears jeans to ski. The poor lift guys had to drag them off to the side because they were tangled up and clearly not getting up under their own power. One of the lift guys took a pole to the face before they got them off to the side.


  Nancy leaned over to me. “That’s the worst I’ve ever seen.”


  “Total disaster,” said Calvin.


  “Can you imagine what they’ll be like getting off?” I shook my head. Poor bastards. Lifts weren’t for everybody. Clearly.


  The lift started up again and we rounded the turn. The dogpile group edged back to get in line again. The lift guys were casting looks of horror at each other. It wasn’t their day. One said, “Let’s split them up.”


  Not with us. Not with us.


  He turned to us. “How good are you?”


  The three of us shook our heads.


  “Terrible,” said Calvin.


  “I need lessons,” said Nancy.


  Then I spoke. Oh, how I wish I hadn’t. “You don’t want me. I’m a disaster in the making.”


  The largest of the dogpile guys turned. “Mercy?”


  Oh my god. Noooo! It’s not possible!


  “Look, guys. It’s Mercy.”


  Ah crap!


  “Do you know them?” asked Nancy.


  How do I say no when the answer is clearly yes.


  “Hell yeah, she knows us,” said my uncle Morty, the only morbidly obese skier to ever be seen at Copper.


  “Hey,” said Rodney, Uncle Morty’s Dungeons and Dragons buddy and part owner in Kronos, our neighborhood burger joint. “Mercy’ll take us. She’s skied all over the world.”


  “She’s my partner,” said Aaron and he pulled a Ding Dong out of his pocket.


  “What did he say?” asked Nancy.


  Everyone looked at me. Groan. I couldn’t say Aaron wasn’t my partner, but I so wanted to. He stood there stuffing an entire snackcake in his mouth and looking completely out of place. To be honest, Aaron always looked out of place, out of decade actually, in his stone-washed jeans and Cosby sweater, not to mention the wraparound Oakley sunglasses instead of goggles like normal people have.


  Why is this my life?


  “We work together sometimes,” I said, weakly.


  The lift guy grinned, pulled me out of line, and stuck me with the three weirdos. I was starting to see a trend, a kind of Chinese finger trap for my life. The more I struggled, the more time I spent with Aaron. I wouldn’t be surprised if he ended up sleeping at the foot of my bed like a hound.


  “All right, guys, let’s get it together,” I said. “Poles in one hand and just let the chair scoop you up.”


  “Got it,” said Uncle Morty as he put his ski tips on top of mine.


  “Good luck,” said the lift guy and he signaled to start the lift.


  “If he pancakes me, I’m coming for you,” I said to the lift guy.


  “I can take it.”


  The lift chair came around and scooped us up, no problem. I wasn’t going to be so lucky with the exit. Morty and Aaron couldn’t even sit with their skis pointed straight. How they were going to slide off the chair in a straight line was a mystery to me. Rodney’s snowboard was dangling right, but how long would that last? I’d have to get off fast to survive.


  “What are you guys doing here?” I asked.


  “Skiing,” said Morty. “Getting physical. Being dudes.”


  “Since when do you get physical? You’re a dedicated sitter.”


  “Turning over a new leaf. It’s us against the elements.”


  “Come on. Spill it. Dad sent you, didn’t he? Is there a grifter in the village that he wants us to nab? A wife beater, a child molester, armed robber? What am I supposed to do?”


  “Nothing,” said Rodney. “Tommy didn’t send us.”


  “Really? You just happen to be at Copper Mountain the week I’m here with Pete and his parents by accident.”


  “It’s no accident. We were invited,” said Morty.


  “By who?”


  “Don’t matter. We’re here.”


  “Who do you know that skis besides me?” I asked.


  “Nobody,” said Morty. “Hey Aaron, you got another Ding Dong?”


  We passed trees decorated with strings of Mardi Gras beads. I forced myself to stop listening to the guys discussing the merits of snackcake companies and looked at the stunning scenery. It was pristine that morning, unlike my very messy life. The heavy snowfall had left the runs clean and smooth with only a few new tracks etched in and the new snow coming down would cover them soon enough. My favorite kind of day to ski, except I didn’t want to ski. I wanted to get Keegan’s oil. Having Uncle Morty around would only make it harder, not to mention Aaron. He had the ability to turn up exactly when I didn’t want him around, usually eating and talking Star Wars.


  “Have one?” Rodney’s Ding Dong was in front of my face.


  “No, thanks.”


  He pulled back, but I grabbed his hand. “Rod, where are your wrist guards?”


  “Don’t need them. I’m an expert,” he said.


  “You’re an expert in snowboarding?” I’d rarely seen Rodney outdoors, much less being athletic.


  “Yep. You’re looking at the all-time high scorer two months running.”


  “By high scorer do you mean a video game?”


  “Triple Stomp X. I am the champion,” said Rodney, glowing with pride.


  “Have you ever been on a snowboard before? A real one?”


  “Don’t need to. I’ve got the moves.”


  “You’re going to have the move to an ER. Rod, this is Colorado with real snow and real pain when you fall.”


  “I’m going to be great,” said Rodney.


  “Uncle Morty, aren’t you supposed to be the brains of this operation?” I asked.


  “He’ll be okay. Stop pissin’ and moanin’. So he falls. We’re men in the outdoors doing stuff that guys do,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Who are you?”


  “Morton Van Der Hoof as you well know. Writer of epics and badass action scenes.”


  “That’s different. You’re not actually doing anything. We can just stay on the lift. They’ll stop it at the bottom for us.”


  “No way, girly girl. We’re hittin’ it like men do.” 


  Well, there’s always the orange sleds.


  Uncle Morty rammed his shoulder into mine. “Speaking of hittin’ it. Where’re you with this stabbing?”


  “Nowhere. It’s got nothing to do with me.”


  He snorted. “Yeah, right. You’re here and there’s a crime, there ain’t no way you’re not involved.”


  “I’m not.”


  “I saw you eyeing that crime scene tent. You’re just like your dad. Up to your eyeballs in it.”


  Damnit!


  Rodney leaned over. “You know the snowboarder that got stabbed?”


  “No!”


  Uncle Morty scratched his scruffy chin. “Yeah, you do. What’s his name? I’ll dig into him, for a reasonable price of course.”


  “Thanks, but no. I’m good.”


  Uncle Morty raised a bushy eyebrow behind his battered sunglasses and made a grumbling sound deep in his chest.


  Distract him. Distract him.


  “There’s the end,” I said. “Lift your tips and let the chair gently push you off.”


  “This is really fast,” said Rodney.


  “It’ll slow down when we get there. It’s a detachable system.”


  “Detachable?” Rodney started wiggling around like he was ready to jettison right there. “What if we fall?”


  “Now you’ve done it,” said Morty.


  “Calm down,” I said. “It’s just how they keep the chairs moving evenly and can slow down for us.”


  “I don’t want to,” said Rodney.


  “You’re gettin’ off, pantywaist,”said Morty.


  The chair slowed.


  “Oh,” said Rodney. “Okay. This is good. We can do this.”


  Famous last words. Our skis and Rodney’s board hit the exit slope and it was no longer good. He screeched and twisted in the seat.


  “Don’t hold on!” I yelled.


  He did hold on, but only for a second as his edge grabbed the snow. He screamed and for a second it looked like he might actually slide down the hill. Okay. Maybe a half second. He flailed and then latched onto Uncle Morty, who is the size of a boulder. He let out a stream of obscenity they’re still talking about to this day. It melted the snow on the lift shack roof and singed my cheek as the two of them careened toward me. I must’ve blacked out because the next thing I knew we were dogpiled at the foot of the slope with Nancy and Calvin headed straight for my face. I think I was screaming because they did a hard stop and iced us. My mouth was full of snow. Morty the boulder had me pinned underneath him. Rodney was yelling, “Holy crap!”


  The lift stopped, leaving a four pack of snowboarders staring at us from their chair.


  The lift operator ran down and stood over me. “Wow!”


  “Get off,” I managed to squeak out.


  He rolled Uncle Morty off. “Dude, that was spectacular. You are so going to be on YouTube.”


  Not YouTube again. Well, at least I was fully clothed this time.


  A hand came down and hoisted me to my feet and I came nose-to-freckled-nose with Fergus Borthwick.


  “Not you,” I said.


  “I’m here to serve,” he said.


  “Please don’t.”


  Fergus grinned and whispered, “I’m ready.”


  Morty barreled in between us. “Ready for what?”


  Fergus held out his hand. “Mr. Van Der Hoof. Fergus Borthwick. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  “Oh yeah, why’s that?”


  “I’m working with Mercy on her new case.”


  Morty nudged me. “Not involved, huh?”


  Somebody help me.


  “I’m Mercy’s partner,” said Aaron, skiing up with Nancy and Calvin.


  Not you. Go. Ski away.


  “So Fergus,” said Morty, “you’re helping Mercy. Did she hire you?”


  “I’m a volunteer,” said Fergus, all Scottish charm.


  “So you’re the new stalker.” Morty clapped him on the shoulder. “Can’t say we need any help. We got her covered. Unless, of course, like a true Scotsmen you’ve got a bit of the good stuff on you.”


  “Uncle Morty, that’s not right. You can’t assume that— ”


  Fergus pulled a small silver flask out of his hip pocket. “My father has a distillery, finest Scotch from the moors of our estate.”


  “Now you’re talkin’.” Morty went for the flask and I snatched it away just before he got it to his greedy lips.


  “You can’t ski drunk,” I said. “You can’t ski sober.”


  “I believe a little Scotch helps,” said Fergus. “Loosens up the body and mind.”


  “See, the boy agrees with me.” Morty wrestled the flask out of my hand and took a big swig.


  Calvin and Nancy were staring at him, so I was forced to make introductions, while all I could think was I should be down the mountain and digging through Rory’s room for Keegan’s oil, but here I was, making small talk. Nancy and Calvin kept glancing at me. I can only imagine what they were thinking. Cops, a stabbing, a salacious website, a stalker, and now three weirdos, boozing it up on the mountain top.


  “All right then,” I said. “I’m skiing. Good luck and good night.” 


  Desperate to escape, I went to the left toward the blue runs, and to my dismay, the whole pack followed me. Nancy was chatting with Rodney and I could see the worry lines forming around her mouth. She was such a mom and moms ruined everything given half a chance. I better hit it before—


  “Mercy!” she called.


  You didn’t hear that. Just get to the bottom.


  A guy in a plaid ski outfit tapped me on the shoulder. “Your mom’s calling you.”


  That’s what I need, another mom.


  I turned around with my shoulders slumped. “Yes, Nancy?”


  “They’re not ready for blues. Let’s start with Coppertone.”


  Groan.


  “Fine.” I turned and ignored the snickering from a pack of teenagers, who pointed at my nerd posse and their jeans. I would’ve gone over and defended them, but I couldn’t figure out how to do it.


  Calvin and Nancy, showing their excellent breeding, were giving helpful hints to Aaron and Uncle Morty. We lined up at the top of the hill and Rodney did a fist pump. “Let’s do this thing!” And he took off. Straight down the fall line. I guess Triple Stomp X didn’t cover turning. I went after Rodney and Fergus went after me. I couldn’t have lost Fergus, if I wanted to. Neither of us could’ve caught Rodney. He was picking up speed, and since he couldn’t turn, he didn’t go right onto Coppertone, but went straight onto the blue run, Adventure Trail.


  “Get him!” yelled Calvin as they went right.


  Starting on a blue, not my favorite thing, but what could I do? I tucked and avoided turning as well in an effort to catch up with Rodney, Fergus right beside me. Rodney was now approaching light speed, but he had the right stance. I’ll give that to him.


  Rodney went over a lip and vanished. I heard a piercing scream. He must’ve gotten airborne. I got to the lip, did a hard, chattering stop, and looked down, expecting the worst. And I got it. Rodney had crossed the run and gone into the trees, where he lay motionless in a heap.


  “That’s brutal,” said Fergus.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eight


  



  Rodney looked like a papoose, all bundled up in the orange ski patrol sled. For a guy who just hit a tree, tweaked his knee, and broke his wrist, he seemed quite cheerful. Maybe because the horror was over.


  “That was great. I stomped it,” Rodney said.


  Or maybe not.


  “When can I get back on the slopes?” he asked.


  Never.


  “We’ll see,” I said.


  “So,” said Eddy, the ski patrol guy, “you two are what? Friends?”


  Not exactly.


  “Yeah, we are,” said Rod, “and has she helped our business. Mercy’s famous. Did you know that?”


  “Rodney!” I said with a look towards the heavens.


  “She is,” said Fergus. “Internationally known.”


  Both patrol guys looked at me appraisingly.


  “Actress?” asked Eddy.


  Fergus opened his mouth and I punched him in the shoulder.


  “Nurse,” I said. “Just a nurse.” 


  “You’re famous for being a nurse?”


  Rod wiggled and tried to sit up. Cam the other patrol guy pushed him back and cinched him in tight. “She’s been all over the news. There was this thing in Honduras where she saved a Mafia don’s daughter and she’s doing a swimsuit calendar for Honduran medical relief. I’m taking orders.”


  “A swimsuit calendar, huh?” Cam nodded. “I can see that.”


  “What are you doing later?” asked Eddy.


  Investigating an attempted murder. Stealing medication out of the victim’s room. Pretending I’m normal.


  “Not sure yet,” I said.


  Cam put on the sled harness. “We’ll be at Aprés tonight, if you want to come by.”


  “I will accompany Mercy should she choose to attend,” said Fergus.


  “No, you won’t,” I said. “What are you, fifteen?”


  “Eighteen.” 


  “I might have to order that calendar,” said Eddy.


  I smiled, batting my eyelashes until I realized I was wearing my goggles. Idiot. But Rodney might’ve accidentally been helpful with talking me up. An in with the patrol could be useful. Cam took off and Eddy went to follow him, but I grabbed his arm. “Were you here this morning when they found that snowboarder?”


  “Second on the scene. Tank, the head lift operator, found Rory. Why?” asked Eddy.


  “Just curious. It’s the nurse in me. Was it just the stab wound to the neck or were there other injuries?”


  Eddy tilted his head to the side.


  “I’m wondering how he survived the night,” I said quickly. “It’s a medical curiosity.”


  He nodded. “It’s a miracle. The pole missed all the major arteries, but he hit his head on the concrete when he fell. I don’t think he was out there more than a couple of hours and he was in full gear.”


  “Still in his snowboarder clothes? Green and black plaid jacket? Brown pants?”


  “How’d you know?”


  “I met him last night.”


  “You’re friends. I’m sorry. It doesn’t look good, but he kept it together.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He pulled his hood up and cinched it around his face. Probably saved his life. Tank thought he was passed out when he first saw him. Drunks wander onto the slopes sometimes. Then he saw the blood. There was so much, the poor bastard was frozen to the snow.”


  “Was there blood anywhere else?” I asked.


  Head tilt again. I’d gone too far. Usually I’d be able to save it with a low-cut top and a peekaboo bra, but it was twelve degrees and I had eight layers on. My breasts were only good for making me top heavy at the moment.


  “There’s something Rodney didn’t mention about me. My dad’s a detective. It’s in the blood. I liked Rory. If I can do something to help, I have to do it.”


  Eddy nodded. “So that’s how you knew there’d be blood somewhere else.”


  “I guessed. Where was Rory attacked?”


  “At the door to the lift control room.”


  “Inside?”


  “Outside. There was, what do they call it, blood spatter all over the door and the wall.”


  “Drag marks to the back of the building?” I asked.


  “I don’t think so. Nothing like that,” said Eddy.


  “Footprints?”


  Eddy’s shoulders slumped. “Probably, but like fucking idiots, we stomped all over them.”


  “That’s understandable. You were saving a life, not preserving a crime scene. Wait. Did you call the victim Rory?”


  “Yeah. Of course, that’s his name.”


  “So you know Rory? How well?” I asked.


  “Just around. He’s a partier for sure.”


  “Did you see him last night?”


  “Yeah, at Aprés. Late, around eleven.”


  “Did you see him leave? Who was he with?” I asked.


  “The usual, Rory’s buds, Mark and Austin, and there were some girls. I think Lyndsay was there.”


  “Lyndsay?”


  “Lyndsay Pinnock. She works in tickets. I left at about midnight. Rory was still there.”


  “Was he still wearing his snowboarding gear?”


  Eddy slapped his thigh. “He wasn’t. I didn’t think of it before. He was wearing skinny jeans and an ugly-ass plaid shirt. Looked shitty with that purple hair.”


  “Did he have that stuff on under his snowboarding gear when you found him?”


  “I don’t remember. I was looking at his neck.”


  “Do you know where he was staying?” I asked.


  “Probably in Copper One or Two,” said Eddy. “His dad’s big in the pot business. They’ve got money.”


  “Thanks, Eddy. Did you tell this stuff to the cops?”


  “No. Do you think it will help?”


  “We won’t know until we know. You know,” I said.


  He grinned. “You should come to Aprés tonight. Lyndsay will be there. She’s always there.”


  “I think I will.”


  Fergus cleared his throat.


  “And Fergus will accompany me, whether I like it or not.”


  Eddy shrugged and pivoted. Before I could blink he’d disappeared in a spray of snow.


  “That was masterful,” said Fergus. “Who did it?”


  I got out my phone. “I have no idea. Don’t you have a university to attend?”


  “This is my gap year.”


  “Aren’t you supposed to spend that doing good deeds like worming orphans in Somalia?”


  “I am doing a good deed. I’m helping you.”


  “That’s debatable.”


  I called Pete, who sounded grumpier than he did after working three days straight with no sleep. When I told him about Rodney, he cheered up considerably and said he’d book it down to the lift.


  “What next?” asked Fergus.


  “Where I’m going you can’t go,” I said.


  “I beg to differ.”


  Groan.
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  Pete waved at me from the back of the ambulance, while Nancy tried to talk her way in.


  “Madam, we just don’t have the room.”


  She crossed her arms. “I will follow you in the car.”


  “Have it your way,” said the EMT and he closed the door.


  “Calvin, get the car.”


  “Why are we going to the hospital again?” asked Calvin, taking off his helmet.


  “Rodney’s injured,” she said. “He needs our support.”


  Calvin looked at me. “He needs our support.”


  “So I hear,” I said. “Have fun.”


  Calvin and Nancy tromped off to our ski lockers. Four down, three to go and those were the worst three. Uncle Morty wouldn’t be too bad, I could outrun him any day, but Fergus was wily and Aaron had a sixth sense about me.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” asked Uncle Morty. He was flanked by Fergus and Aaron. All watching me for any false moves. Well, Morty and Fergus were. Aaron was eating a donut and drinking a hot toddy that he’d gotten from somewhere.


  “I didn’t move,” I said.


  “You were about to.”


  My phone dinged. It was Spidermonkey texting me back. Rory was in Copper One on the penthouse level. His father owned the condo.


  “And who was that?” asked Uncle Morty. “Nobody calling about nothing.”


  “It was Philippa,” I said with my nose in the air. It helps to live the lie. “Millicent is doing well.”


  “Course she is. The old bat is probably sitting on a giant velvet cushion eating caviar.”


  “That’s my cat. Millicent is in bed, a normal bed, and she hates caviar,” I said.


  “There’s nothing normal about those women,” he growled.


  Uncle Morty had an unnatural fear of my godmothers. He maintained there was something odd about them, but could never explain exactly what that was. I admit that Myrtle and Millicent weren’t typical in any sense of the word, but I’d say they were elegant rather than odd.


  “You should get to know them better,” I said.


  He scoffed. “Over my dead body. Who knows what they’ve got stashed in that mausoleum of a house.”


  “You mean besides the fabulous art collection, first editions, and the letters, of course. I would think as a writer you would have an interest in befriending them.”


  Uncle Morty grumbled and was suitably distracted from my text. Fergus lifted his goggles. “Letters? I’ve heard of the fabulous Bled Collection, but are these letters a part of it?”


  “Kind of,” I said. “The Girls collect personal letters sent by famous authors, JRR Tolkien, Dorothy Parker, Fitzgerald.”


  “Quiet,” said Uncle Morty. “We don’t know who this latest nutjob of yours is.”


  Brainstorm!


  “You are absolutely right. Fergus could be a maniac serial killer. You better check him out.”


  Uncle Morty grabbed Fergus by the jacket and he squeaked. “What was that weird name of yours?”


  “Borthwick. Fergus Borthwick of Gadfallow.”


  “Like Gadfallow Scotch Whiskey.”


  “The very same,” said Fergus, looking to me with pleading eyes.


  You’re on your own, skinny.


  I hoisted my skis on my shoulder and saluted them. “I’m off to the ladies’ room. Be right back.”


  Morty didn’t even look at me. He was already on his phone, looking up Gadfallow no doubt. I hoped for Fergus’s sake there was nothing sinister for my uncle to find or he’d wished he’d never met me. Morty would have him arrested on some charge or other. I guarantee his paperwork would be lost several times and I’d be back at work in St. Louis before it got sorted.


  I locked up my skis, put on my Uggs, and was on the elevator in record time. Morty was fast in his snooping, but I figured I had at least twenty minutes before he got suspicious and caught up with me. I went in our condo and was promptly hit by the world’s angriest pug. Wallace bit my ski pant and I had to drag her to the bedroom where I dropped my boots. I wasn’t going to change, but I couldn’t detach the stink dog from my leg. I peeled off my pants, grabbed a pair of jeans, and ran out of the bedroom, locking Wallace in. She yapped at the door and I could picture her punishing me by peeing on everything I owned. At least I’d match though.


  I went for the door and realized I’d forgotten something. Slump. My lockpicks were still in the side pocket of my suitcase, hidden from Pete’s eyes. He definitely wouldn’t understand why I brought them or the three kinds of mace, or the zip-ties, or the taser. To my credit I didn’t bring my Mauser or the Luger. I would’ve had to declare them at the airline counter and I wasn’t crazy about explaining that to Calvin and Nancy. There were just some things I didn’t leave home without, but I couldn’t expect them to understand that. After Honduras, I learned that Dad was right and it was best to be prepared.


  Wallace was yapping and ramming the door with her slimy snout, but I’d just have to go for it. I opened the door and pinned her against the bedroom wall. I kept the beast there with my foot while dragging my suitcase over and unzipping it. I grabbed my lockpicks and ran out, slamming the door behind me. I was sweating and Wallace was totally berserk.


  “Serves you right, you psycho,” I said as I got a pair of sterile gloves out of my purse. Nurses like to be prepared for bodily fluids. I went to the front door and swung it open. “Ahhh!”


  Aaron stood there, eating a pile of mac and cheese out of a bread bowl.


  “Aaron.”


  “Huh?”


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Eating.”


  “I can see that. Why are you eating outside my door?”


  “Waiting for you.”


  “Why?”


  He shrugged. “Where’re we going?”


  “Nowhere. I’m going to stay here and you’re going to…do something I can’t think of. See ya. Bye.”


  I closed the door and counted to five. Then I looked through the peekhole. There he was, chewing.


  Damnit.


  Eventually he’d run out of food and he’d have to get more, but by that time Morty would be done with Fergus. I yanked the door open. “Why do you do this to me?”


  “I’m your partner.”


  “Not this time. I have to go by myself. Try to understand.”


  “No.”


  “No? This isn’t for you, Aaron. This is just me. Only me. You can’t be involved,” I said.


  “Tommy said I’m your partner. I have to help you.” A huge glob of mac and cheese fell off his plastic fork and stuck to his faded Batman tee. The last thing Aaron looked like was helpful.


  “Dad doesn’t know what I’m doing and if he did, he wouldn’t want you to help me. Now please go.” I locked the door and went for the elevator. Maybe I could lure him in, get out, and go for the stairs. That could work. Aaron looked like he did a fifty minute mile.


  I pushed the down button on the panel and Aaron came up behind me, chewing. The doors opened and I stepped inside and held the door for him. He blinked and took a bite.


  “Are you coming?”


  “Nope.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  “Cause you’re trying to Fike me.”


  Damnit.


  I was trying to Fike Aaron, but I was amazed that he knew it. My dad’s first partner, Michael Fike, ditched him so often the guys in the squadron started calling it, “Getting Fiked.”


  I let go of the door. “Have a good one.” I’d just ride down and take the stairs up to the penthouse.


  I’ll Fike you, Aaron. I’ll Fike you good.


  The elevator stopped at the first floor. There was a loud ding and the doors opened. Uncle Morty and Fergus stood there.


  “Hello, Mercy,” said Fergus.


  “What the hell?”


  Uncle Morty smiled. “Going somewhere?”


  “Yes, I am. You, you giant pain in my butt.” I squeezed past them and ran for it into the locker room.


  “Get her, Fergus!” yelled Uncle Morty.


  I dodged multitudes of skiers, jumping over boots, and landing in puddles of slush. Fergus was hot on my trail, the little weasel. How was this helping me? I rammed the outer door open and slid out into the snow-packed thoroughfare. Slipping around I went right into the shop between racks of ski pants. People who under-packed for the cold snap blocked my way at every turn. I looked back and spotted Fergus up on his tiptoes trying to see me. I crouched down. Finally, an advantage to being short. I made it through to the hats and gloves section where I bumped into a well-padded leg.


  “Excuse me,” said a woman with faded blond pigtails and a questionable hat with way too many pom-poms on it.


  “Sorry,” I said, skulking away.


  “Are you hiding?” asked the woman’s partner, also well-pompomed.


  “More like avoiding.”


  They put their heads together. “Who are you avoiding?”


  “Young guy. Curly hair. Scottish accent.” I made the big eyes. “He just won’t take no for an answer.”


  Pink Pom-Poms stood up. “That’s outrageous!”


  “I’ll give him a piece of my mind to feast upon and I’d hope he’d have a good appetite for it,” said purple Pom-Poms.


  I grinned. “Mrs. Cratchit, my favorite.”


  Purple Pom-Poms fluttered her fingers over her chest. “A literary girl. That cinches it.”


  The ladies stalked off in search of the hapless Fergus and I crouched my way to the hall exit, and then to the stairs. Once inside, I breathed a sigh of relief. I was trying to do a good thing. All I wanted was Keegan’s oil. It may have been illegal, but it was right.


  I trotted up the stairs and nearly ran over Aaron who stood on the second floor landing sans bread bowl.


  “Hey,” he said.


  My shoulders slumped. “I can’t believe it. How did you know?”


  He pointed at the lockpicks in my hand.


  I am such an idiot.


  “Fine. You’ve got me. Are you my partner for real?”


  “Huh?”


  “I mean for real as in you’ll back me up no matter what?”


  “What is what?” Aaron scratched his belly under the bat signal.


  I leaned in and got a whiff of his hot-dog scent. “What is illegal.”


  “You’ve done it before.”


  “Not like this.” I got Keegan’s picture out of my pocket. “I’m going to bring him cannabis oil. He’s dying.”


  “Alice’s Answer?”


  I was so surprised I could only stammer.


  “Okay,” said Aaron. “Up?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Penthouse level. You can’t tell anyone, not even Morty. I don’t want anyone involved. This is on me.”


  “And me.”


  I hugged him. I’d never done that before and he was squishier than I expected and I expected quite a lot.


  “You don’t have to come,” I said.


  “I’m coming.”


  We went up the stairs to the top level and I peeked out into the hall. It was empty. No police presence and there wasn’t any crime scene tape on Rory’s door. Lucky for me it had a regular lock, since it was privately owned and not a rental. There was a way to get past electronic locks, but Dad hadn’t taught me that yet, since it didn’t come up much.


  “Keep an eye out. Okay?” I said.


  Aaron nodded. “You hungry?”


  “I’m exhausted and freaked.” I pressed my ear against the door. Nothing. Then I knocked, just in case. No one answered, so I went to work with my picks. I really should practice like Dad says. This is a skill that I actually use, unlike the bassoon that Mom made me play. 


  Fast but not fast enough for me, there was a click. I put away my picks and put on the gloves. “I’ll be right back.”


  Aaron popped a purple square of Bubble Yum in his mouth and nodded. I went in closing the door behind me. The condo was gorgeous and twice as big as ours. They had thick Persian carpets and cushy leather chairs. There were skiing clothes and paraphernalia all over. More than for one person. Rory’s friends must’ve been staying with him.


  I went through the first bedroom. Nothing. Then the second. Also nothing. That’s when I got queasy. And it only got worse as I went through cabinets and drawers. The oil wasn’t there. I touched the picture in my pocket. Keegan, where’s your oil?


  I wanted to keep searching, but in my heart I knew it was hopeless. I opened the door and just about lost what was left of my mind. Uncle Morty’s voice was booming down the hall. He was by the elevator. It was inset about five feet, so all I could see was him and an arm clad in a blue uniform. 


  I grabbed Aaron and dragged him into the condo. He was unperturbed as usual.


  “What kind of lookout are you?” I asked.


  “Morty stopped them.”


  “Morty isn’t supposed to be there.”


  “He’s here.”


  “Thanks for the bulletin.”


  I listened through a crack in the door and I wasn’t happy.


  “I’m in Penthouse Four,” he said. “Morton Barclay Van Der Hoof.”


  “And you know Mercy Watts?” asked Detective Carey.


  “Hell yeah I know her. Real pain in the ass. Her dad’s my best friend. Hell of a guy.”


  “We’d like to talk to her. I believe she’s getting herself involved in the Dushane case.”


  Uncle Morty made a flappy lip noise. “Mercy, a detective, get serious. She’s a girl. You seen her? Maybe she could investigate lip gloss or nail care.”


  I’ll remember this the next time you have a bunion, old man.


  “Do you know where she is right now?” asked Sullivan. 


  “Down in the ski shop. Apparently her scarf wasn’t pretty enough.”


  “Thanks for your help, Mr. Van Der Hoof.”


  “Don’t mention it.”


  A minute later there was a knock on Rory’s door. “All clear, Miss Marple.”


  I opened the door and there was Uncle Morty with his arms crossed over his big belly.


  “I can’t believe you,” I said.


  “Me either. I am pretty good.”


  My voice went up to a high squeak. “I might just have to kill you.”


  “Quiet,” Morty said. “We’re in stealth mode here, ain’t we?”


  “I’m in hell. I don’t know about you.” I closed the door, made sure it locked, and stripped off my gloves. I pointed at Aaron. “You promised.”


  Uncle Morty stuck a beefy finger in my face. “He didn’t tell me shit. I’ve known you since you were five minutes old and you ain’t half as slick as you think you are.”


  “Well, I guess I just suck then. Where’s Fergus? Waiting to waylay me in the stairs?”


  “Nah. Last I saw he was getting yelled at by a couple of old chicks in the ski shop. Your work?”


  “That was me.”


  “Not bad.”


  “Thanks, I guess.”


  “Don’t look so down in the dumps. The cops probably took it,” said Morty.


  “What?” I asked in my innocent voice. I don’t know why I bothered. Morty always assumed I was guilty. Of course he was right, but it was irritating just the same.


  “Whatever you’re looking for,” he said. 


  I looked at Aaron, who was completely blank as usual.


  Morty eyed me and looked down the hall. “Better hurry it up, girl. Somebody’s bound to come along and they’ll remember you next to the vic’s condo. You’re not easy to forget.”


  I took off down the hall to the elevator. “They’d remember you, too.”


  “Not if I’m with you. I’d just be some guy standing next to Marilyn Monroe.”


  “Whatever. I didn’t get caught.”


  “Wrong. I caught you,” he said. “What are you working on? This better not be for the Fibonaccis.”


  The Fibonaccis were the Mafia family I’d accidentally gotten involved with last summer. For the record, I’d never worked for them. Not on purpose anyway. 


  “It’s personal,” I said. 


  “The only personal life you got is with that skinny doctor and I bet he don’t know nothing about this.”


  I pushed the elevator button.


  “Course I could enlighten him and those white bread parents of his.” His face changed expression and he would’ve made a gorilla look friendly.


  “What are you mad about?” I asked. “So far I’ve been caught red-handed and made to sound like a useless nitwit.”


  “Pete don’t deserve you.”


  “I thought you liked Pete.” As much as he liked anyone, which wasn’t much.


  Elevator opened and I went in. 


  “He’s lying to them parents, like you ain’t good enough. You’re better than them by a long sight, smarter, too.”


  “I don’t know about that,” I said.


  “I seen your SAT score.” He let go of the door and it began to close. “I’m talking to that Pete.”


  “No. Don’t— ”


  Smarter than Pete. That was a laugh. My SATs had been good, but I’d always considered them some sort of cosmic accident. My parents did not. After Mom stopped screaming with joy, she framed my letter and hung it in Dad’s office. She said it was to remind her that I was smart despite all the stupid stuff I did. 


  Nine years later I was still doing stupid stuff. Agreeing to smuggle pot oil from a guy that just had to get himself attacked before giving it to me. I didn’t know how I was going to get that oil. I didn’t have a clue where it was. Cecile was counting on me. It was a matter of life and death.


  



  



  


   


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Nine


  



  Spidermonkey got back to me two hours later with everything to know about Rory Dushane and Open Mind Medicinals. The facts were more pedestrian than I expected. Open Mind was well-thought of in the medical community by those who were able to look beyond traditional medicine and the rest grudgingly said the company was harmless. Rory had had a few scrapes with the law such as speeding and tagging UPS trucks. His graffiti was beautiful in my opinion, but UPS didn’t agree. Other than that he was your typical eighteen-year-old. He attended UCCS in the business program and worked for his dad. Eddy was wrong about the money though. It was Rory’s mom that paid for the penthouse condo. She owned White Glove Housekeeping, Inc and was very much in the black. Open Mind operated on a shoestring and as far as Spidermonkey could tell Rory’s dad was a do-gooder out to change the world, not to get rich.


  Spidermonkey, of course, knew what had happened to Rory and expressed concern about my involvement. I said I had nothing to do with anything, but he didn’t believe me. Nobody ever does when it comes to that. He did say that the cops had zero leads. I don’t know how he found that out and I didn’t want to know. It was too disturbing to dwell on the all-access pass that he and Uncle Morty had to people’s lives, including my own. 


  Guys like them were good to know. Spidermonkey especially. He liked the look of Open Mind and if, just if, I was investigating the stabbing, he would research at a discounted rate. I’d never been so shocked in my life. Uncle Morty would charge me for investigating his own stabbing.


  I thanked Spidermonkey and left it at that. I didn’t know who to investigate or why. I would’ve asked him if the cops had taken vials of Alice’s Answer into evidence, but I wasn’t sure I wanted Spidermonkey to connect it to me. He’d start asking questions. Questions that I didn’t want to answer.


  The rest of my day was spent washing the dog pee out of my suitcase and waiting for Rodney to come back from the hospital. It took nearly five hours and when they got back Pete said they were swamped with ten broken wrists. Thanks, snowboarding. And various other resort-related injuries. I’d planned a quiet night, cuddling my bony boyfriend in front of the fire, but it was not to be.


  Nancy had inexplicably fallen in love with Rodney, had declared him in need of mothering, and we were spending the evening in Uncle Morty’s penthouse condo. Fergus my new stalker had been invited. My vacation was starting to look a lot like my life, nerd posse and all.


  The condo was fabulous, larger than Rory’s with three bedrooms and a huge kitchen in which Aaron was cooking Rodney’s favorites, Worf burgers, asiago cheese scalloped potatoes, and Metaphysical malts, all straight off the menu of their restaurant, Kronos.


  Rod was propped up in bed with ten pillows, surrounded by not one but five game systems that the guys had flown in with. His right arm was in a temporary cast and his right leg was elevated with bags of peas bunched over the knee. I’d bought six bags to make sure he had a steady supply. Rod managed to tear his meniscus and would need an MRI to assess the severity.


  “How’s that?” I asked. “Too cold?”


  “It’s okay. So Pete says I can snowboard again when it heals,” said Rodney, grinning.


  They may have given him too many painkillers. Who would want to snowboard again after that first run?


  “Maybe we’ll stick with Triple Stomp X for awhile.”


  Also known as forever.


  Rodney yawned. “Screw that. The real thing was groovy.”


  Groovy?


  “The real thing lasted five minutes.” I tucked him in. “I thought you were dead.”


  “I wasn’t close to dead. I was groovy.”


  I raised an eyebrow at Pete. “What did you give him?”


  “Lortab and Celebrex. Low doses,” said Pete.


  Rodney started snoring and I took the game controller out of his hand.


  Pete glanced at the open bedroom door and then looked at me. “I’m sorry.”


  “Did Uncle Morty talk to you?” I asked.


  “Him and everybody else.”


  “Was there yelling?”


  “I’ve been reminded of how lucky I am, loudly.” Pete gazed at me intensely. “I won’t forget.”


  I scooted to the edge of the bed. Luckily, before I put my foot down, I remembered to look. There was Wallace waiting with an open mouth and staring at my stockinged toes. She hadn’t forgiven me for locking her in the bedroom and apparently peeing in my suitcase wasn’t punishment enough.


  Bark.


  “Can you get this dog?” I asked.


  Pete picked up a snarling Wallace and pinned her under his arm. “So how mad are you?”


  “No madder than I was before. Your mom is another story.”


  “Yeah. She hates lying for any reason.”


  “What exactly did you tell her about me?” I asked.


  “Nothing and she considers omissions to be the same as lying,” he said.


  I ran my fingers through my helmet hair and glared at him. “It’s really going to hit the fan when they find out about Millicent and Myrtle. They’re a pretty big omission.”


  Pete opened his mouth, but Nancy bustled in with a steaming mug of hopefully something she didn’t make. “Oh the poor dear is asleep,” she said.


  “He’ll be out for a while,” said Pete.


  Nancy gave him the stink eye. “Have you apologized to Mercy for lying about her to your father and I?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “A sincere apology?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Pete.


  She turned to me and her gaze softened. “Have you accepted his apology?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” What was wrong with me? I never said ma’am.


  “All right then. That’s settled,” said Nancy. “You are who you are and we like you just fine. Come now. Morton has a new game he’s desperate to show you.”


  She went to Rodney, checking his temperature and straightening the comforter, while we left before Pete did something else wrong.


  “So,” I whispered. “Are you ever going to tell me why we can’t talk about the Bleds?”


  He shushed me. My boyfriend actually shushed me.


  “Pete, if you don’t—”


  “I’ll pay you to be quiet,” he said with desperate eyes darting toward Calvin a mere ten feet away. 


  “How much?” I asked.


  “I have fifty bucks on me.” He started to get out his wallet.


  “Put that away, you freak. You’re going to pay me with answers.”


  “I will. I swear.”


  We went into the living room and got an earful about the new game, Titanfall, which Morty had been given a prerelease copy. He called it an advantage to being a famous author. I called it mind-numbing. After about twenty minutes I was ready to crawl out of my skin. It was six o’clock and I had to figure a way out of there, if I wanted to get down to Aprés to interview Rory’s friend, Lyndsay, about last night. It was just too cozy in there. I was hoping after Aaron’s huge burgers and the copious amount of cheese in the potatoes my jailers might snooze out, but no. That game was keeping them sharp. If I managed to slip away unnoticed, Calvin and Nancy were in the way. They’d found a battered Scrabble game and were battling it out at the kitchen table over whether or not Chaucer’s Middle English should be allowed. Nancy had used kowthe and Calvin was incensed about it.


  My eyes settled on Fergus, who wasn’t playing and did look vaguely confused about what was going on. Maybe gaming wasn’t his thing. So far he’d been a huge pain, but there was a chance he could prove useful.


  I stood up and stretched, casually edging toward Rodney’s bedroom.


  “Where’re you going?” asked Uncle Morty, his voice gruff and eyes sharp.


  “To check on Rodney.”


  His focus went back to the enormous robot on the screen. I caught Fergus’s eye and inclined my head to Rodney’s bedroom. The little guy jumped up, nearly spilling the chips, and raced over. Subtle. Real subtle.


  I went in and checked Rodney. He was still out cold, but the knee was swelling despite the peas. Not good.


  “What can I do for you?” asked Fergus.


  I pulled him away from the door and whispered. “You still want to help me?”


  “You’ll let me help with the investigation?”


  No.


  “Sort of. I need you to distract everyone so I can get out of here unnoticed.”


  “That doesn’t sound helpful.”


  “It’s hugely helpful.” I had to tell Fergus something. He wasn’t going for it. “I have to interview a suspect.”


  He did a huge intake of breath. “In the stabbing.”


  “Yes, but I can’t do it, if I can’t get out of here. They won’t want me to do this at all.”


  “I can go and help you to interview,” said Fergus, eyes shining.


  “Your job is to distract them. We’re a…a team,” I said.


  Fergus clasped his hands. “Really?”


  I’m going to hell for this.


  “Yes. You and me, a team. I’m counting on you.”


  “I will do it. How do I do it?” asked Fergus.


  “Go in there and tell them that you think Battlestar Galactica’s premise is stupid.”


  Fergus gasped. “They’ll kill me. You don’t want them to kill me.”


  “They won’t physically hurt you.”


  I hope.


  I swiveled him around and pushed him to the door. “Count to ten and then do it.”


  He looked me in the eye over his shoulder. “And you’ll tell me everything you find out?”


  “I’ll tell you everything that I think is relevant to your helping with the case.”


  Fergus narrowed his eyes as he thought over my sentence. Happily, it proved too confusing and he went out into the living room. I put on my boots and tucked my wallet up under my bulky sweater. I hate sweaters. With my chest, I end up looking like Spongebob Squarepants. Not a good thing in a human.


  I peeked out. Fergus was fidgeting next to the guys. Aaron was in the kitchen, whipping up a pan of Dulce de Leche brownies and had his back to me and Nancy had just laid down the tiles for unethye and Calvin’s eyes were popping out.


  Do it now, Fergus. Now!


  Fergus cleared his throat. “Um…I think Battlestar Galactica’s premise is stupid and patently trite.”


  Even better.


  “What the hell did you say?” asked Uncle Morty, heaving his bulk out of the cushy wingback chair.


  I sidestepped toward the door and turned the handle. Everyone was looking at poor Fergus. I opened the door.


  I’m there.


  Wallace came out of nowhere and launched herself at my leg, yapping and snarling.


  “Stop it. Stop it, you nightmare,” I hissed at the undeterred Wallace.


  Everyone pivoted and stared at me.


  “What are you doing?” asked Nancy.


  “Yeah,” said Uncle Morty.


  I scooped up Wallace. She only bit me twice. “I’m going to walk Wallace. I think she has to go.”


  “Okay. Her leash is by the door.”


  Uncle Morty was still glaring at me. I could still go, but there was a chance that he’d hoof it after me. That’s when Fergus spoke and he truly became part of the team. If I had a team, that is.


  “George Lucas stole Star Wars from Akira Kurosawa.”


  The uproar was so loud and heated I’m surprised the paint didn’t peel off the ceiling. I grabbed my giant purse and Wallace’s leash and was out before anyone noticed.


  I ran down to the elevator and punched the down button. Wallace had stopped snarling and looked quite pleased.


  “You know, if there was a laundry chute, you’d be in it,” I said.


  Bark.


  “You think you’re cute but you smell like wet dog even though you’re dry. I call that a problem.”


  Bark.


  “Your sweater’s ugly.”


  Growl.


  The elevator dinged and doors opened. I went in with the stink dog because there was no laundry chute or any reasonable way to ditch her. The doors started to close and Aaron trotted up. The doors bounced off his belly and reopened. He stepped in and stood beside me, like I had expected him all along.


  “I thought you were cooking,” I said as I pushed the button.


  “Nope.”


  “What about the brownies?”


  “Nancy can handle it,” said Aaron.


  “Oh my god. No, she can’t. She’s a terrible cook. I mean really really bad. Smell my shirt.” I held out my arm.


  “Don’t need to. I can smell you from here.”


  “That’s the dog,” I said.


  Bark.


  We looked down. I totally expected Wallace to be peeing on my feet or gnawing on Aaron’s leg, but she was doing neither. She was doing that adorable pug smile up at Aaron, just short of adoration.


  “Do you have bacon in your pocket?” I asked.


  “Everybody likes me.”


  I sniffed. “You smell like hot dogs. It’s the hot dogs. She doesn’t like anyone, except Nancy.”


  “She likes me.”


  Sweet little bark.


  “Well, she pees on me.”


  “Yep.”


  “And she bites me.”


  “Uh huh.” He said it like it was only to be expected that a dog would pee on and bite me. “Where’re we going?”


  “Aprés to talk to Rory Dushane’s friends.”


  Aaron didn’t ask me why. He never did. It was his best quality. Other than the hot chocolate.


  Aprés was crowded that night and the bar was a buzz with talk of the stabbing. I threaded through the crowd, found a table for two in the back, only to discover I’d been abandoned. I caught a glimpse of Aaron disappearing into the kitchen. You can’t take Aaron anywhere without him finding the nearest kitchen and taking it over. That usually worked out well for me, except when he found crab in that kitchen. Aaron loved crab as much as I hated it.


  I sat on the sticky wooden chair and picked up the bar menu. No crab on the appetizer list. I was safe. I scanned the bar over the laminated card. I wasn’t sure I’d recognize Rory’s friends. They were pretty nondescript compared to him. But as it turned out Mark and Austin weren’t hard to spot at all. In a bar full of joyous healthy people, they were morose and hunched over untouched beers. Two girls were with them. I would say they were familiar, but only in the way that all the girls were. Young, pretty, long flowing hair. Lovely in an uninteresting way. They were all so distressed, I’d have to come up with a good opener. I’d had some experience with grief and it doesn’t always come with death. They’d lost their innocence. Copper was a place of happiness, not a place of danger. Unless I’d missed my guess this was the first and worst bad thing that had ever happened to this small group of average teens. I had never been an average teen. Life had made sure of that, but I felt for them. I remembered the first time I came face-to-face with death when Dad’s partner Cora had been murdered. The shock of it was something that never quite left me. The world wasn’t safe. Before the moment Mom told me, I didn’t know that. Now I could never unknow it. I can’t tell you how much I wished I could forget.


  Express your sympathy. Eloquently. Do it like someone who doesn’t get peed on.


  Bark.


  “Shhhh,” I said to my purse.


  Wallace looked up at me in a way that said she wasn’t going to be good.


  “I’ll get something for you in a minute.” I felt eyes on me. The table to the right was staring at me. I guess they didn’t see women talking to their purses all that often. “Hello.”


  It might’ve been my imagination, but they swayed away from me. Great. I almost showed them Wallace to prove I wasn’t nutty, but they might report me to the manager and get me kicked out. I couldn’t always be lucky as I proved multiple times a day.


  I put my Wallace purse over my arm and took a deep breath.


  Just go. You can do sympathy.


  Aaron trotted out of the kitchen before I made it two steps. He held a tray of steaming mugs. “How many?”


  “How many what?”


  “Friends?”


  I glanced at the glum group. “Four at the moment.”


  Aaron tilted his head, pondering something that I couldn’t guess at. “They need spice.” And he trotted off.


  The nervous table raised their eyebrows. I guess they didn’t think they’d want to drink or eat anything that Aaron brought out. He didn’t exactly exude competence with his permanent case of bedhead, stained Conan the Barbarian tee, sweatpants that should’ve been put out of their misery long ago, but still their sneers irritated me.


  “He’s a genius,” I said. “Unfortunately, you will never know why.”


  I picked up the tray and headed over to Rory’s friends, running through a dozen charming, sympathetic openers and ended up saying, “Hi.”


  They stared up with red-rimmed eyes, but didn’t respond.


  “I’m Mercy Watts. Did Rory mention me?”


  The guy on the left with brown hair and a small neck tattoo of an owl came to life first. “Hey. Um, no. He didn’t say anything about you. Sorry.”


  I set down the tray. “I’m sorry, too. I met Rory briefly last night. We had some business to attend to. Does that ring a bell?”


  “He said he was meeting someone for his dad,” said one of the girls. She was wearing an artfully torn tee that said expensive despite the rips. I guess that was the point.


  “Lyndsay?” I asked.


  “How’d you know?”


  “Eddy mentioned you. May I sit down?” I didn’t wait for an answer but snagged an empty chair.


  The quartet shifted in their seats. Their expressions said go away. Not something I was terribly used to, unless you count Raptor. She’d been wishing I’d disappear for years.


  “I don’t want to disturb you, but I have a problem and Rory was the solution. I need your help.”


  “What was Rory going to do?” asked Lyndsay, perking up a bit.


  I got Keegan’s picture out of my pocket, but held it in my lap. “You know about Rory’s father’s business?”


  “Yeah,” said the other girl. “He grows pot to help kids with epilepsy.”


  “We have a winner.” I put a mug in front of her. “This will cure what ails you.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s a mystery. My friend is a restaurateur in St. Louis. He made these for you all.” I gave out the rest of the mugs.


  Lyndsay was the first to take an experimental sip. “Oooh. It’s wonderful. I’ve never had chocolate like this.”


  “Aaron has a gift,” I said.


  I let them sip and pictured the warmth of Aaron’s brilliance spreading through them, comforting and oh so delicious. When they began to look droopy-eyed, I brought out the picture. “This is Keegan.”


  “He’s a cutie,” said Lyndsay.


  “He’s dying.” Being blunt often gets the result I wanted and it worked this time. They froze and stared at the picture of a beautiful little boy. “Can I trust you?”


  I asked, but I really had no choice. I needed information and anyone of them could have the oil stashed away.


  “I guess,” said Lyndsay.


  “Shut up, Lyndsay,” said the other guy, who’d been silent up until then. “You don’t know who she is.”


  “And you are?” I asked.


  “I’m Austin and that’s Mark and Kera. What the hell do you want? Our friend is half dead in the hospital and you’re in here bothering the shit out of us.”


  I heaved a sigh and affected a chagrined look. Maybe not honest but necessary. If they had Keegan’s oil, I had to get it. “I apologize. I know what you’re going through.”


  “No, you don’t,” said Mark, his voice tight with emotion.


  My hands went sweaty. I hated doing this, but they were young. We needed a connection, a good one. I laid one of Dad’s business cards on the table along with my driver’s license. “That’s where you’re wrong. You’ll rarely meet anyone like me.”


  “Cause you look like Marilyn Monroe?” asked Austin. “Drag queens can do that.”


  Okay. That stung a little, but I couldn’t afford to get huffy. “Very true, but it’s not about the face. It’s about the life. Look me up. You have smart phones, don’t you?” 


  They didn’t move.


  “I’m Mercy Watts, daughter of Tommy Watts. If you google my name and David Jackson, it will explain everything.”


  Mark yanked out his phone and typed so fast his fingers were a blur. Then he blinked and looked up.


  “What is it?” asked Kera.


  “Probably a picture of me when I was sixteen in a courtroom about five seconds after a man was convicted of murdering my boyfriend and two of my friends.”


  Mark passed around his phone and they gave me the looks that I’d forced myself to get used to. That picture was my first experience of fame, the worst kind of fame, notoriety. I was the girl who was supposed to die but by a twist of fate wasn’t in the car with David and our friends. I’d been grounded for hosting an unauthorized sleepover in The Girls’ left conservatory while they were visiting Lawton in California. So David drove to his football playoff game without me, only he never made it there and was never seen again.


  “Oh my god,” said Lyndsay, staring down at my picture.


  My throat was dry and the bar’s clamor got tinny and strange. I tried not to think about that moment in the courtroom or the reason I was there. I forced that pain down into a little box I rarely opened. I’d never used David to get close to anyone before and I didn’t know how I felt about it. Dad would say it was alright. That David would understand and that if his death could help me, so be it. I couldn’t think of David that way, as someone to be of use. He was supposed to be the love of my life, not only my first love. I didn’t know how big the world was until David disappeared into it. Our plans disappeared with him. I didn’t go to Notre Dame or major in Sports Medicine. David’s death had shaped my life and it was more than anything else private.


  “Are you okay?” asked Austin, his brows cinched together.


  Not really.


  “Yes. I just don’t like to think about it is all,” I said.


  “They caught the guy,” said Mark. “That’s good.”


  “Yes.”


  People thought a conviction changed things. It didn’t, not for me anyway. There was no closure, whatever that means. That may have been Dad’s fault. He wasn’t allowed to get anywhere near David’s case, but he never believed Terry Hunt did it. I’m too much my father’s daughter to doubt him.


  Mark picked up Dad’s card. “What do you want us to do?”


  Before I could answer Aaron came up and plunked an iron skillet in the middle of the table. He trotted back into the kitchen. Under the pile of peppery arugula and diced tomatoes was a bubbling mixture of cheese and sausage.


  “He always knows,” I said.


  “Who was that?” asked Kera.


  “Aaron, food genius, and this is his fundido, designed to make you want to help me, I suspect.”


  Mark put his hand on my shoulder, grinning. “You didn’t need the food, but it’s rocking.”


  Aaron ran back out and put a basket of freshly fried chips and a mug in front of me and ran back into the kitchen. We dug in and any inhibitions Rory’s friends had melted like the cheese.


  “So,” I said. “You were with Rory last night. When did you last see him?”


  Austin glanced at me. “The bar closed at one and we went back to the condo.”


  “All of you together?”


  “Yeah. We were, you know, partying.”


  I scooped up an obscene amount of fundido. No crab and plenty of chorizo. “Define partying. Beer, pot, what are we talking about?”


  They got wary and started looking around the room.


  “I really don’t care what you did. I care about Rory’s condition. How high was he?” I fished out a piece of chorizo and fed it to Wallace.


  Kera peeked in and smiled. “So cute.”


  “She bit me,” I said. “About Rory?”


  Austin put his elbows on the table and looked me in the eye. “He was pretty crispy.”


  “But up and walking?”


  “Hell, yeah. He can handle it. We were watching X games footage and talking about what runs we were gonna shred today. He was cool.”


  “When was the last time you saw him?” I asked.


  They looked at each other, clearly uncertain.


  “Did you ever leave the condo?”


  “No way. I fell asleep on the sofa,” said Lyndsay. “Rory was still there.”


  “What time was that?”


  “Around three, I think.” She turned to Kera. “Didn’t you go to his bedroom?”


  Kera blushed and the pink cheeks were charming on her face, making her appear younger and less world-wise.


  “So you went to bed with Rory around three,” I said. “That’s good. We’re zeroing in on the time he was attacked.”


  Kera murmured something and Lyndsay put her arm around her shoulders. “It’s okay. She’s not going to tell anyone.”


  “Certainly not your parents, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. “Here’s the deal. Rory was going to deliver Keegan’s oil to me. He got stabbed in the neck and now the oil’s gone. I care about two things: the oil and who stabbed Rory. That’s it. End of story.”


  “I never saw any oil,” said Kera. “We were, ya know, together. I went to sleep. When I woke up Rory was gone.”


  “What about the rest of you. Did you see the oil?”


  They shook their heads in unison. Then Mark spoke up, “Rory had this bag that he carried when he delivered for his dad. I think he had it with him when he got here, but I don’t remember seeing it, since it happened.”


  “What’s it look like?” I asked.


  “Kind of like a little laptop bag. Black. Nylon. I really didn’t pay much attention to it.”


  I’d looked through everything in Rory’s condo and I definitely didn’t see that bag, but I couldn’t let them know that. Breaking into Rory’s condo was a violation. I couldn’t pretend that it wasn’t, no matter why I did it.


  “Could you take a look for me and see if it’s really gone?”


  “Okay, but I’m sure it’s gone.”


  “Let me get this straight. Rory was in the condo at three. Kera, you went to bed with Rory and then what?” I asked.


  She dabbed her eyes with a crumpled tissue, smearing her heavy eye makeup. “Nothing. I woke up and he was gone.”


  “What time was that?”


  “Seven. He always sets his alarm for seven.”


  “His phone alarm?”


  “No, the bedside clock.” She blew her nose and appeared to be on the edge of losing it.


  “Have you seen his phone? Any of you?”


  Again they shook their heads.


  I reached over and patted Kera’s hand. A weak gesture at such a time, I know, but it was all I had. “Can you guess at what time you went to sleep?”


  “Maybe three-thirty. I don’t know for sure,” said Kera.


  “That’s okay. We’ve got a timeline. Somewhere between say three-thirty and seven, Rory left the condo with his phone and the med bag with Keegan’s oil in it. Presumably he was meeting someone to make a delivery or he wouldn’t have taken the bag. It wasn’t me, so who else could he have been meeting? Did he mention anyone else?”


  “No way,” said Mark. “He took his dad’s business seriously.”


  “Yeah. He never told me any of the patient’s names,” said Kera. “And I asked.”


  Lyndsay shook her head. “He told me that patients and their guardians signed confidentiality agreements.”


  “I saw that on the website,” I said.


  Kera burst into tears. “He wouldn’t tell me anything. I wanted to help. He didn’t trust me.”


  “Patient confidentiality isn’t about trust.”


  “If I’d gone with him, he’d be okay. It wouldn’t have happened.”


  “Maybe or maybe you’d both be in a coma,” I said. “We’ll never know.”


  Mark, who had been controlling his own emotions by blinking a lot and staring at his phone, said, “So your dad’s a famous detective and so are you.”


  “I wouldn’t say that. Not even close,” I said.


  He flashed me the CNN bikini page.


  “There was an incident on Roatan. It doesn’t make me a detective.”


  “But you’re asking us about Rory. Are you investigating?”


  I bit my lip. I supposed I was because, let’s face it, I can’t help myself. Whoever stabbed Rory hurt someone I liked and it looked like they stole Keegan’s oil. They were asking for me to find them and give them a good tasering. It would be my pleasure.


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Will you find them?” asked Kera.


  “I’ll do my best and, between us, I’m not half bad at this.”


  Austin leaned forward. “We’ll do anything to help. Where do we start?”


  “Search the condo and confirm that the bag is gone. After that I’ll let you know.” I took back Dad’s card and wrote my name and number on it. “Let’s leave this between us. I’m unofficial.”


  They nodded and I picked up my dog purse to go. A door slammed behind me and I swiveled in my chair. DBD came in. Beers stopped halfway to lips as Wade Cave came in, flashing a toothy smile and posing like there were cameras on him, which there weren’t. Mickey Stix was right behind him with Nina Symoan on his arm. She smiled with genuine amusement on her scarlet lips, but Mickey was grimacing like he was about to have a tooth pulled.


  “What is up with those guys? It’s like they think they’re Arcade Fire or something,” said Austin.


  I slid down in my seat. I so didn’t need a weird Mickey Stix moment, especially in front of Rory’s friends. Whatever credibility I’d mustered would be gone in a second.


  “Dude,” said Mark, “you’re gonna slide under the table. Do you know them?”


  “Not really, but my face garnered some attention this morning.”


  “Gross,” said Kera, finally smiling again. “They’re like as old as my grandpa.”


  How old is your grandpa?


  “Yeah. They’re serious geezers. Got to go.” I put up my hood and eased out of my chair. With my back to DBD, I sidestepped toward the kitchen. Aaron would let me out the back way, if he could tear himself away from the stove.


  There was a crash directly behind me and I glanced over my shoulder. One of the guys with DBD had flipped over a chair and knocked a platter to the floor. He stomped across the bar with a finger pointing right at Rory’s friends, who’d froze in their seats.


  “What’d you do with it, you little motherfuckers?” he screamed at them.


  



  



  



  


  



   


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Ten


  



  My hand automatically went into my purse and found my Def-Tec pepper spray under Wallace’s butt. That guy was definitely a candidate for police strength. His face was bright red and beads of sweat were popping out on the top of his bald head.


  He banged his fists into their table and the mugs jumped. “Where is it?”


  Rory’s friends mouths were hanging open and their faces were blank. If they knew what he was talking about, it didn’t show. I did an about-face and shoved the pepper spray into his nose. “You want to back off, dillweed?”


  “What the fuck?” he yelled, eyes blazing.


  “Exactly what I was thinking.” My voice was a lot calmer than I felt. 


  Wade Cave ran over and pulled the guy back. “Chill, man, they’re just kids.” He, too, was red-faced, but I got the feeling it was more embarrassment than anything else. “He’ll live.”


  “They have to have it,” said the guy as Wade led him away.


  I wanted to snatch that guy back by his stringy ponytail, but whispered to Mark, “You need to get out of here.”


  The manager ran out of the back saying, “What happened?”


  No one answered. We didn’t know what to say. DBD settled in at a table across the room. Mickey and Nina were looking at me and Mickey seemed ready to make a move.


  “Now.” I hustled them out the door as Aaron emerged from the kitchen, carrying more fundido. I mouthed, “Home,” to him and he nodded.


  I got them outside. Lyndsay and Kera were shaking and the guys wrapped their arms around them. I’m not so certain that they weren’t shaking, too.


  “What the hell was that?” asked Mark.


  “You don’t know him?” I asked.


  “Hell, no.” Mark went to the door handle. “I’m going to go back in there and fuck that old man up.”


  I stepped in front of him. “No, you’re not. He’s with DBD. You may not be impressed with them, but you can bet the authorities will be.”


  “Why was he yelling at us?” asked Lyndsay.


  I got out my phone, reopened the door, and took a picture of Mr. Nasty, scowling at me from beside Wade.


  “What are you doing?” asked Austin.


  “Sending a pic of that guy to my dad. He’ll know who he is,” I said, pushing send.


  “What does he think we have?” asked Kera.


  I herded them off the icy porch and looked out at the looming, dark mountains and then at the American Flyer. The police tent and tape was still up. “Did Rory know DBD?”


  “Rory doesn’t hang with geezers,” said Mark.


  “He never mentioned them? Even in passing?”


  “I get it,” said Lyndsay. “You think he was making a delivery for that bald guy, too.”


  Wallace yipped and stuck her head out.


  “Can I hold her? She is so cute,” said Kera.


  I lifted the stink dog out and handed her over. “She’s a menace.”


  Wallace responded by wiggling out of Kera’s grasp and attempting to pee on my one clean boot. I was too fast for her and dodged the stream.


  “Your dog is awesome,” said Austin.


  “Yeah, she’s a real winner. Let’s get you back to the condo.”


  We walked through the icy cold. The clouds had cleared and the night had a sharpness to it, everything in hyper focus, everything but Rory’s case. The only thing that was clear was that Rory wasn’t carrying only Keegan’s oil in his bag. He had something for DBD as well, but they didn’t get it either. I had to find out what exactly was in that bag.


  



  [image: Image]


  



  



  I left Rory’s friends in his condo and went over to Uncle Morty’s. I’d been gone a long time, but no one noticed. The guys were still engrossed in their game and Calvin and Nancy’s Scrabble board was completely covered with peculiar words.


  “Did Wallace go?” asked Nancy, not looking up from the board.


  “Yes,” I said, taking the stink dog out of my purse. She smelled like sausage. I put her on the floor and she started barking at me, like I was an intruder bent on mayhem. “Where’s Fergus?”


  “We reeducated him,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Did he survive it?”


  “Mostly.”


  Poor Fergus.


  “Has anyone checked on Rodney?”


  “I did.” Pete’s eyes didn’t move from the robot on the screen.


  “And?”


  “He’s good.”


  This is why we have nurses. Care, pure and simple. I went into the bedroom with Wallace nipping on my heels the whole time. “Stop it, you freak.”


  “What’d I do?” slurred Rodney from the bed.


  “Not you.”


  Wallace bit the hem of my jeans and wouldn’t let go. I yanked her off, snarling at the both of us.


  “My knee hurts,” said Rodney.


  “I’ll take care of it,” I said, holding Wallace at arm’s length and then gritting my teeth as I set her on the bed. The second her tiny toenails hit the comforter, she calmed down, flipped over and curled up in her donut.


  “If I knew that was all it took, I’d keep you on the bed all the time.”


  Little bark.


  “My knee hurts,” said Rodney again.


  “I’m on it.”


  The bags of peas were melted and mushy. “I bet it does.” I gathered up his pea bags and swapped them out. The swelling had increased and I wasn’t loving that. It might be more than a small tear. I gave him his next doses of meds, held his hand, and checked my dinging phone with the other. Dad had come back. Mr. Nasty was DBD’s manager, Victor Mooting, known for his hot temper and zealous representation. I told Dad I’d seen him in Aprés being a massive jerk and by the way did Wade Cave have any medical problems. Of course Dad wanted to know why. I said he didn’t look good in the bar. Dad got all freaked out like Wade seized in front of me. It took about seven texts to calm him down. Dad didn’t know if Wade had any issues other than addiction that is. I would’ve asked about the rest of DBD’s medical issues, but he would get suspicious. Dad got off saying he had a client meeting, which sounds weird since it was late but client meeting could mean anything. The most likely was a source and Dad’s sources weren’t all that crazy about daylight.


  Rod had gone back to sleep and I looked up Open Mind Medicinals’s phone number when I got both hands free. There was one person who would know what was in Rory’s bag and that was his father, Cullum Dushane. I had low hopes of meeting with Mr. Dushane with his son on the edge of death and more than a little hesitation about calling him at all. I had an idea of the dark place he was in and questions, well, they were an intrusion to say the least. But I called and left a message in the hopes that Mr. Dushane was the kind of guy who would welcome a distraction instead of the kind that would attack the distractor.


  I curled up next to Rodney and Wallace and went to sleep. Pete got me up at midnight and I yawned my way back to our condo. Wallace slept on our bed. I can’t say I slept well. I kept dreaming that she had lulled me in to complacency only to bite my face off while I slept.


  To make a bad night even worse I woke to a smell I hope to never smell again. Some sort of fish. Now I’m not a fan of fish. It can stay in the water as far as I’m concerned, but this wasn’t your ordinary fish. There was something seriously wrong with it.


  Pete rolled over and sniffed. “Hmmm.”


  “Do you smell that?” I asked.


  “Uh huh.”


  “What is it?”


  He sat up and stretched. Every stringy muscle stood out under his pale skin. Whatever that smell was wasn’t going to fatten him up any and he could really use it.


  “You can’t tell?” he asked.


  “Some kind of fish.”


  “It’s lox, you weirdo.”


  “Your mom is cooking lox?” I asked.


  Pete slid out of the bed and had his back to me or he would’ve seen the look of horror on my face.


  “It’s her secret recipe,” he said. “She pan-fries it.”


  It should stay secret, even from her.


  “That’s quite an aroma.”


  He pulled on a pair of jeans that were barely able to hold on to his bony hips. I was starting to understand his terminal skinniness.


  “What do you think?” he asked.


  “I think it…”


  Don’t say stink. Don’t say stink.


  “Stinks.”


  Damnit.


  Pete jerked his head around and gave me a look eerily similar to the way Raptor looked at me.


  Pull up. Pull up. 


  “I meant it has a certain air of originality and whimsy that is unexpected in lox.”


  “Oh, okay. Whimsy is good.” He smiled.


  Whew.


  I threw on my robe and said, “Let’s go see if we can help.”


  Pete led the way out and I held back for a second to see if Cullum Dushane had called me back since I had my phone on mute. He hadn’t. If he didn’t in the next few hours I wasn’t sure what to do. I could chat up Detective Carey and see if they bagged Rory’s bag at the scene, but that would be a miracle. Whoever he was meeting was connected to the bag. If they were willing to stab Rory, they’d certainly steal the bag. There was the question of Rory’s phone. If Carey had it I might be able to get somewhere. I wasn’t sure how to ask these questions without Carey catching on that I needed something in Rory’s bag and since I didn’t live in Colorado, I’d be taking it out of state. Not good.


  Pete stuck his head back in the room. “Are you coming?”


  “I’m just texting Philippa about Millicent. Checking in,” I said.


  “Come on. Mom’s almost ready to serve.”


  God help me.


  “Be right there.” I thought about escaping out the window. That lox smelled worse than crab could ever hope to. There was a decent chance that I wouldn’t be able to get it down. I texted Philippa about Millicent and she responded that my godmother was up and gardening in the conservatory for short periods. Finally some good news. Then she asked if I’d met anyone nice. I assumed she was really asking if I’d gotten the oil. Rory’s stabbing must not have made national news. That made for a nice delay, but it put me into a difficult position. Lying is second nature to me. It had to be since I worked for my father, but lying wasn’t always a comfortable fit. I could say yes. After all I had met Rory. But it was still lying to my friend and by extension to Cecile who would take it as a sign that I had the oil. What if I came home empty-handed? It would be so much worse. I settled on, “Working on it.” I was, so that wasn’t too bad.


  Then I texted Spidermonkey and asked if he could get access to police evidence files. He asked if it was about Rory. When I said yes. He texted, “On it.”


  I took a shallow breath so as not to smell anymore lox than necessary and went out to the kitchen. There was a grey haze in the air from the smoking oil and I stifled a cough.


  “There you are,” said Nancy, smiling from ear to ear. “Hungry?”


  “Absolutely. Smells great.” This is where lying fits like my skinny jeans, tight and flattering.


  “Great. Sit down.”


  I pulled out a chair next to Pete when the doorbell rang. A reprieve, just what I needed.


  “I’ll get it,” I said and dashed for the door, almost hoping it was the cops there to arrest me for almost anything.


  It wasn’t the cops and that really would’ve been better than who it was. Aaron stood outside our door, holding a fire extinguisher.


  “What are you doing?” I hissed.


  “Something’s wrong in your condo,” he said.


  I pushed him back and closed the door behind me. “It’s not on fire.” 


  “It should be.”


  “Don’t say anything to Pete’s mom.”


  “How come?” he asked.


  “She thinks she can cook.”


  Aaron tried to walk past me. “I’ll help her.”


  “No, you won’t. She thinks she’s a great cook. Pete thinks so, too.”


  “Not possible. That’s a crime against food.”


  “I know, but how’s it going to look if you come barging in, telling her she’s terrible. I’m trying to make a good impression on this woman.”


  “People die from food that smells like that.”


  “I know. I’m half dead now. Please just go.”


  Aaron didn’t move. I could try and push him into the elevator, but he’d just come back. He always came back. There was only one thing that made Aaron run away.


  “I’ll eat crab,” I said. “If you leave and forget this ever happened I’ll eat whatever you make.”


  He went up on the balls of his feet and hugged the fire extinguisher. “I have this idea for a fresh take on menudo. Extra tripe and crab.”


  Blech.


  “Fine. Sounds like something that a starving person would love to eat. Now go before she sees you,” I said.


  The door opened behind me. “Where are you going, Aaron?” asked Nancy.


  I tried so hard.


  “Huh?” Aaron scratched his belly.


  “Are you hungry?”


  “Lox is supposed to — ”


  I grabbed him and spun him towards the elevator. “Be wonderful this time of year.”


  “I have extra,” said Nancy.


  “He was just going to go…back to Rodney because his temperature is up and the thermometer broke.”


  “Oh, no. Can I help?”


  “No, no. I’m going to go down there and check on Rodney. I’ll eat when I get back,” I said, continuing to push Aaron down the hall.


  “You’re in your robe,” said Nancy.


  “Nobody will care. Colorado casual. It’s a thing.”


  We went up to the penthouse floor. Aaron talked nonstop about his menudo idea and the possibility of a menudo-flavored hot dog. It was too gross to be considered, but Aaron had some pretty strange ideas about hot dogs.


  The condo was quiet, except for the clamor of Uncle Morty’s snore. He was still in the easy chair with a game controller in his lap. I bypassed him and went in to Rodney. He was awake and holding a steaming latte.


  “How are you feeling?” I asked.


  “Better. Want to play Rayman Legends?” Rodney held up a game with cute cartoon characters.


  “That doesn’t sound like your kind of game. Where are the dragons?”


  “It cheers me up. I’ll teach you.”


  “I’ll come up after skiing.” I gave him his next doses and changed out his pea bags.


  Uncle Morty came in behind me. I could tell it was him by the way the floorboards complained. “What are you up to?”


  “What’s it look like?” I asked.


  “I’m looking at your face. You look like Tommy when a case has gone south.”


  “Well, let’s see. Rod has a broken wrist and a torn meniscus, Aaron wants to tell Nancy she’s a terrible cook, I’ve barely skied at all, and Wallace keeps peeing on me. Is that enough for you?”


  “That ain’t it. You’re assholes and elbows. This is supposed to be a vacation.”


  “That’s what I’m going for. Relaxation.”


  “Bullshit.”


  We stood staring at each other. Uncle Morty wasn’t easy to fool and I didn’t fool him then. My best hope was to distract him.


  “You want to help me relax? Take Wallace,” I said.


  “That rat dog.”


  “Yeah, the rat dog. Nancy keeps sticking her with me. At this rate I expect to go skiing with her in one of those baby carriers.”


  “That would be freaking hilarious.”


  “You take the dog or I’m telling Dad you’re the one who drank his special peach schnapps from Germany,” I said.


  “You wouldn’t,” he growled.


  “Try me. It’s been a long week.”


  Rodney waved his cast at me. “I like dogs.”


  “It’s settled then. Wallace is spending the day here.” I tucked Rodney in and marched out of the bedroom. Uncle Morty said behind me, “What just happened?”


  “We got a dog,” said Rodney.


  I headed for the door and Aaron handed me a Nutella crepe fresh off the griddle. “Tell Nancy you’re having dinner here. I’ll fix her.”


  “As long as you fix her without saying she sucks,” I said.


  Aaron agreed and since he was a man of few words I was inclined to believe him. I should’ve thought it through.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eleven


  



  We made it down to the ski lockers an hour later and by we I mean Nancy, Calvin, and me. Pete had felt compelled to check on Rodney. The only upside was that he pried the snarling Wallace off my ski pants and took her with him. I was beginning to wonder if I was ever going to ski with Pete. When he said, “Let’s go skiing with my parents,” I assumed he’d be there. Calvin and Nancy didn’t seem to have the same feeling because when he begged off, they simply nodded and got their gloves.


  So it was me and the parents booting up. Luckily, they were fairly oblivious and didn’t notice the fact that I was checking my phone every thirty seconds. So far nothing from either Cullum Dushane or Spidermonkey. Until I knew what was in Rory’s bag and if the cops had his phone there was nothing for me to do but ski.


  We stomped out the door into the glaring sunlight. Not a cloud to be seen and the snow half blinded me. I put down my goggles and hoofed it over to the ski racks. There’d been a couple inches of fresh powder overnight. Light fluffy snow that made me happy just to drop my skis in it.


  “There’s my cover girl.” Mickey Stix walked into my perfect morning and pooped on it.


  “Excuse me,” said Nancy.


  “I’m sorry. I meant Miss Watts.” Mickey grinned and draped an arm over my shoulder.


  I couldn’t see Nancy and Calvin’s eyes behind their goggles, but the set of their mouths wasn’t good. I shrugged his arm off. “I’m not your anything.”


  “Not yet,” said Mickey. “You are stunning, just what I need.”


  “I doubt it.”


  Mickey laughed, the throaty one I remembered from the old videos featuring lots of chest hair. “I’ve done my homework. I’m good that way. You are Miss Mercy Watts, a natural Marilyn look-alike, and the camera loves you. I don’t mind the media frenzy. I’m counting on it.”


  “Who are you?” asked Calvin.


  Mickey raised his goggles and flashed those famous eyes of his. “Are you serious, man?”


  “Completely.”


  “I’m Mickey Stix of Double Black Diamond. Perhaps you’ve heard of us.” He put his hand around my waist.


  “Vaguely familiar. I’ll thank you to stop touching my son’s girlfriend,” said Calvin.


  Mickey put up his hands and grinned like a little boy who’d just taken two suckers out of my good patient bowl instead of just one. “Hey, no harm no fowl, but Mercy’s a free girl. I have an offer she’s likely to take.”


  “Do you require medical care?” asked Nancy. “She’s a nurse.”


  “She’s more than that. A whole lot more. I like that in a woman. So much to discover.” Mickey put his hand on my back and rubbed in concentric circles.


  I clipped into my skis and looked for best line of escape and happened to notice a woman in a purple ski jacket and black pants watching me. Nina Symoan. She’d seen everything. I poled away from Mickey as fast as possible.


  “I’ll be in touch,” yelled Mickey.


  “Not interested!” I yelled, hoping Nina had heard me. I’d had men hit on me in front of their wives before and it was always a rotten experience. I was invariably blamed as if I’d asked for it by walking in the room. Wives yelled at me. I’d had ice water thrown in my face on one occasion. But that day the wife didn’t move. She watched me pass by, expressionless. I wanted to text Dad that if I turned up dead he should look at Nina Symoan.


  We got on the American Eagle lift and spent the next two hours skiing blues. We had miles of powder and the runs were fabulous. I forgot to check my phone every other second and remembered why I was in Colorado. There’s nothing like sitting on a lift with your neck warmer pulled up over your nose, wearing every piece of ski clothes you wear and still freezing your rump off. Then sliding off the lift without an obese hacker landing on you and carving like it was the thing you were meant to do and getting so hot you’re ready to peel off layers by the time you get to the bottom.


  Calvin and Nancy were very good, fast turns and a light-heartedness that I didn’t expect out of two fierce Scrabble players. They took turns icing me and helped me gather my equipment after I had a yard sale. After the blue runs, they convinced me to take the Excelorator up to Mine Dump and try out our first black run of the day. I thought I might die, I always think that, but none of us died or even crashed. In my case that could be because I was going at a pace that snails would’ve made fun of. Then Calvin led us toward East Village and we went down Overlode and it was overload. My thighs were on fire. Calvin and Nancy were animals. They wanted to go again. So, of course I had to. I couldn’t be out-skied by a couple that were practically senior citizens. We tried every black run under the Super Bee lift until my legs were shaking so hard I was pretty sure the inside of my knees were black and blue.


  I was all for hitching a ride on the handy ski bus back to Center Village, but the crazy parents decided we should go up the Super Bee, cut over, and come down to the American Eagle. When we got down to the bottom, Nancy said, “I’m ready for a break.”


  Thank god!


  Calvin agreed and Nancy said she’d make lunch. I feared lunch had something to do with the festering lunch meat in the refrigerator, so I told them I liked to do a green run after so many blacks. That was true. Greens eased my muscles and kept me walking upright the next morning, but I was so exhausted, if Nancy wasn’t trying to give me salmonella I would’ve called it a day. Since she was, I went for the Flyer and its non-poisonous green runs.


  The Flyer was more crowded than I expected, but the police tape and tent were gone, so I guess people were over the creepy factor. I got in the singles line after a moment of hesitation. I almost went to Aprés to hide out, but that seemed like the kind of thing I’d get caught at, so into the line I went. It took awhile to get through and my heart rate finally went back to normal only to shoot back up. DBD was in the multiples line just ahead of me. They looked like rock stars even in ski clothes, very shiny and oddly tight. Darren Echols, the bassist, was wearing his signature all black, while the rest of them sported lots of gold. A cheerful blond guy was scanning tickets and I hung back in hopes of getting a chance to ask him some questions.


  DBD were next in line. Mickey, Nina, Wade, and Wade’s brother, Jimmy, were together. Darren and the girl with the tattoo that I’d seen on the first night were in the second set along with the manager, Victor Mooting, and a guy who must’ve been a bodyguard. He knew steroids up close and personal. Then there was another four pack of bodyguards. Aside from Uncle Morty, I’d never seen anyone so large on skis.


  Then Mickey’s group held back and he and Nina bent their heads together. Mickey smiled and nodded, then they shuffled ahead to the lift guy, who was ready with his scanner and a Copper Mountain map.


  “Dude, you guys are awesome,” he said as he scanned Mickey’s ticket. “Can I have your autographs? My dad will totally freak.”


  Mickey and the rest of DBD signed the guy’s map. Then they all moved forward around the curve to chairs moving in their measured pace. All except Nina. She held back and the guy in front of me was shuffled in with the bodyguards. Lift guy pointed his scanner at me. “Come on, girl. Let’s go.”


  Go with who?


  Nina waved one of her poles at me.


  Oh crap!


  The guy behind me said, “She’s waiting on you. Hurry up.”


  “I changed my mind,” I said. “You go.” I attempted to shuffle sideways, but there wasn’t much room.


  “Holy crap,” said the guy behind me. “Just go.”


  Lift Guy waved me up and my mouth went dry. Alone on a lift with Nina Symoan. She was going to hurt me.


  I poled forward and I was reminded of the way Grandma George described Pickett’s charge at Gettysburg. I just kept going forward when it made not a damn bit of sense. I’d like to say I was brave. I wasn’t. I was just too stupid to think of a way to get out of it. Maybe Pickett’s men had the same problem.


  The guy scanned my ticket and then Nina’s. Evidence for the prosecutor of exactly when Nina tossed me off the lift headfirst. We were next. The lift guys were grinning. One took pictures of us and said, “Crazy hot.” 


  DBD was up and away. Then the bodyguards. We were next. The chair swung around and scooped us up. I have never grabbed the safety bar so fast in my life. Then I sucked up to the far right side.


  If I hook my arm around the bar, will I look like a terrified wuss? I don’t think I care.


  Nina was looking at me and I thought about poking her with my poles so she’d move all the way to the left. Then she chuckled. “I know what you’re thinking.”


  Probably not.


  “You’re thinking I might toss you off this lift and say it was an accident.”


  I’ll be damned.


  “It’s not what you think,” she said.


  I straightened up and put on my brave face, which I fear is pretty much like my scared-to-death face. “My experience tells me otherwise.”


  “I can see that. I’ve been squeezing myself into this package for over thirty years and I’ve fended off my share of angry wives. I’m not an angry wife.”


  “Oh, really?” I asked.


  “Mickey and I aren’t like that,” she said, smiling.


  Oh gross!


  “Meaning what? You have an arrangement,” I said.


  “Of a kind.”


  “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I’m not interested.”


  “Again, it’s not what you think. We want to hire you,” said Nina.


  I stared at her through my pink-tinted lenses. “That is not an improvement.”


  “To model.”


  “Huh?” I sounded like Aaron, but without the food stains. 


  “As I said I’m over fifty. The band is in negotiations to get back together. They’ll need a new cover girl and I want to have you ready when the reunion happens. I’m beyond modeling now,” said Nina without a trace of discontent or bitterness. I would’ve expected a good deal of both. Nina was the hottest thing going when the band was packing arenas.


  “You’ve still got it,” I said.


  “I do, but the market likes a fresh face.” She leaned closer. “And you were born this way.”


  She made it sound like I was disfigured. I could never say this out loud, but she was right. Being the spitting image of Marilyn Monroe set me apart in a really weird way. I didn’t earn it. Marilyn worked a hell of a lot harder on her face than I ever did. I can’t lie. My looks have a lot of benefits, but the downsides are pretty painful too. The general assumption that I must be a drug-addled nitwit sucks. I’ve been fired more than once because the doctor’s wife didn’t want me around, not to mention the ice cubes to the face, threatening phone calls from women I didn’t even know, and, of course, the stalkers. 


  “I meant that as a compliment,” said Nina.


  “I know you did. It’s just that I didn’t have a choice.”


  “And I did. Turning into Marilyn opened doors for me that were firmly closed before. The breasts, the lips they sold me and I’d do it again in a heartbeat. After all I got Mickey out of it.”


  I must’ve made a face because she laughed again. “I know he has a reputation. Try to remember he’s a public figure, a rock star. There’s a formula for that kind of success and it doesn’t include fidelity.”


  “So he cheats on you for his career?” I asked.


  The lift went over the last rise and the top was in sight. We lifted the safety bar and I felt a twinge of fear. Hopefully she wasn’t lulling me into letting down my guard.


  “If you’re going to work for us, I’ll let you in on a secret,” said Nina.


  I lifted my tips for the dropoff. “I didn’t say I would.”


  Our skis touched the hill and the chair gently booted us off. Unlike my trip with Uncle Morty and the nerd posse, the exit was smooth and not painful. Nina and I swooped down and to the left toward the Coppertone. One of the bodyguards met us and Nina introduced him as Bobby the bruiser. I couldn’t think of a more apt name. Bobby was nearly as wide as he was tall. His hands were so huge, they completely covered the grips of his ski poles. He was the toughest guy I’d ever seen, except for one thing. Bobby was sweating like a whore in church as Grandma George would say.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Oh yeah,” said Bobby with an I’m-gonna-barf voice. “I’m good.”


  I sidestepped to him and took his hand, sliding up his puffy sleeve to reveal his clammy wrist.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “I’m a nurse. I’m going to check your pulse.”


  “You’re a nurse?”


  “Shocking, I know,” I said.


  Bobby cocked his head to the side and said in what I presume was supposed to be his sexy voice, “You can take my temperature anytime.”


  I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Nina had no such restraint. She belly-laughed with a husky gaffaw. No Marilyn breathlessness there.


  “What?” asked Bobby.


  I took out my phone and set the time for a minute. “Well, I’ve been hit on quite a bit, but never by a guy that looks like he’s about to barf and/or pass out. Now be quiet for a minute.”


  As I suspected Bobby’s pulse was crazy high at 162 bpm.


  “We need to send you down on the lift,” I said.


  “No way. Mickey said I have to look out for Nina,” said Bobby. The hard flush coming up over his cheeks was not a good sign. 


  “How many times have you been skiing?”


  He flashed a rabbity look at Nina. “I can ski.”


  Nina sighed and patted his back. “That’s what you put on your application, but that’s not true, is it?”


  “I…I…”


  I put my phone away and pulled down his sleeve. “You have the flu.”


  “What?” he asked.


  “You have the flu. I’m a nurse and I say so. You have to go down on the lift or else.”


  “I can’t. He’ll fire me. I need this job. I can’t do anything else.”


  Nina patted him again. “I doubt that, but don’t worry about it. I’ll handle Mickey. You’ve been around long enough to know who’s really in charge, right?”


  “You, but this is different. Mickey worries about you all the time.”


  “Mickey worries about everything. I’m the boss of this outfit and I say go down the lift and get into bed. Preferably alone. We have to make it look good.”


  “Okay,” said Bobby and his knees wobbled.


  I poled up to the lift and told the lift guy that we had a sick skier. We got Bobby who was looking slightly better up onto a chair after the lift had been stopped. Nina instructed him to avoid the band and go straight to bed. The lift whisked him away and Nina did a woohoo.


  “Why are you so happy?” I asked.


  “Freedom! I’ve been trying to figure out a way to ditch the muscle. I want to ski like I’m a regular person. It’s you and me, Mercy. Let’s get while the gettin’s good.”


  “I’m with you,” I said. “Lead on.”


  Nina zipped away down Highpoint with me right behind. Then she hung a right on I-Dropper. Oh crap! If I remembered correctly I-Dropper was full of moguls. This was going to be interesting.


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twelve


  



  I-Dropper just about took what was left of my legs, but Nina was so happy, when we reached the bottom I couldn’t say no to another run and another. We managed to avoid DBD by taking runs Nina knew they wouldn’t. We started taking the American Eagle lift because Mickey and the group couldn’t handle blues. I could barely handle them at that point, but I was having so much fun, I figured I’d just spend extra time in the hot tub to make up for it. And I was young enough to think that would actually work.


  Nina headed for Bouncer, which is the way it sounds, very bouncy. I wished I’d worn a second sports bra. Nina loved tree skiing, so we wove in and out of the trees through the deep powder, laughing and calling each other out for crappy turns. We were criss-crossing each other, in and out. Then Nina was ahead. She did a sharp turn back toward the main trail. I lost sight of her as she went behind a thick stand of trees. There was a piercing scream. I cut to the right and caught a flash of a snowboarder wearing black disappearing down Bouncer.


  Nina lay on the trail next to a large tree in a heap, gasping and clutching her shoulder. I skittered to a stop next to her.


  “Oh my god, Nina. Look at me. Did you hit that tree?” I asked.


  “He didn’t stop,” she said between clenched teeth.


  I glanced down the trail. No sign of the snowboarder.


  “Did he hit you?”


  She nodded.


  “And you hit the tree?”


  “Uh huh.”


  Two seconds later Fergus was at my elbow. “What happened?” he asked. “Do you need help?”


  “We need patrol,” I said.


  Fergus called while I laid Nina back on the snow and assessed her.


  Nina’s eyes were focused and she could track my finger. No double vision or nausea. She did have a headache and no wonder, her helmet had a long crack in it. I unzipped her coat and saw the cover of one of Uncle Morty’s books printed on her tee. It’s weird when two separate parts of your life touch each other and it took me back for a split second. But I recovered quickly and felt her shoulder. Dislocated by the feel of it.


  “Okay,” I said. “We’re going to get you to the hospital. You’ve probably dislocated your shoulder from the impact with the tree and you got a pretty good crack on the head.”


  “Mickey spent a fortune on this helmet. I thought it was a waste of money.” She smiled between grimaces. “Messes up my hair.”


  “I’m with Mickey on this one.”


  “Me as well,” said Fergus. “I have some scotch, my family’s label. Would you like some?”


  “Very much,” said Nina.


  “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t want alcohol in your system when they give you the painkillers. Best to be on the safe side.”


  “I knew you were going to say that.” 


  Two ski patrol guys showed up within five minutes, Eddy and Cam.


  “Holy shit. It’s you two again,” said Eddy. “What is up with you?”


  “What’s he talking about?” asked Nina.


  “My friend broke his wrist yesterday. Snowboarding without a license.”


  “That’ll do it,” she said.


  I gave Cam and Eddy my opinion, but they assessed for themselves. Nina yelped as Cam felt her shoulder and squinted when Eddy penlighted her pupils.


  “Was that necessary?” she asked.


  “Afraid so,” said Cam. “She’s not patrol.”


  Nina’s beautifully lipsticked lips puckered.


  “He outranks me and that’s fine,” I said.


  Eddy and Cam carefully put Nina in the sled and secured her.


  “Are you coming?” she asked me.


  “Absolutely.”


  “Me, too,” said Fergus.


  I clipped back into my skis and poked him with my pole. “Which brings me to why you’re here? Are you following me again.”


  “Of course. I’m helping like last night in the condo.”


  I’d forgotten about Fergus helping me out of the condo so I could interview Lyndsay and company.


  “That’s right. You did good. How come I never noticed you today?”


  “You weren’t looking.”


  “That’s right. I wasn’t looking,” I said, slowly. “But you were.”


  Cam and Eddy looked up from their buckling.


  “What are you getting at?” asked Cam.


  “I’m not sure yet. Fergus, you were watching me like always?”


  “I’m very vigilant,” he said.


  “So you were right behind us on the trail. Did you see who hit Nina?”


  “There was a collision?” asked Eddy, looking around. “Where’s the other one?”


  “I saw it,” said Fergus, frowning. “I was going to tell you at the bottom.”


  “Tell us now, but make it quick,” said Cam, putting on the harness to pull the sled down.


  “A snowboarder hit her. It was on purpose.”


  Cam nodded and skied off with Nina. Eddy stayed with me and Fergus.


  “What did he look like?” asked Eddy.


  “Small, not much bigger than me, wearing all black. I didn’t see the face. He had his hood up. The bottom of his snowboard was blood red. I saw it when he turned.”


  “How do you know it was on purpose?” I asked.


  “He came out of the trees,” Fergus pointed to the other side of the trail uphill, “and didn’t even try to turn. He went straight at her. He rammed her into the tree and kept going.”


  I unclipped my skis again.


  “What are you going to do?” asked Eddy.


  “Take a look at where he came out of the trees,” I said. “Fergus, can you go down and tell Nina I’ll be there in a minute. Don’t mention the snowboarder to her for the moment.”


  “Bob’s your uncle,” said Fergus turning his tips.


  “I thought that was an English saying.”


  “I thought I’d give it a go.” Fergus took off down the hill, carving gracefully.


  “What did you mean that he’s following you again?” asked Eddy.


  “He’s my new stalker. I’m importing them now. Let’s have a look at that spot, shall we?”


  “You’re weird.”


  “I’m not as weird as my life,” I said, taking off across the hill.


  Eddy caught up. “How do you separate the two?”


  “It’s getting harder every day.”


  A few skiers dodged us and we made it across to the trees Fergus had pointed to. Sure enough there was a snowboard trail into the trees.


  “He was waiting for her, looking for his chance,” I said.


  Eddy scanned the area. “Where do you see that?”


  “There.” I pointed to an area behind the largest tree. Quite a bit of snow was trampled down. “If he just went into the trees and stopped for a second, he wouldn’t have pressed down so much snow. He was there for a while.”


  “Adjusting his position.” Eddy nodded. “You could kill someone by hitting them on a slope.”


  “I know.”


  I took a multitude of pictures with my phone. They’d be crappy, but it’s all I had. Plus, it gave me a minute to think. I had a feeling that Nina’s near miss was connected to Rory’s. Dad had those kind of feelings, where you just know something without knowing why. When those Tommy Watts moments happened, trouble inevitably followed. It was never good for me and usually painful, but things would start to come together. 


  “I have to report this,” said Eddy.


  “Absolutely,” I said. “I’m going down.”


  Eddy and I skied together. It was the hardest run of the day for me despite the trail leveling out. My mind wasn’t on skiing; it was with Nina, Rory, and ultimately with Keegan. The pursuit of his oil just got more complicated.
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  The ambulance was already there backed between Copper One and the American Eagle. I could catch flashes of Nina’s orange sled between a multitude of legs. DBD was already there with their bodyguards and hangers-on. I skied up and unclipped, leaving my skis in the snow.


  Fergus ran up, his freckled face in full blush. “I tried to tell her, but I wasn’t allowed to get close. I apologize.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I didn’t expect DBD to be here so quick.”


  “I wonder how they knew.” Fergus took my poles from me and I lifted my goggles.


  “Good question,” I said, scanning the crowd, looking for someone in all black in snowboarding boots, but coming up empty. “Do you see the person who hit Nina?”


  Fergus shook his head. “Black is a popular color here. It could be anyone.”


  Very true. It wasn’t unusual to see skiers or snowboarders in all black. Interesting cost more at the shops. Black was basic.


  “Was the helmet black, too?”


  Fergus frowned. “I couldn’t say for certain with the hood being up. I was looking more at the body, waiting for a turn.”


  “A turn that didn’t happen.”


  “No,” said Fergus. “He could’ve avoided her easily. There was plenty of space.”


  “Yes, there was.”


  Eddy came over with his supervisor, Sean Eggleston, and Sean asked me a few questions. I suggested that he call Detective Carey.


  “Why him?” Sean repeatedly tugged on his wispy red beard. I got the impression that calling the police wasn’t anything he wanted to do. People getting attacked at Copper wasn’t a great sales pitch.


  “He’s on the Dushane case,” I said.


  “That doesn’t have anything to do with this. It was most likely an accident.” More tugging.


  “That’s for the cops to decide.”


  Sean gritted his teeth. He was trying to work his way around calling them. I’d seen it before when the truth is unpleasant. “Accidents happen. I don’t think the snowboarder even knew he hit her.”


  Eddy took off his helmet and ran his fingers through his hair, making the long dark locks stand out like a really bad clown wig. “We have a witness.”


  Sean flushed, not a good look for him with the red hair. “A witness. How is there a witness?”


  “Fergus was behind me and Nina,” I said. “He saw it all.”


  Fergus assumed a lordly stance I’d never seen in him before and repeated what he’d told us. I have to say it was impressive. He could’ve stepped off the set of Downton Abbey.


  “You’re sure?” asked Sean.


  “There can be no doubt,” said Fergus, his pointy little aristocratic nose was in the air.


  “All right. I’ll call Carey. I hope you’re wrong about this.”


  “Mercy is never wrong.”


  I almost disagreed with Fergus, but it wouldn’t have helped the situation. I’m wrong all the time. I practically majored in wrong.


  The EMTs had their stretcher next to Nina and I didn’t envy them. Victor Mooting was shouting questions at them about the hospital, the doctors, what they were doing and why.


  I came down the hill and said, “Excuse me.” Nobody moved. A celebrity accident was a powerful attraction. I elbowed my way into the gathering crowd. “Excuse me.”


  “Is that Mercy?” asked Nina. “Where is she?”


  “I’m here, Nina,” I said, raising my voice.


  One of the bodyguards, a guy that made Bobby look underfed, came over and jostled a path for me through the crowd. When I got through I saw Mickey on his knees in the slush hunched over Nina. The EMTs were trying to unbuckle Nina while being shouted at by Victor.


  “You’ll tell me exactly what you’re going to do or you’re not taking her anywhere,” he yelled.


  “Sir, can you please step back. We need room to maneuver.”


  “You need to answer me!”


  Nina saw me. “Mercy.”


  “Everything’s fine,” I said, although I’m not sure she heard me over Victor.


  “Who is in the ER right now!” yelled Victor. “I need to check him out.”


  I edged my way around Nina, grabbed Victor’s arm that was pointing at the poor EMT, and put him into a hammerlock. I didn’t even think about it. Dad taught me well. Victor gasped as his torso snapped forward.


  “What the fuck!” he screamed, his free arm flailing.


  “You need to be quiet,” I said.


  “I will fuck you up.”


  I reached into his open shoulder and pressed up. He screeched.


  “No, you won’t. Not at this moment anyway.” I looked at the gaping EMTs. “Go ahead.”


  The crowd backed off with a quickness and Nina was in a neck brace, up, and on the gurney in no time flat.


  “Mercy,” said Nina. “That made my day.”


  “Mine, too,” said Mickey.


  “Let go!” yelled Victor.


  “You deserve it, you crazy bastard.”


  “I deserve to kick your ass. Wade listens to me. You’ll never get the deal now.”


  Wade stepped up. “Vic, shut your pie hole for once, and maybe this smoking hot babe will let you go.”


  “Screw that!


  I pushed his nerve again and he yelled, “Okay. Okay.”


  “Are you calm now?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Yeah.”


  I let go in a swift gesture that threw him off balance, enabling me to get some distance between us.


  Victor staggered around for a second, shouting, “That’s assault and battery! I’ll have you charged.”


  “That’s a police hold and you’re welcome,” I said.


  He glared at me. “You’re welcome for what? You’re a nutcase.”


  “For calming you down. Doesn’t appear to happen all that often,” I said.


  “You are a crazy, psycho bitch and I’ll have you arrested.”


  Mickey turned back from the EMTs putting Nina in the back of the ambulance. “We don’t have our people arrested, Vic. You know the score.”


  “What?” Victor goggled at me. “Her? She’s not one of us. She can’t be.”


  Mickey turned to me and raised an eyebrow.


  Ah crap!


  “I’m the new cover model,” I said.


  “Yeah!” yelled Nina from the ambulance. “Are you coming, Mercy?”


  I walked past a shocked Victor and climbed inside. “I can’t right now. I have to talk to Detective Carey. He’s on his way.”


  “Because of what that little boy said?”


  Fergus happened to be looking in the ambulance and I saw him sneer. I stifled a laugh and said, “Fergus is eighteen.”


  “A young eighteen,” said Nina.


  “A helpful eighteen.”


  Fergus grinned at me.


  “Anyway I can’t go. Mickey will be in here. They don’t have space for everybody,” I said.


  “But you can explain what’s happening. I need you,” said Nina.


  Mickey climbed in. “I agree.”


  “I don’t think it’s serious. Maybe a mild concussion along with the dislocation. How about I send a doctor with you? My boyfriend, Pete. He’ll take good care of you.”


  “Pete?” asked the EMT who had climbed in behind Mickey. His name tag said, Olaf. You don’t see that name every day.


  “Dr. Peter Lindstrom.”


  “Yeah,” said Olaf. “He was with us yesterday. Broken wrist. Torn meniscus. Good guy.”


  “Please call him,” said Nina and Mickey nodded.


  I texted Pete, who replied that he would meet them at the hospital. My heart warmed considerably. He was a good guy, despite the whole my-parents-have-to-get-used-to-you thing. I started to climb back out of the ambulance, but Nina said, “Wait.”


  “What is it, baby?” asked Mickey.


  “Look at me. I’m a wreck. I need lipstick.”


  “Seriously?” I asked.


  “Hey, I have to work at this,” she said.


  I took a tube of Ruby Red out of her hip pocket and gave her a good coating. “There you go. All ready for your CT scan.”


  Mickey shook his head and thanked me. I backed out and the ambulance drove off. Unfortunately, Victor was still there glaring when I turned around.


  “So he hired you,” he said.


  “He did.”


  “I’m going to have you checked out.”


  “Check away. Just remember. I have pepper spray and I’m not afraid to use it.”


  The rest of DBD laughed, including Darren Echols, who might have been there the whole time or not. I hadn’t noticed him. Darren was wearing black, all black. It was his signature look. He didn’t have on boarding boots. Instead a pair of La Sportiva mountaineering boots adorned his small feet. If I remembered all my dad’s yammering about the band correctly, Darren was the real sportsman of the group. DBD had formed in Colorado. They met while working the resorts in high school in the seventies. Darren was the only serious competitive skier of the bunch. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could snowboard, too. Darren would certainly be skilled enough to target Nina and come away unscathed.


  Wade came over and draped his long arm over my shoulders. He smelled like cigarettes and meat. Yuck. He posed next to me and whispered, “Smile, gorgeous. Let me introduce you to the glow.”


  What the what?


  “This is Mercy, Mickey’s beautiful new lady,” he said to the crowd.


  I tried to backpedal, but Wade held me firm. “No, I’m not.”


  “She’s here where it all started. DBD is back. We will be releasing a new album named Cave Diving. Are you ready to get wasted?” he yelled.


  Cameras started clicking. Wade was in his element, posing, grinning like, well, a rock star. The crowd had grown around us to a couple hundred. The bodyguards were fighting to keep them back. What had I done? I couldn’t be part of this. I didn’t have much anonymity left as it was. I twisted, trying get away without punching him in the crotch, but Wade made it clear that that was what it was going to take. I was a part of DBD as he saw it. He must’ve been tanked because nobody would want to intro me at that moment. I just did a police hold on his manager. The only makeup I was wearing was lip balm and I had a helmet on. A helmet. How sexy is that?


  I stepped on his foot, probably harder than necessary, but I had ski boots on. Mine weighed about four pounds and that weight showed on Wade’s face, but he never stopped smiling. I ducked under his arm and made a break for it, but a hand reached out and Darren was holding my arm, twisting my coat in his fist. “Where do you think you’re going?” His face was all sneer. There were definitely no posters with that expression on them. “I need this. Get in line.”


  “Let go or you’ll wish you had,” I said, yanking my arm away.


  He didn’t let go. “You better shut up and color, girl.” His face up close was much worse off than the other members of DBD. He’d really treated himself like crap and it showed in the lines and yellow teeth. A hand came down on Darren’s. “Be cool, man. She can go. It’s not about the women. It never was.” Jimmy Cave stood there with his larger-than-life brother, Wade, in the background and talked sense to the senseless.


  Darren let go of me with a little push. “Damn straight.” He turned back and whoohooed to the crowd. It was so surreal. We were in front of all these people. I had the feeling if Jimmy hadn’t stepped in he would’ve cracked me in the face. Something was wrong. Darren was supposed to be the one who didn’t care about the band. He was a free spirit or so Dad had said. Darren would rather be climbing K2 or whitewater rafting than on tour. What the heck was going on?


  Jimmy mouthed, “Sorry.” He turned and answered a question about concert dates.


  I slipped away and went to duck past one of the bodyguards holding the line, the biggest one with a buzz cut that managed to make him look like a cartoon character. He touched my arm as I got to him. “I’d run and keep going if I were you,” he said in a soft melodic voice.


  I paused. “Why’s that?”


  “Because Mickey doesn’t love you.” He turned his attention back to the growing crowd that was now chanting “DBD! DBD!”


  I headed back up to my skis where I left them lying on the snow. I practically had to smack people to get them to stop standing on them. I hooked them together and skirted the crowd toward Copper One. When I cleared most of the crazy, I spotted her, the girl with the tattoo who’d been at the table with DBD that first night at Aprés. She stood in the roadway, staring off in the direction that the ambulance had gone. It was cold out, but all she had on was a pair of black ski pants and a baby blue base layer turtleneck. I almost asked her what she was doing when she turned. Her pretty face was distressed beyond belief, everything short of tears showed in her dark eyes. But the instant she saw me that expression turned to fury and she stomped past me, intentionally throwing her shoulder into mine. I was so surprised I could only stand there. That was the action of a woman scorned. Who exactly did she think I’d taken from her? She was with Wade and as weird as he was, he’d shown no real interest in me. 


  “Fergus,” I said, not bothering to turn.


  “I’m here.” From the sound of his voice he was two steps behind and it occurred to me that someone always occupied that place in my life, whether it was my mother, Aaron, or Fergus, someone was there for me.


  “I’m glad you are,” I said.


  “Really?”


  “You’re a good witness and looks like I’m going to need that.” I went to the Copper One door and held it for Fergus. His young face never looked younger. He was shiny like someone buffed him with a chamois. He went in and stowed his skis in his locker and waited for me. We went in the elevator and my phone vibrated. I took a quick peek. It was Spidermonkey. “I’m in.”


  I texted back. “Black nylon bag in evidence?”


  “No,” he replied.


  “No bag found on Rory?”


  “No.”


  “Rory’s phone in evidence?”


  “No.”


  “Can you trace last call through service?” I asked.


  “Done. Last call to Rory came from a disposable cell. Pinged off the towers at 3:58 AM.”


  “Where’d it come from?”


  “Triangulation says inside Copper Mt. Resort,” texted Spidermonkey.


  “U can’t get it tighter?” I asked.


  “No.”


  “Thanks.”


  The elevator dinged at my floor and Fergus was looking at me expectantly. I felt a twinge of guilt. I wanted him to stick close, but I really didn’t know Fergus Borthwick. I couldn’t tell him what was going on and it seemed somehow mean to the guy. He was my stalker though and there are limits.


  I stepped off the elevator and Fergus stepped right with me.


  “Now you know when I said I was glad about you being there I didn’t mean at all times, right?” I asked.


  “Right,” he said, but didn’t get back on the elevator.


  “It would be weird to let you in our condo.”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay,” I said slowly. “Where are you going?”


  “To my condo. I’m in 342,” said Fergus.


  I smiled. “Of course you are. Just so you know I’m not planning on leaving the building tonight, so you can relax.”


  Fergus got his key card out and started down the hall. “Okay. See you at dinner.”


  I reached in my pocket and then spun around. “What do you mean dinner?”


  “Aaron invited me. We’re all having dinner at their condo at seven.” He swiped his card and opened his condo. Five doors down. I should’ve known.


  “Wait!” I yelled down the hall.


  His curly mop reappeared. “Yes?”


  “What are we having?”


  “Something called menudo. Sounds delicious.”


  Nooooo!


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Thirteen


  



  I tiptoed into the condo, hoping everyone was asleep, especially the stink dog, but I needn’t have bothered. The place was empty, except for the lingering odor of half-burnt lox, which was like having a very annoying uncle who won’t stop talking to you in the room. I know whereof I speak.


  I peeled off my ski clothes and attempted to get in the shower. I say attempted, because it wasn’t as easy as it sounds. My legs were so burnt, I couldn’t lift my leg over the edge of the tub. I ended up filling the tub and sort of falling in. I did a half-hearted wash and shampoo because it was surprisingly hard to get my arms moving. I refilled the tub three times, trying to get the same effect as the giant hot tub down on the second floor, because there was no way I was making it down there that night. The good news was the repeated hot water did make my muscles feel slightly better. The bad news was that my hair dried naturally without a combing. My mom can get away with that. I think her hair is too scared to disobey. My hair, on the other hand, couldn’t care less what I think and it goes batshit crazy if not properly attended to. Even then it’s not a sure thing.


  I could feel the curls forming in odd loops on top of my head, but I was too exhausted to do anything about it. After an hour I heard the front door open, and Pete’s voice call out, “Mercy?”


  “Bathroom,” I yelled. “Come in!”


  Pete entered mid-sentence. He did that sometimes and he was always surprised when I didn’t know what he was talking about. “So I told him I’d find out.”


  I blinked slowly. That’s how much energy I had. “Find out what?”


  He gave me a look that said, “Duh.”


  “I need the whole sentence,” I said.


  Or not. I’m pretty tired.


  “Why you’re not answering your phone,” said Pete, sitting on the edge of my tub.


  “I’m answering. Nobody called.”


  Pete took my phone off the toilet lid. “It’s off.”


  I did not remember turning it off. It must’ve been protective instinct. No phone calls means no problems. But honestly, I’m not sure I could’ve reached and grabbed the thing anyway. “How’s Nina?”


  “Dislocated shoulder. Went back in fine. Minor concussion. They’re heading back now,” said Pete. “Don’t you want to know who called?”


  Not really. 


  “Fine. Who called?”


  “Detective Carey. Many times. Why didn’t you tell me that Nina Symoan’s accident wasn’t an accident?” he asked.


  “I didn’t think of it. I should’ve waited for Carey to show up. I just wanted to get away.”


  Pete’s expression changed from exasperation to something else that I couldn’t immediately identify.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “I saw the pictures.” He fiddled with my phone. If he saw those Spidermonkey texts I was toast.


  With a burst of energy I slipped around, pressing my considerable breasts against the side of the tub, a position that usually distracted him from, well, anything. I hadn’t thought it through as usual.


  “What happened to your hair?” he asked with an Elvis lip raise.


  Darn. “Is it that bad?” Any distraction is a good distraction when trying to get away with something.


  “Kind of reminds me of the gatekeeper in The Wizard of Oz.”


  I forced my hand up and there was an unfortunate center part with a row of curls on either side. How does that even happen? While Pete was checking out my worst hairdo to date, which is saying something after my scuba hair in Honduras, I plucked my cellphone out of his hand. I closed my eyes. Whew.


  “Did you hear me?” he asked.


  My eyes popped open. “I heard you.”


  What was I supposed to hear?


  “You could’ve at least mentioned this to me. I deserve that much.”


  “Ummm…what?” I would’ve tried to look fetching and innocent, but with the hair it would be ludicrous.


  “For god’s sake, Mercy. You’re working for DBD, the most notoriously lecherous band in history.”


  “Oh, that.”


  “Yeah, that.”


  Pete was mad. It took me a second to wrap my head around it. He rarely got mad about anything. Exasperation was much more common.


  “It’s not what it looks like,” I said. “Did you say something about pictures?”


  “It’s all over the internet. Surprise. Surprise. You posing with Wade Cave. I was with Mickey and Nina when they found out. He threw a chair,” said Pete.


  I sat up. “Why? Hiring me as a model was Mickey’s idea. I’m supposed to replace Nina.”


  “As his girlfriend.” A flush came up from under Pete’s collar making him two tones, super white and red.


  “I don’t know why Wade said that. He’s out of his mind. Mickey wants a new model. Nina was in all the videos and the album covers. Her face was their thing. I’m not really going to do it.”


  The red went to pink. “You’re not?”


  “I agreed under duress.”


  “Because you put that guy in a choke hold? There are pictures of that, too,” said Pete in a calmer voice.


  “It wasn’t a choke hold. I was just getting him out of the way,” I said. “Are you afraid your parents will see those pictures?”


  “They’re not going to be on NPR.” He stood up and leaned against the wall. “I just want things to be normal.”


  I bit my lip. How could I explain? I didn’t look for trouble. It showed up on its own. And I wasn’t like everyone else. He’d met my family. They precluded normal. 


  “It could’ve been you,” he said. “That snowboarder could’ve hit you. Nina got lucky. You might not have.”


  “I’ve lost track of what you’re mad at.” I stood up, chilly water running down my body. Pete gave me a towel and watched me. His face was so sad, shades of the tattoo girl before she turned on me.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “You don’t know how much I worry about you,” he said.


  “I didn’t know you worried at all.”


  “Look at the stuff that’s happened since I’ve known you. You’ve almost been killed three times. You’ve been beat up and shot at.”


  Three times?


  “I think it was twice,” I said, counting close calls in my head.


  “And that’s better?”


  I thought so, but clearly Pete didn’t.


  “So you don’t like the way I am? I don’t know what to do about that. You knew who I was long before we met. You saw me in the paper. Remember? Did you think it would never happen again?”


  “Of course I did. You’re a nurse,” he said.


  I stomped out of the bathroom and went to get dressed. Pete followed me and sat on the bed ,silent. I threw on a henley shirt and jeans and turned on him. “What do you want me to do?”


  He stood up and wrapped his arms around me. I was stiff as dried pasta.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered in my ear.


  I softened in spite of myself.


  “I didn’t expect those pictures and you working for DBD, it’s insane.”


  “You know they’re older than my dad, right?” I asked.


  “It wouldn’t stop some girls.”


  “Are we talking about some girls or are we talking about me? Because I’m not interested in ’80s rockers and it’s not my fault that Nina got hit today.”


  “I know. You’re just not like anyone else. Guys come from Scotland to stand in your shadow. Sometimes it’s hard to take,” he said.


  “I guess it would be. You know what else is hard to take?” I asked.


  He pulled back. “Please don’t say your dad called and you’re on a case?”


  Well…


  “Aaron’s making menudo for dinner and we have to eat it.”


  “What’s menudo?”


  “Never mind. You might like it.”


  There was a sharp rap on the door.


  “Detective Carey?” I asked.


  “Probably,” said Pete. “I sent him to Fergus’s condo first.”


  I answered the door and Detective Carey’s eyes went wide the second he saw me. The hair. I forgot about the hair.


  “I’ll be right back.” I ducked into the bathroom and Pete was right. My hair was totally Emerald City. Too bad I couldn’t get the Cowardly Lion look. His fur would’ve been an improvement. I stuck my head under the tap and combed it furiously. It didn’t help much, so I put on a thick headband and went back out. 


  Detective Carey leaned against the kitchen counter and shook his head. “You know, I got myself thinking that it was just the hair that made you look like her, but it isn’t.”


  “Afraid not,” I said. “You have some questions about Nina?”


  “Eddy Tramel says that you don’t believe it was an accident,” he said.


  “It wasn’t an accident.” I retrieved my phone from the bedroom and showed him the pictures I’d taken on the hill.


  “That doesn’t prove anything.”


  I tilted my head. “If you’re looking for a signed confession, I don’t have one, but that snowboarder meant to hit Nina. He didn’t stop. Hell, he didn’t slow down. Didn’t you talk to Fergus?”


  “That boy would believe the sky was yellow, if you told him so.”


  “He saw what he saw. Eddy was there when he told me. Did Eddy say I prompted Fergus?”


  “No, he didn’t.”


  Pete crossed his arms. “So why do you think she’s lying now?”


  Detective Carey looked up at the ceiling and heaved a sigh. “I don’t actually, but I’ve got nothing beyond suspicious marks in the snow.”


  “And a witness,” I said.


  “Who can’t identify the snowboarder. I’ve got nothing.”


  “You’ve got two attacks in two days and a connection between the two,” I said.


  Detective Carey’s eyes went all wary. “Connection?”


  “Rory was delivering medicinal cannabis while he was here. He had at least one delivery to make and the bag he carried is missing.” I wasn’t going to give away that there were two deliveries that I knew about, since one was me.


  “You know who that delivery was for.” Carey was pretty cool, but he couldn’t control the tiny twitch that had kicked into high gear next to his right eye.


  “You don’t?” I asked.


  More twitching. Much more. Carey got out his phone and got ready to type. “Who was it for?”


  “How come you don’t know?” I grinned. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help it.


  “Tell me. I can get a material witness order.”


  Pete jumped to attention and I rolled my eyes. “Shut up. You can not.”


  “You have information I need. The courts have given us a lot of latitude in that regard.”


  “They haven’t given you permission to violate doctor/patient privilege, have they?”


  Carey ground his teeth and Pete said, “No, they haven’t.”


  I hooked Pete’s arm around my waist. “He’s a doctor. I’m a nurse. We’re not idiots in this regard. We have to assume that whatever was in that bag was prescribed by a doctor. Open Mind Medicinals has everybody and their brother sign confidentiality agreements, so they’re not going to tell you who it was for or what it was.”


  “But you know,” said Carey.


  “I figured it out, which doesn’t make me a material witness,” I said. “Besides, do you really want to haul me in over this? I’m not going to violate anybody’s privilege and what I know is speculation anyway. How’s this going to make you look? I walked around and put two and two together. Your colleagues will wonder why you couldn’t.”


  “God damn it, Miss Watts,” said Detective Carey. “Rory Dushane is in a coma. He may never wake up.”


  “I’m sure his father knows that and he still didn’t violate privilege. Look. I want to help you.”


  “Really? It sure doesn’t look like it.”


  “I’ll tell you what I can, but not what I can’t.”


  Detective Carey rubbed his eyes. “Rory was attacked and then Nina Symoan. So I’m guessing what you won’t tell me is that someone in DBD was getting that delivery.”


  I said nothing.


  “But they didn’t get the delivery, because why stab the messenger, if he was going to give it to you anyway.”


  Still silent.


  “Did you and Nina talk about the stabbing today while skiing?” asked Detective Carey.


  “Nope. Not a word about it.”


  “Did she seem nervous or edgy?”


  “Not at all. She was charming and happy,” I said.


  “Did you tell her that she was targeted?”


  “Not directly, but she heard what Fergus said.”


  He rubbed his eyes again. “Okay. Who is Fergus Borthwick? I couldn’t get a straight answer out of him about the association between you two.”


  “He’s my new stalker,” I said.


  Detective Carey dropped his hand. “What? He’s your stalker?”


  “She gets them all the time,” said Pete. “Guys see her pictures on the internet and they follow her around for a couple of days.”


  “Then they figure out that I’m seriously boring and go away,” I said.


  “Miss Watts, I’m quite sure you are many, many things, but boring cannot be one of them. You’ve been here three days so far and know two people who’ve nearly been murdered. That’s not quite ordinary.”


  “It’s ordinary for Mercy,” said Pete.


  “I’d call it an aberration,” I said.


  Both men raised one eyebrow each at me.


  “It is,” I said. “Last week absolutely nothing happened. The biggest excitement was a sale on bananas at Whole Foods. Costa Rican. I was thrilled.” 


  Detective Carey looked at Pete. “Is she like this all the time?”


  “Pretty much. You should meet her father.”


  “I don’t think I can handle it. So Fergus is your stalker and that’s why he was behind you on Bouncer?”


  “Correct,” I said.


  “And you just happened to meet Rory Dushane on the night someone stabbed him in the neck?”


  “Right again.”


  “And now you’re running around asking questions because, what, you’re curious?” asked Detective Carey.


  “It’s a family trait.” I grinned.


  “Is there anything else you can tell me?”


  Before I could answer, his phone rang. He answered and said, “Shit. I’ll be right there.”


  “What happened?” asked Pete.


  “Mickey Stix just got back from the hospital and he and Wade Cave are beating the shit out of each other at the Belgian Bean.” Detective Carey ran out of the door and we stared after him for a second.


  “I don’t know about you,” I said, “but I kind of want to go down there.”


  Pete burst into laughter. “Me, too. What is wrong with us?”


  “Nothing’s wrong with you. You’re practically perfect in every way.”


  “I’m not feeling so perfect lately.”


  I was going to protest, but I didn’t since I still didn’t know why I had to lie about Millicent and Myrtle.


  “You know, this vacation hasn’t been quite as relaxing as I thought it would be,” he said.


  “I know what you mean,” I said.


  “It’s not going to get anymore relaxing, is it?”


  I turned on my phone and dropped it in my purse. I wanted to lie and reassure him, but it was wrong. If we were going to stick together, he’d have to come to grips with me and how things are, sooner rather than later. “No,” I said.


  “Because of that stabbing and Nina Symoan?”


  “Because of me. I’m involved. I don’t know why exactly yet, but I have to find out.”


  He kissed my forehead. “Do what you got to do. I’ll be here when you’re done.”
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  I smelled the menudo before we opened Uncle Morty’s door, meaty with a stank undercurrent from the tripe. What I didn’t smell was crab. Hooray!


  “That smells great,” said Pete. “What did you say it was?”


  “Menudo. It’s a Mexican soup.”


  “I love Mexican.”


  We’ll see.


  Uncle Morty yanked open the door before we had a chance to knock. “Where the hell have you been? Buffing your nails?”


  “That was Pete. He’s a habitual nail buffer,” I said.


  Uncle Morty gave him a look like serial killers are known to buff their nails and Pete might just be one.


  “She’s kidding,” said Pete. “I have nail clippers. That’s it.”


  “Alright then. You can come in.”


  We entered and the theme of the evening was immediately apparent. Aaron was stirring a stock pot filled with (blech) menudo. There were heaps of freshly fried potato chips in big bowls on the counter, next to a cast-iron skillet with fundido, and the dead giveaway, five tins of Bawls mints.


  “Planning an all-nighter?” I asked.


  Uncle Morty pumped his fist. “I finally got one. If you’re good, I might let you touch it.”


  I’m afraid of what ‘it’ is.


  “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m good. No touching is great for me.”


  “Is that an Adman Grandstand?” Pete’s voice went up an octave on Grandstand. What the heck?


  “Yes it is!” crowed Uncle Morty. “I scored it this morning.”


  “What’s an Adman Grandstand?” I asked.


  “It’s a— ” Pete stopped with a jolt with me staring at him. “I mean, I think it’s a game thing.”


  Rodney hobbled out of his bedroom on crutches. “Mint condition with…wait for it…Astro Wars!”


  I nodded like I knew what they were going on about. I’m the master of nodding when I’m clueless. Then it got weirder. Calvin and Nancy came out of the living room, carrying Coronas with limes, and looking tipsy.


  “Come on,” said Calvin. “You remember this game. Uncle Leo brought it back from Europe on one of his business trips. He found it in a junk shop. You two played it for two days straight.”


  Nancy laughed. “They were disgusting. No showers and covered in Dorito dust.”


  “Whatever happened to that console?” asked Pete.


  “Aunt Bethal sat on it.”


  Calvin shook his head. “It didn’t stand a chance. Aunt Bethal was a big girl.”


  “She didn’t notice it was under her for a full thirty minutes.”


  Then they all broke up laughing and staggering around. I’d just gotten used to the NPR-listening, Scrabble-playing parents who didn’t know a thing about popular culture. Who were these people?


  Nancy got herself together and took my arm. “Let ‘em play. The big goofs. We’ll cook with Aaron.” She dragged me into the kitchen. “Do you know what he’s cooking? It’s unbelievable.”


  I agree.


  “Menudo is the best.”


  The best what?


  “I love menudo.” Nancy patted Aaron’s back and then hugged him. Okay. Now that’s just disturbing. Aaron was not huggable by anyone, least of all prim and proper Nancy. Especially not Aaron that night. He was in rare form with a combo of helmet hair and bedhead going on, a Tron tee so faded it was a kind of orangey grey. It had so many holes, Aaron’s back hair was escaping. I didn’t know he had back hair and I wish I still didn’t. I don’t want to talk about the stains, except to say there were stains, multi-colored and questionable.


  “Do you need help?” I asked.


  Please say no.


  “Taste this.” Aaron held up a spoon with a loose red liquid and, gulp, a white lacy chunk of tripe in it.


  “Um…”


  “I’ll try it.” Nancy took the spoon and gulped it down. I don’t think she chewed, which I recommend when eating menudo. “Excellent. You’re a menudo genius.”


  I’d never heard the words menudo and genius put together before, but this was starting to make sense. Nancy was a horrific cook, so of course she liked menudo. Tripe was a step up.


  “Time for the crab,” said Aaron.


  I can’t catch a break.


  Nancy went to the fridge and got out a plate of little bitty soft shell crabs. Aaron dumped the whole plate in because the only thing worse than eating crab meat is eating an intact crab with its beady eyes looking at you. Gag.


  “Ready in ten,” said Aaron.


  He and Nancy looked at me expectantly.


  “Great,” I said, trying to think of an escape route.


  A cheer went up in the living room and Nancy started fussing over the pot, peppering Aaron with questions about seasoning. He explained all his choices patiently with a lot of emphasis on proper seafood preparation. He snuck lox in there, but I don’t think Nancy heard the don’t burn lox part.


  How was I going to get out of there? Think. Think. Aha!


  “Nancy, where’s Wallace?”


  “Wallace?”


  “Your dog.”


  She started as if she’d been asleep. “I forgot poor little Wallace, my baby.” She ran out of the kitchen still holding a ladle.


  Poor Wallace. Puhlease.


  “What is with Calvin and Nancy?” I asked Aaron.


  “They like Coronas.”


  “I guess that explains it.”


  He nodded like that was true. Weirdo.


  Aaron gazed at me from behind his thick, extremely smudged glasses. “I made your soup.”


  My soup?


  “I didn’t tell her,” he said.


  “I don’t think that was exactly the deal. You were supposed to be gone before she saw you.”


  “Nope.”


  “Nope?” I asked.


  “Nope. I made your soup.”


  I’m going to have to eat that soup. There is no escape. No more deals. Ever.


  “I look forward to it.”


  Like a pelvic exam.


  Uncle Morty charged in, holding a handful of Aaron’s chips. “Where the hell is that Fergus?”


  “How should I know?” I asked.


  “He’s your guy.”


  “He’s my stalker. Why’d you invite him anyway? You spit on the last stalker.”


  “That guy was a creep. This is Fergus. He likes gaming.” His eyes darted around like Fergus was hiding from him. I hid from Morty plenty of times, but Fergus didn’t know him that well yet.


  “So that’s the standard. You’ll let any guy in as long as he likes gaming.”


  “Nah, just Fergus.”


  “Why’s he so special?” I asked.


  “Cause I say,” bellowed Uncle Morty. “Go find the boy. We’re gonna start the tournament.” He stomped back in the living room. Weird even for him. Uncle Morty didn’t like anyone, especially kids. I should know. He couldn’t stand me.


  “He likes Fergus?” I asked Aaron.


  He shrugged. I wasn’t getting anything out of him, unless it was a recipe. Not helpful. Nancy came back, weaving so bad she bumped into the wall and the counter. Wallace was under her arm and did not appreciate the jostling.


  “Here’s my girl,” she said, leaning over.


  “Don’t put her— ”


  She dropped Wallace on the tile and I swear her legs were already running before her claws made contact. In a flash, she was biting my ankle. I’d learned my lesson though. Stupid dog.


  “I wore two pairs of socks, Wallace,” I said. “Bite away.”


  “She’s not biting. She’s playing,” said Nancy. “She loves you.”


  Even with two pairs of socks my ankle was totally feeling the love.


  “Well…I’ve been loved enough,” I said. “I’m going to find Fergus.”


  “Oh good. You can take my little poopy for a walk.” Nancy went to the fridge to get another Corona. She really didn’t need one.


  Wallace was snarling and shaking her head like I was a prey animal. That dog had no sense of proportion.


  “Fine. It’s you and me, poopy.”


  Growl.


  “Poopy. Poopy.”


  Growl. Growl.


  I cackled while I clipped her leash on and opened the door. Kera was standing there with her hand raised to knock. Her eyes were swollen and her formerly silky hair was ratted up in a ponytail on top of her head.


  “Is it Rory?” I asked, my stomach twisting.


  “No. He’s the same.” She glanced left and right, and then whispered, “Can I talk to you?”


  I closed the door. “Sure. How’d you know I was here?”


  “Aaron told us.”


  “You know Aaron now?”


  “Everybody knows Aaron,” she said.


  True enough. I couldn’t take him anywhere. God help me, if I ever had to keep his location secret. It would be impossible with his obsessive friend-making.


  “Did he feed you?” I asked.


  “Burgers. They were amazing,” she said.


  “You get burgers and I get menudo. Life is not fair. Don’t let anyone tell you it is.”


  “What’s menudo?” asked Kera.


  “You don’t want to know,” I said, heading for the elevator. “Walk with me. I’ve got to find Fergus and walk Wallace.”


  “Your dog is biting you.”


  “She does that.”


  Wallace had a good hold of my jeans and I was dragging the stink dog along. When we stopped at the elevator, she started with the prey shake again. She reminded me of my dad actually. Never give up. Never surrender. That was Tommy Watts. You can imagine how hard it is to win an argument. It’s so hard. I’d never actually done it.


  “Did you find Rory’s bag?” I asked because it was best if she thought I thought there was a possibility. Detective Carey was always in the back of my mind.


  “No,” said Kera. “It’s gone.”


  The elevator opened and there was Fergus, holding a six-pack of Coronas.


  “There you are,” I said. “Uncle Morty’s been asking for you.”


  “I went to get some more Coronas for Nancy and Calvin,” he said.


  “Somebody sold you beer?” asked Kera. “I am twenty-one and I can hardly buy it.”


  “I tipped the man behind the counter fifty of your dollars.”


  “Well, that’ll do it.” I jerked my thumb in the direction of the condo. “Better hurry. They’re about to start a tournament on a game system that was made before I was born.”


  Kera and I switched places with Fergus, but he didn’t leave. He held the door and glanced at Kera.


  “Spill it,” I said. “What happened?”


  He glanced at Kera again, but Fergus didn’t know anything I needed to keep from her. Kera knew more about what was going on, since she knew I was supposed to be getting a delivery from Rory.


  “It’s fine,” I said. “You can say it.”


  “Wade and Mickey were fighting. Mickey skelped him good,” said Fergus. 


  “Huh?” I asked.


  “He was hitting him. Blood everywhere.”


  Wallace started ramming her nose into my ankle and I plucked her off, holding her by the scruff of the neck. Kera took her and the stink dog went all sweet and did a panting smile, the little snot.


  “Carey told me they were fighting,” I said. “I don’t think that’s unusual.”


  “Maybe not, but they were yelling.”


  “Fergus, I don’t know how much fighting you’ve done, but yelling is part of it.”


  “Mickey was yelling about Wade screwing him over.”


  “That was probably about me. Wade announced that I was working for the band the second Mickey was out of the way. I get the feeling that he’s a media hog.”


  Fergus wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think so.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because Wade was yelling that Mickey was a selfish prick.”


  “That fits,” I said.


  Fergus’s young face remained clouded. “I can’t tell you why, but it wasn’t about you. It’s bigger than that.”


  “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”


  Fergus let go and the doors closed. Kera nuzzled the stink dog and Wallace did not bite her face, which I’m sure would’ve happened to me. I must’ve done something truly heinous to a small dog in a former life because in this lifetime I was the chew toy.


  “I think Fergus is right,” said Kera through the folds of Wallace’s neck skin.


  “Why’s that?”


  “Cause that guy, Victor, is hanging around. He’s freaking me out.”


  I hit the stop button and the elevator ground to a halt. “Did he do anything to you?”


  “I think he was in the condo,” she said.


  “What makes you think that?”


  “I went to the hospital to sit with Rory after my shift and when I got back stuff was moved.”


  “Are you sure you’d know? It’s been a bad couple of days,” I said. “You’re very upset.”


  “I’m sure. My duffel bag was on the bed. I put it in the closet after I got my stuff out of it. And the bed’s mattress was moved like someone had been looking under it. It wasn’t like that this morning. I know I locked the door when I left. I know I did, but somebody got in.”


  “It’s not that difficult, if you know what you’re doing. Has Victor approached you?”


  “He tried to talk to me at work, but I went in the back and my boss made him go away,” she said.


  “Where do you work?”


  “In tickets.”


  “I think you need to go home and see if you can get a few days off. Victor won’t be here forever. I’ll ask Nina when they’re leaving.”


  “Rory’s dad said I could stay and I want to be there. It seems like he might walk in at any moment.”


  I let go of the button. “Where are Mark and the rest of them?”


  “They went home to their parents. They made them.”


  The look on Kera’s face told me that her parents didn’t give a care where she was or what was happening to her. I didn’t know what to do with her. I could invite her to stay with us. I doubted if Nancy or Calvin would object after I explained the situation, but I didn’t think she’d come.


  The door opened. “Come with me. I have something that might make you feel better.”


  I took her into the condo and found my Fox pepper spray and showed her how to use it.


  “This type sprays in a cone shape,” I said, “like hairspray.”


  “Okay.” Kera took the spray and immediately her shoulders relaxed.


  “I’m going to call Detective Carey and tell him about the condo.”


  “What will he do?”


  “He may dust for fingerprints. I’m not sure, but he has to know. I want you to call Rory’s dad and ask permission to change the lock.”


  She shook her head furiously. “I don’t want to bother him. He’s so upset. He hasn’t left Rory’s side since he got to the hospital.”


  “How about the mother? How’s she doing?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. She just sits there. Kind of like she’s in a coma, too. She never even cried.”


  “That happens sometimes. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t care. She’s overwhelmed and in shock.”


  Kera nodded and squeezed Wallace so tight, she yelped. “Sorry. Sorry.”


  “I’ll ask Detective Carey about the lock. Okay?”


  She nodded, but didn’t seem sure about it.


  “What are you doing tonight?” I asked.


  “Nothing.”


  “Are you going to be alone?”


  “I guess. I don’t want to go out.”


  I put my arm around her. “Then you’ll come be with us. Aaron’s cooking. Do you like video games?”


  “Sure.”


  “Then you’re in luck. We’ve cornered the market.”


  Kera was in luck. That was the best decision I’d made since I got on the plane and it was a lifesaver.


  



  



  



  



  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Fourteen


  



  The sirens went off at two in the morning. I was asleep with Wallace on Uncle Morty’s bed, having long given up the tournament.


  “Mercy!” Pete shook me and Wallace started yapping in my face. I pushed her smushed face away and sat up.


  “What?”


  “The building’s on fire. We have to get out.”


  I grabbed my coat and stuck the still yapping Wallace under my arm. Uncle Morty and the rest of the gamers had to be dragged away from the TV. Kera was asleep in Rodney’s room. Pete got her up and we left the condo and entered the smoky hallway. Three firefighters were herding the residents of the floor down the emergency stairs. Kera grabbed my arm. “I have to get my purse.”


  We turned and saw a firefighter going into Rory’s condo. Kera gasped and started in that direction. I grabbed her arm and kept her with us. The stairs were crowded with half drunk people and half hysterics. Uncle Morty plowed his way down the stairs. I was surprised no one got knocked down. There were quite a few shocked looks at his diatribe on leaving his game just when he got to the point of killing some guy with a battle ax. Obviously, a little thing like the building being on fire shouldn’t get in the way of that.


  When we got outside, I expected smoke to be coming out of Rory’s windows, but there wasn’t any.


  “Where’s the smoke?” asked Kera.


  “I guess it can’t get out. The windows are intact,” I said.


  A man in a fluffy plaid robe next to me said, “It can’t be that bad if there’s no smoke.”


  Kera started shivering and Fergus took off his coat and put it around her shoulders.


  “No,” she said. “You’ll freeze.”


  “It will be my pleasure,” said Fergus with a slight bow.


  A firefighter came out of the building and took off his helmet. “Ladies and gentleman, the fire has been contained. You’ll have to stay out here just a few minutes more.” He turned to go back in.


  “Stay here,” I said to Kera.


  “Where’re you going?” asked Uncle Morty.


  I didn’t bother to answer. More questions would only follow. Only Uncle Morty’s fixation on the game had kept him from wondering exactly why we had Kera with us. I ran into the building behind the firefighter and tugged on his thick sleeve. “Excuse me.”


  “Ma’am, you’ll have to wait outside,” he said, not looking at me.


  Ma’am? I’m a Miss.


  “I will, but I believe it was the condo my friend was staying in that was on fire. Can you tell me what happened?”


  “Who’s your friend?” he asked, finally focusing on my face.


  “Kera. She’s a friend of the owner’s son, Rory Dushane.”


  “Where is she right now?”


  “Outside,” I said.


  He chewed his chapped lip. “You’re Mercy Watts, aren’t you?”


  “I am. How’d you know?”


  “Get this Kera and bring her in. Someone wants to have a word with you,” he said.


  “Someone?”


  He gave me a curt nod that meant shut it and move, so I did. I found Kera cuddled up to Fergus, who looked like he’d eaten the canary and the cat. “I need Kera to come with me.”


  “Why? What’d I do?” Her eyes were wide with fright.


  “Nothing. The firefighters want to talk to you.”


  She bit her lip and reluctantly came with me. We followed the firefighter into the building. He led us through to the lockers where Detective Carey in full cowboy getup was conferring with a couple other firefighters and a guy that looked like he might be management.


  “Miss Watts, I should’ve known you’d be in the vicinity,” said Carey.


  “It’s not a gigantic leap. I’m staying in the building,” I said.


  “Something tells me you’d have been around even if you weren’t.” His wry expression softened. “Hello, Kera.”


  “Hi,” said Kera in a small voice. “What happened?”


  “Well, it looks like someone broke into the condo and torched it.”


  She moved closer to me and I put my arm around her shoulders.


  “With what?” I asked.


  “Smells like lighter fluid to me, but we’ll have to wait for the test to come back. You were with Mercy at the time, I assume,” said Detective Carey.


  She nodded. “I fell asleep on the couch.”


  Carey’s eyes shifted to me. “She never left?”


  “I couldn’t say. I was asleep in one of the bedrooms, but the guys can tell you. They were still playing.”


  “Who are these guys?”


  “My uncle Morty and his friends, Rodney and Aaron. My boyfriend was out there I think. Oh and Fergus,” I said.


  “Your stalker?”


  “Uncle Morty invited him. Don’t ask me why.”


  “Your uncle invited your stalker over,” said Carey.


  “He’s not my real uncle if that helps.”


  “It doesn’t. What’s his full name?”


  “Morton Barclay Van Der Hoof,” I said. 


  “Of course it is.” Carey nodded to the other detective. “Morris, why don’t you take Miss Langley out and talk to Mr. Van Der Hoof.”


  Morris’s lips twitched at Uncle Morty’s name. That often happened, which was why he used a pen name for his epic fantasies. Kera left with Morris. Next to his bulk, she seemed smaller and more fragile by the second.


  “So,” I said, “you wanted to talk to me alone.”


  Carey smiled. “Picked up on that, did you?”


  “I did. Something you didn’t want to ask in front of Kera?”


  “Oh, I’ll ask her, but I want to hear what you have to say first,” said Carey.


  “Shoot,” I said.


  Please don’t know about Keegan’s oil.


  “Why was Kera with you? How do you two know each other?”


  “We met at Aprés. I expressed my sympathies about Rory,” I said.


  “This was the night that Victor Mooting yelled at her and the other friends?” he asked. A smile flickered on his thin lips. He’d figured it out. A little late, but that’s better than never.


  “You found out about that,” I said.


  “I did. There were plenty of witnesses with less discretion than you or Kera and her friends. So Rory had a delivery for someone in DBD and Mooting thought Kera had it.”


  “Seemed that way to me. Any idea who broke into the condo?” I asked.


  “Not yet. You got in Mooting’s face that night and again today. What do you think of him?”


  “I think he’s an ass, but I don’t know what good torching Rory’s apartment would do him.”


  Carey nodded. “So you’re working for DBD now.”


  “Not really. I just said that to keep Victor from losing it.”


  “How would you feel about letting that ride for a few days?” He crossed his arm and gave me an appraising look that I recognized from Dad. It’s the dectective’s going to use me look.


  “And see what I can find out about that group of nutbags.”


  “I’ve interviewed everyone in their group twice and nobody will say word one about Mickey or Wade or anything remotely to do with the band. I need someone in there. You were right when you said there was a connection, but without more information about what’s going on, I’m nowhere.”


  “You realize that I’m supposed to be on vacation, right?” I asked, crossing my arms.


  “How’s that going so far?” he said with a smirk.


  “Not great,” I said. “I’ll do it on one condition.”


  “I don’t do conditions.”


  “Then you don’t have a person connected with DBD.” I smirked back.


  Carey clinched and unclinched his jaw. “What’s the condition? I’ll think about it.”


  “What happened in Rory’s apartment?”


  “It was torched. I already told you that.”


  “The whole thing? Just Rory’s bed? Was it trashed prior to the fire? There’s lots of possibilities and they all mean something,” I said.


  “How much do you work for your father?” he asked.


  “More than I’d like. Are you going to tell me or what?”


  “It wasn’t tossed beforehand and the fire was set in front of the exits. All the exits.” Carey frowned.


  I sat down on the wooden bench and drew my knees up to my chest, aware the whole group was now looking at me. “Was Rory’s bedroom door closed?”


  Carey’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t remember.”


  The firefighter that had brought me in stepped up. “It was closed.”


  “They were trying to kill Kera,” I said, suddenly chilled.


  The firefighter shook his head. “I think she could’ve escaped, even if she’d been there. It wasn’t that bad. We were on the scene quickly. Plus, there were three fire extinguishers in the condo.”


  “Success isn’t the point,” said another firefighter. “They were trying to kill her or at least seriously scare her.”


  Morris came back in the room and said, “Mr. Van Der Hoof confirms that Miss Langley never left his condo.”


  I stood up, rubbing my arms. The cold just kept getting worse. “We were going to call you in the morning.”


  Carey perked up. “About what?”


  “Kera thinks the condo was searched while she was out today. Things were moved. She’s sure about it. Also, Victor Mooting has been trying to talk to her. He came to her work, but she wouldn’t talk to him,” I said.


  Carey nodded and made a note on his phone. I wondered if he knew how easily it would be to read his notes, if you had the right skill level.


  “So you’ll help me out?” he asked.


  What the hell? I was going to do it anyway.


  “I will.” I got up to leave.


  “One more thing,” said Carey. “As a nurse, what do you think Wade Cave is taking medical cannabis for?”


  “Why do you assume it’s Wade?” I asked.


  “He looks like he needs to be medicated. He was absolutely nuts at the Belgian Bean last night.”


  I laughed. “Detective, I haven’t examined him and have no access to his medical records.”


  Although I could with a simple text.


  “Humor me,” he said. “Guess.”


  “Unless he’s hiding a serious illness such as cancer, I’d say the obvious answer is anxiety. But it could be anyone in DBD.”


  One of the firemen’s radios squawked an all clear and Carey went to walk me out. “Mooting was pretty torqued up the night you put that pepper spray in his face.”


  “My impression is that he’s torqued up most of the time,” I said.


  Carey nodded. Mooting just became a big fat suspect.


  We walked down the hall and Carey took the door handle. “Are you a fan of DBD?”


  “Not even a little bit,” I said with a laugh. “Why?”


  “I was just wondering why they broke up in the first place. DBD was huge.”


  “They were. The biggest in the world at the time. The breakup broke my dad’s heart,” I said. “If you think the breakup’s important, check it out on the internet. Google knows all.”


  “Or not. The real reasons could be private,” he said.


  “And you want me to find out what they were,” I said.


  Carey pushed open the door. “I have every faith in you. Good night, Miss Watts.”


  Good night indeed. 
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  Kera slept on our sofa. It seemed weird to put her in with Uncle Morty and the nerd posse, although she would’ve been better fed and perfectly safe, if you don’t consider talk of Star Wars to be terminally boring. Kera didn’t seem to care where she went as long as she wasn’t alone, which was understandable. She figured out on her own that the fire was meant for her. I guess she just sensed it.


  We all slept in that third morning and only awoke to the odd smell of eggs. Odd because cooking eggs have a certain smell to them and this smell was off. I rolled over and poked Pete in his ribs. I could count them all.


  “What’s that smell?” I wanted to be ready for whatever Nancy was about to inflict upon us.


  “I don’t know. Eggs.” Pete rolled over and took all the blankets with him.


  I thought I may as well face it head on, so I tried to get up. My body wouldn’t cooperate. Every muscle protested and I could not sit up. It just wasn’t going to happen. I had to roll out like a pathetic out-of-shape loser which I guess I was. I took two Tylenol, put on my robe, braced myself, and opened the door. There was another oily haze in the room. The curtains would never be the same. Nancy was at the stove. She seemed to like it there. I couldn’t imagine why. She was much better at the Scrabble board.


  I walked stiffly into the kitchen and asked, “What’s cooking?” I didn’t wince. I’m pretty proud of that. It was harder than it sounds. Remember Nancy was in a blueish-grey fog at the time.


  Nancy smiled, despite her bloodshot eyes. “French toast.”


  That’s when I saw the loaf of Wonder Bread on the counter. Now I had no objections to Wonder Bread. I used to beg Mom for the stuff. Our conversations went something like this. “Mom, why can’t we have peanut butter on Wonder Bread like everybody else?”


  “That’s not real bread.”


  “It is too. It says bread on the package.”


  “If you can’t pronounce the ingredients, it’s not real bread.”


  “I want it anyway. Please, Mom.”


  “You’ll get colitis. Do you want colitis?”


  “I’m not going to get colitis.” I had no idea what colitis was and I didn’t care.


  “Have some seeduction bread?”


  And that was the end of that. I never did get Wonder Bread out of Mom. She had no sympathy when it came to food. It was healthy or else. She put that seeduction brick-like loaf in my lunch box until I started making pasta for myself. I had the heaviest lunch box in all of Whitmore Academy. I used to bean people with that stuff when the lunch monitor wasn’t looking. It left a welt. When I started babysitting I used to go to the market and buy Wonder Bread myself. I stashed it in my sock drawer like other kids hide pot. Wonder Bread was the illegal drug of my childhood, but using it for French toast? I didn’t see how it would work. As an adult, I recognized it was gummy and strange. Not great for soaking up egg. Myrtle and Millicent loved French toast. When their cook was away, they made it with challah bread. So eggy and delicious.


  Nancy plopped a slice of bread in a mixture that wasn’t anything like The Girls’ concoction. For one thing it was clear. For another it was oddly loose. Not like any egg I’d ever seen.


  I’m so afraid to ask.


  “Um… are you using egg whites?”


  “Egg white substitute. It’s healthier.”


  Gack.


  “Oh.” I tried to think of something else to say. I really did, but with substitute anything it was hopeless. 


  Nancy popped that piece of saturated white bread in the oil and a fresh plume of oily smoke rose out of the pan. It was a wonder the fire alarm didn’t go off.


  I looked around the kitchen and didn’t see any syrup. If Nancy made the syrup I was seriously considering jumping off the balcony. Hospital food would be better and Nancy might just add blueberries that she’d been storing in her purse for six months or use genetically modified corn syrup that had been banned in thirty-three countries.


  “Can I go buy some syrup?” I asked.


  “Already got it.” She pointed to a small pot on a back burner.


  I was afraid to look under the lid. Anything could be in there.


  “What kind is it?”


  “Monadnock Sugarhouse Grade B.”


  My mouth fell open. That was Millicent and Myrtle’s favorite. It was the Cadillac of syrups. Maybe I was hallucinating.


  “Did you say Monadnock Sugarhouse Grade B?”


  Nancy smiled at me. “Aaron said you would like it.”


  “He’s right, but where did you get it? They’re mail order only.”


  “Aaron brought a couple of quarts.”


  I could’ve kissed that little weirdo. If he didn’t smell like crab and hot dogs, that is. Monadnock could make anything palatable. I could eat a dirty gym sock with that stuff. Heaven.


  “Mercy,” called Pete from the bedroom. “Phone.”


  I ran in, mentally kicking myself for not taking it with me. If Pete was looking at my caller ID it could be— Pete was sitting on the bed holding my phone. “Who is Cullum Dushane?”


  “Um.”


  “Mercy?”


  “A guy.”


  Smooth.


  “Wasn’t that guy who got stabbed named Dushane?”


  “I think so,” I said.


  “So is this one of his relatives?” asked Pete. I could see the pieces coming together in his head. I so didn’t want that to happen.


  “Could be.” I plucked my phone out of his hand.


  “Why would they call you?”


  “I really don’t know.” I trotted out of the bedroom and Pete’s feet hit the floor behind me. Oh, crap! I dashed for the bathroom, the only safe place.


  “Mercy. I want to talk about this,” said Pete behind me.


  I don’t.


  I went into the bathroom, but I wasn’t fast enough or alert enough. If I’d been situationally aware, I would’ve heard the clicking of tiny toenails in hot pursuit. I turned to close the door and Wallace squeezed through the gap. Only the tile saved my poor ankles. She slid around on the tile, trying to get purchase on the grout lines. I jumped in the tub a second before she got her paws under her.


  “Ha, you little vermin!”


  Bark.


  “I beat you.”


  Bark.


  “Mercy,” said Pete outside the door. “Who are you talking to?”


  “Wallace.”


  Bark. Bark.


  “Can I come in?”


  “I’m pooping.”


  Did I just say that out loud?


  “O…kay.”


  I guess I did.


  “I’ll be out in a minute,” I said.


  “I’ll be here,” said Pete.


  “Great.”


  It was not great. I’d have to lie to Pete, something I didn’t like doing. I preferred omission. Wallace jumped up against the side of the tub, her nails scratching away.


  “Quiet,” I said. “I’m trying to think.”


  Bark. Bark.


  “Yeah. That helps.” I grabbed a towel and wrapped Wallace in it. Her snout was so flat, I couldn’t clamp it shut and ended up sticking one of my socks between her jaws. She liked it. Must’ve been a good substitute for my ankle.


  I called Mr. Dushane back while sitting on the toilet and holding a slobbering pug. Not one of my finest moments, if my future stalkers could’ve seen me, they wouldn’t bother.


  “Hello,” said a tired male voice.


  “Mr. Dushane, this is Mercy Watts returning your call,” I said.


  He paused for a moment and I heard him take a raspy breath. “Yes, Miss Watts. I was returning your call.”


  “I’m so sorry about Rory. I met him the night it happened. He was charming and kind. How is he?”


  “The same. Have you talked to the police?” he asked, sounding more pained by the minute.


  “I have several times.”


  “They don’t know about the deal?”


  “No. I wouldn’t reveal that. Keegan is in bad shape,” I said.


  “Yes, he is.” He paused. “Did you get what you need?”


  “I didn’t, but I’d like to ask you some questions, if I may.”


  “Questions?”


  “Did Cecile tell you who I am?”


  “Yes. You have quite a reputation. Are you looking into what happened to my son?” he asked. I swear I could hear him straightening up in his chair.


  “I am. I liked Rory and I hate what happened. If I can help, I will. Are you at the hospital? We should talk in person.”


  “I’m driving to Copper right now. I have to check out the damage to the condo. They say it was arson. Did you know that?” he asked.


  “Detective Carey told me. When would you like to meet?” I asked.


  “How about an hour? The condo won’t take long.”


  “The Belgian Bean.”


  “Perfect.”


  I hung up. Wallace had soaked through my sock and drool was soaking into my pajama bottom. Cats never drool. This is why among other reasons that I am a cat person.


  “Well, Wallace, I think we’re going on another walk.”


  She dropped the sock with a wet splat.


  Bark.


  “Mercy?” asked Pete. “Are you okay in there?”


  I flushed the toilet and opened the door. Pete stood there holding a mug of steaming coffee and affecting a looking of intense suspicion that I hadn’t seen since I went to New Orleans for Mardi Gras during nursing school. Dad had dropped by my dorm the morning I returned and couldn’t quite figure out why I smelled like beer and jambalaya. He never did find out. My idea of using cash for everything, even the hotel, worked. Uncle Morty wasn’t able to track us. It was my one triumph and I savored it. I figured it would be safe to tell the parents what we did when I was about forty-five.


  “What?” I asked, innocently.


  “You took your phone in the bathroom.”


  “I do that.”


  “Since when?


  Drawing a blank.


  Kera came up behind Pete. “I take my phone everywhere.”


  “See. People do that. It’s not weird,” I said.


  “I’m not saying it’s weird for everyone, but it’s weird for you,” said Pete.


  Sometimes you have to sprinkle a little truth with your lies. “I called Mr. Dushane back.”


  “In the bathroom, while you were pooping.”


  I take that back. Truth is bad.


  “Beforehand,” I said.


  Kera began wringing her hands. It seemed like such an old lady thing to do, but I guess it’s universal no matter the age. “How’s Rory?”


  “No change, I’m afraid.”


  “That’s bad, isn’t it?”


  It ain’t good.


  “Not necessarily. I don’t know the specifics of Rory’s case.”


  “What did Mr. Dushane want to talk to you about?” asked Pete, still intensely suspicious.


  “The cops told him I met Rory the night it happened. He wanted to know how Rory was, how he acted, that kind of thing.”


  “But you barely talked to him.”


  “His son is in a coma. He needs to hear about him. He’ll take anything. It’s not unusual,” I said.


  Kera nodded. “He asked me so many questions. He wanted to know everything. What he ate, when we had dinner, and was he happy. Stuff like that.”


  Thank you, Kera.


  “Oh,” said Pete, “I guess that’s what people do.”


  “People do all kinds of things from screaming to going catatonic. There’s no predicting pain.”


  “I thought you were a doctor,” said Kera.


  “My patients aren’t typically victims of crime,” said Pete.


  “Just nature,” I said.


  Nancy waved her spatula at me over Pete’s shoulder. “Breakfast is ready.”


  We sat down and ate the rubberiest French toast of my life. The excellent syrup made it possible to get down, but not exactly texturally pleasant. Afterward, I suggested Pete do the dishes while Nancy relaxed and I walked Wallace. I didn’t wait for an answer. I stood on the bed to escape Wallace’s snapping jaws, and threw on some jeans and a sweater. I jumped into my pee boots before she got me and nabbed the leash on the way out of the door.


  “Wait,” said Nancy. “It’s too cold for my little girl.”


  She pried Wallace’s jaws off my boot. She didn’t seem to think that was odd at all. Then put a thick red turtleneck on Wallace’s squat body and set her on the floor. Wallace ran headlong into the front door, leaving a nose print on the wood. Then she went batshit crazy, yapping at the door instead of me. It was a nice change but still weird.


  “Just let her go, Nancy,” said Calvin, digging into another piece of French toast.


  “Her little paws will freeze.” Nancy got a set of tiny red booties out of her purse and Wallace went extra nuts.


  Calvin rolled his eyes at me and went back to his square of rubber. Nancy was down on her knees wrestling with a snarling Wallace. “Can you help me?”


  I wanted to say no, since I knew it would involve biting, but since I was using Wallace to get out of the condo, I had to. It took ten minutes, three bites, a piece of turkey jerky to get those ridiculous boots on.


  Nancy was the only one happy at the end of the operation. Although Wallace didn’t break the skin. I now had some nice teeth marks decorating my hands.


  “Isn’t that cute?” Nancy clasped her hands. “You match.”


  Holy crap we did. I never imagined I’d be wearing matching clothes with a dog until I was ninety. I guess I’m just a fast burner as Dad would say. Pete smirked at me from the dishwasher and Kera looked plainly horrified.


  “We’re adorable,” I said, grabbing my coat.


  Wallace squatted on my pee-free boot. “Ah! Gotta go!”


  I scooped her up and ran out the door. “Don’t pee. Don’t pee.”


  The elevator dinged and the doors opened to reveal none other than Uncle Morty and Aaron. Uncle Morty narrowed his eyes at me. Did I just exude guilt or what?


  “Where’re you going?” he asked.


  “Get out. Dog’s gonna pee!” I yelled in a panic.


  That got him moving. Uncle Morty doesn’t do pee or poop for that matter. When I was a baby, he used to babysit me every once in a while. Mom didn’t find out until years later that he paid Mrs. Pereyra, his neighbor, to come over and change my diapers. 


  We exchanged places and I punched the button for the ground floor. The doors started to close and Aaron asked, “What’s that smell?”


  “Egg white substitute,” I said.


  My last image of Aaron was a look of horror. If I really wanted to freak him out, I’d tell him about the slimy turkey that came out of her luggage. I set Wallace down and clipped on her leash. I stood as far from her as possible without letting go.


  “You know what? You’re almost getting useful,” I said to the dog eyeing my clean boot.


  Bark.


  “Don’t let it go to your head. My right boot is still hopelessly stained.”


  Bark.


  The door opened and we jogged out through the ski locker room. It was another half hour before the lifts opened, so it was empty. It dawned on me that the snowboard that hit Nina might be in that very room. Of course there were a lot of lockers, but if I could narrow down the search, getting in the right one might not be so hard. Something to think about anyway.


  Wallace and I went out into a grey morning. Fog was rare in Copper, but that morning there was a misty quality more suited to Ireland than Colorado. Wallace peed on a pile of snow and started doing her goose-stepping march down the path toward the Belgian Bean. A guy came out of the shop across the path to put out a sign and stopped with raised eyebrows. “How’d you get him to do that?” He kind of looked at me like I was into white power or something.


  “It’s the booties. She hates them,” I said.


  “Oh. I was wondering,” he said. “Can I take a video?”


  “Knock yourself out.”


  The guy got his phone out and filmed me and Wallace as we went by. The guy yelled, “Thanks,” and I picked up Wallace and stuffed her in my purse.


  Bark.


  I think it was a thank you bark, but I’m often wrong.


  The Belgian Bean was open and about half full. I realized I’d never seen a picture of Mr. Dushane and I had no idea what he would look like. I assumed he wouldn’t sport his son’s hairdo, but you never know.


  Bark.


  I poked Wallace’s head down. “Quiet. If you’re not good, I’ll make you eat that French toast for breakfast.”


  Growl.


  “I’m kidding. Even you don’t deserve that.”


  Bark.


  “Waffle?”


  Bark. Bark.


  Wallace settled down. People say dogs don’t understand us, but I’m here to say they do. If I’d said rotting liver in the same waffle voice, she would not have gone for it.


  I opened the door and scanned the restaurant for someone who looked like Rory but came up empty. No purple hair and no one sitting alone. Stephen, the guy behind the counter, grinned at me and waved. I walked up and ordered hot cocoa and two waffles.


  “I hear you had a close call,” said Stephen.


  “Me?”


  “Weren’t you with Nina Symoan when she got hit?”


  “Oh that. I wasn’t that close. She’s going to be alright. Thank goodness.”


  Stephen leaned over the counter. “DBD was duking it out last night. Mickey and Wade freaking losing it again.”


  “What was it about?” I asked.


  “Shit. I don’t know. Those guys are mental, but it was kind of weird.”


  “Weirder than Mickey threatening to kill Wade with a hammer?” I asked.


  “The other one got into it too. The short one. Can’t remember his name,” said Stephen.


  “Darren? Wears a lot of black.”


  “That’s him. I think he’s the bassist.”


  “What did he do?” I asked, thinking of how Darren had grabbed me. What had he said? Something about how he needed this. What was this? A photo op? His life was one big photo op.


  “He was screaming at Mickey to shut up and color. He was really pissed and he’s usually the cool one.”


  Shut up and color. That was familiar. So Mickey was supposed to get in line. Would Darren hurt Nina as a threat to Mickey?


  “That is strange. My dad’s a huge fan. Darren’s supposed to be the one that didn’t really care about the band. He kind of fell into it.”


  “He’s into it now,” said Stephen.


  “Has anybody been in here looking for me?” I asked.


  “Hell, yeah.”


  I scanned the room again. Plenty of people were staring. That wasn’t unusual for me, but none looked like a candidate for Rory’s father.


  “Who was asking?”


  “Dudes of all ages. I got three dirty old men this morning. Since the DBD pics went live, I’ve been getting calls. I got an offer from a guy in Texas who’ll give me two hundred bucks, if I can get a boob print.”


  I recoiled. “What the hell is that?”


  “He wants you to dip your breast in dye or ink or some shit and press it to a piece of paper. Boob print,” said Stephen shaking his head. “The dude was weird. You get some real freaks, don’t you?”


  “That’s a new one,” I said.


  “It’s not even the grossest offer I got.”


  Don’t ask. You don’t want to know.


  Stephen grinned. “You really stirred it up with that kiss. It’s on the DBD site and even The Belgian Bean is trending on MSN. You’re a star, baby.”


  “I’m dead meat. My mom is going to kill me.” I bonked my head on the counter.


  “Your mom is hot. Holy shit hot. I would so like to get with her,” said Stephen.


  That got my head off the counter. “That’s my mother you’re talking about.”


  “Yeah,” he said in a dreamy voice.


  “There’s something wrong with you.”


  Stephen reached over the counter and patted my shoulder. “So they say. Don’t worry I’d get with you, too”


  “Thanks. I feel so much better now. Do you know Rory Dushane’s dad?”


  “Nope. Never met him, but I heard he’s cool.”


  “I’m supposed to be meeting him here.”


  Stephen tilted his head and squinted at me. “So what do you say to the boob thing? It’s easy money.”


  “I like my money hard with a side of dignity,” I said.


  “That’s a growing business. You being DBD’s new girl. We can go 50/50. I’ll handle everything.”


  “You’re out of your gourd. I’d like a large hot cocoa and two waffles.”


  “60/40.”


  “You know those real freaks you mentioned earlier? You’re one of them,” I said.


  Stephen looked past my shoulder and grinned in a way that made me afraid to look. “Freaks are a growing business since you got here.”


   


  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Fifteen


  



  The bell over The Belgian Bean’s door jingled. I winced and turned, expecting the very worst after Stephan’s descriptions of the guys who’d been looking for me.


  Please let it be Rory’s dad. Please. Not a freak for me.


  I squinted as if that’s protection, and through my lashes saw a tubby little guy trot in. Aaron. He didn’t have a coat on, despite the twelve degree temperature outside. He ran right through, around the counter, and into the back.


  Stephen called over his shoulder. “Hey, Aaron!”


  “Do you know him?” I asked.


  “Everybody knows Aaron. I think he’s some kind of genius. Like the Rain Man of food. He was in here yesterday and, dude, he threw down these chili rellenos waffles. They were totally sick.”


  “I don’t doubt it.”


  “You know him?”


  “He’s my partner at work sort of.”


  “How’d that happen?” asked Stephen. “You two don’t really match.”


  “Nobody matches Aaron.”


  My partner came out of the back with glasses so smudged I was surprised he didn’t run into a wall. He held a whisk in one hand up high like the Statue of Liberty. “What does he like?” Aaron asked me.


  “Who?” I asked.


  “Cullum Dushane.”


  I couldn’t even answer I was so astonished.


  Stephen answered for me. “Rory’s his kid and he likes plain waffles.”


  “Got to do better than that,” said Aaron.


  “Why? What are you doing here?” I asked.


  “Helping. Fergus’ll be here in a minute.”


  “You called Fergus?”


  “He called me,” said Aaron.


  “Why? What do you think is happening?”


  Aaron ignored my question, not unusual for him and just stood there blinking. At least I assumed he was blinking. I couldn’t really make out his eyes.


  “Aaron. Hello,” I said.


  “Bacon. We’ll use bacon.” Aaron spun around and trotted back into the kitchen, leaving Stephen and I staring at his wake.


  “I don’t know what he’s going to make, but it’s gonna be rocking,” said Stephen.


  “I’m so tired,” I said. “If Mr. Dushane shows, tell him I went back to my condo.”


  “Miss Watts,” said a deep voice behind me.


  I turned and found a man only a few inches taller than me standing there. He was blond with silver touching his temples and bags under his eyes that made him look much older than he was.


  “Mr. Dushane?” I asked.


  He held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry I’m late.”


  Aaron ran out of the back, pointed a dripping whisk at us, and then ran back inside. Mr. Dushane didn’t seem surprised. He was probably too exhausted and stressed to care much about what happened around him.


  “Let’s sit down,” I said. “Would you like some coffee?”


  “No, thank you,” said Mr. Dushane, unwinding the scarf around his neck. “Too much of the stuff lately. My hands won’t stop shaking.”


  I was guessing the shaking had more to do with Rory and less to do with coffee, but I nodded and asked Stephen for a couple of bottled waters. He handed them over and whispered, “Think about my offer.”


  I rolled my eyes and Mr. Dushane and I found a table at the back. I’d like to have stayed away from prying eyes, but the Belgian Bean wasn’t that kind of place. Mr. Dushane sat with a kind of weariness that only comes from great sorrow, but I wasn’t convinced he was Rory’s father. To say they looked nothing alike was a serious understatement. Rory was big and brash with over-sized features. Mr. Dushane was delicate. The wrists extending from well-tailored wool coat weren’t much thicker than mine and he had long elegant fingers and fine features you’d expect to see on a member of the aristocracy. From what I’d managed to find out, Mr. Dushane was anything but aristocratic. He worked with his hands and was absolutely obsessed with horticulture and, in particular, healing plants.


  “You met my son and you’re wondering where the resemblance lies,” he said quietly.


  “I’m wondering if you are who you say you are,” I replied.


  Mr. Dushane pulled out his wallet and produced his Colorado driver’s license as well as a family portrait. It was him in the pictures and I felt a bit embarrassed to have questioned him.


  “Rory was adopted. My wife had cancer when she was a teenager and couldn’t have children.”


  “I’m sorry my confusion was so obvious.”


  He made an elegant wave with one hand. “It’s nothing. May I ask what offer that guy was talking about?”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s got nothing to do with Rory.”


  His stare got hard and he waited. I had to tell him and it pained me. He wasn’t the kind of man who heard boob print on a daily basis. Of course, who was?


  “Mickey Stix kissed me and it’s all over the internet. Stephen’s been getting calls. I guess people think he knows me and can get me to do things,” I said, hoping that would suffice.


  “Like autographs.”


  “Kind of. You really don’t want to know.”


  “I’ll take you’re word for it. May I ask you what you’ve found out about Rory?”


  I gave him a rundown of what I knew, including the theory that Rory was carrying medicinal cannabis for a member of DBD. Mr. Dushane didn’t react when I said that. His stillness was studied and I could tell it was true but he would never openly confirm it. I told him that I thought Rory’s and Nina’s attacks were connected and that Detective Carey had asked me to get closer to DBD for information. That’s when Mr. Dushane’s face changed.


  “He asked you to do that?”


  “It’s no big deal. Frankly, I would’ve done it anyway,” I said.


  He shook his head. “No. That’s not safe for you. Look what happened to Rory and to Nina. I can’t let you risk yourself on my account.”


  I was about to protest when Aaron came out of the kitchen carrying a large platter. He set it down and gave us plates heaping with crispy waffles that smelled like I’d died and gone to pork heaven. Then he jogged back to the kitchen.


  “Did you order this?” asked Mr. Dushane.


  “That’s my partner, Aaron. With him you don’t order you just eat. I hope you like bacon.”


  “I love it, but I don’t think I can eat.”


  The paler and looseness of his skin told me he probably hadn’t eaten since he’d gotten word about Rory.


  “As a nurse, I’m going to tell you that you need to eat. As Aaron’s partner, I’m going to tell you that one bite and you’ll want to,” I said with a smile.


  Aaron trotted back out of the kitchen. This time he had two pitchers, large and small, and two mugs on his tray. He set them in front of us, put the tray under his arm, and watched us with the intensity of a starving hunter. I hesitated, mostly because I wanted to bother him. But also because I just wanted to sit there with those sublime smells wafting around us. Mr. Dushane leaned forward and peeked in the pitcher. He looked unsure of whether he should ask Aaron what it was. Aaron did not come off as a normal person. I was used to him and I even I thought he was weirder than normal.


  “Aaron, what’s in the little pitcher?” I asked.


  “Brown butter syrup with cognac vanilla,” said Aaron.


  I put my nose in the air. “Did you make the vanilla?”


  “Of course.” He ran back in the kitchen.


  Mr. Dushane picked up the pitcher and sniffed. “You can make vanilla?”


  “Apparently so. Dig in. I swear it will help you.” And me, though I didn’t say that out loud. Aaron’s food made people happy and, as a result, chatty.


  I filled the mugs with Aaron’s hot chocolate from the big pitcher and we ate the waffles that defied description. They had bacon, but not any old bacon, seriously good bacon. I was guessing a slow-cured cottage bacon. Aaron liked to tell me about food. I paid attention when it came to bacon. Not so much with hot dogs. Some things are better not to know. There were chives in there, cheddar— a special cheddar, probably Irish— and something else I couldn’t put my finger on. It wasn’t crab though and that was all I cared about.


  Mr. Dushane ate. First with tentative little bites, like he was afraid of what might happen, but then big manly bites that he could barely chew, washed down with Aaron’s special hot chocolate. That recipe I knew. I’d gotten it out of him on Thanksgiving after Dad had plied him with Millicent and Myrtle’s special Gluwein. They make it with both brandy and Grand Marnier. Aaron would’ve told me anything after two cups of that elixir. Psst. The secret is bittersweet chocolate, preferably Lindt. There are more secrets, but I’m not drunk.


  I fed Wallace bits of waffle under the table and managed to keep her from barking. She only needed half a waffle before I heard little snores coming out of my purse.


  “Feeling better?” I asked Mr. Dushane.


  “I can’t believe it, but I do. I didn’t think it was possible,” he said.


  “So how many deliveries was Rory supposed to make while he was here. There’s me and the member of DBD. Anybody else?”


  “You know I can’t tell you that.”


  “Sure, you can. At this point I don’t care about who or what. Just how many.”


  “How do I know you’ll keep what I say in confidence?”


  “I guess you don’t. Not for sure anyway. But you know I want Keegan’s oil. Where else am I going to get it? I’m not going to screw you over and jeopardize him.” 


  “I still don’t think you should do this,” he said, sipping the hot chocolate.


  “Do you have more of Keegan’s oil on hand?”


  He sighed and squeezed the cup. “No, I don’t. Every ounce is spoken for. I won’t have another supply for him for about two months.”


  “So I have to find out where that oil went,” I said. That’s all there is to it.”


  “Why are you doing this? It’s dangerous.”


  “Why are you flying all over the country speaking to legislators about legalization of your cannabis? You can barely fill demand now.”


  “It’s the right thing to do,” Mr. Dushane said with a smile.


  “Bingo. I said I’d get that oil for Keegan and I’m damn well going to do it.”


  “What about Rory?” His eyes filled with unshed tears for a moment but he quickly blinked them away.


  “I’m not sure what you’re asking,” I said.


  “Will you find out what happened? Who tried to kill my son?”


  “I will if I can, but I can’t lie to you, the oil is my priority.”


  “I think they go hand in hand,” said Mr. Dushane.


  Aaron trotted out of the kitchen with another pitcher. Without asking he refilled our mugs and waited. I think he was holding his breath.


  “It’s delicious, Aaron. Just what we needed,” I said.


  Without a word, he ran for the kitchen.


  “He’s a little odd, isn’t he?” asked Mr. Dushane.


  “A little?”


  He smiled. “About Rory. I want to make a deal with you. I don’t want your investigation to be only about the oil, although that is a laudable goal.”


  “The police are on it. Detective Carey appears to be competent.”


  “I’m not interested in competent. I want to do something. I want to make something happen. My wife can’t live with not knowing.”


  She may have to.


  “What do you have in mind?” I sipped the fresh hot chocolate. It was a slightly different recipe. I believe there were some chilis in there and smoked cinnamon.


  “My wife’s business is quite lucrative.”


  “Let me stop you right there. I’m not interested in getting paid, if that’s what you’re thinking. How would I explain having more money? I have the nosiest family on earth. My uncle Morty would know within five days if I had extra dough coming in.”


  “How about oil for Keegan?” he said.


  “Now you’re talking.”


  “I’ll give him a year’s supply, if you succeed.” Mr. Dushane took a big drink of the new hot chocolate. “Wow. Some of my patients could really use this stuff. Maintaining weight is a constant challenge.”


  “They’d have no problem with Aaron’s recipes. His theory is the more calories the better.” I sat back in my chair and stroked Wallace’s sleeping head. “I like the year’s supply, but what do you consider success— knowing what happened— a conviction?”


  “Knowing is the minimum.”


  “What if I don’t succeed?” I asked.


  “I’ll give Keegan three months supply for the effort. Will that do it?”


  I held up my fork, dripping with brown butter syrup. “Let’s fork on it.”


  We clinked forks and Mr. Dushane said, “I feel more hopeful than I have in days.”


  “I’ll try to live up to your expectations.”


  “You look like a girl that exceeds them regularly.”


  Wallace woke up and promptly bit my hand, literally the hand that fed her. I stuffed another half a waffle in her gullet and wiped my hand on a sticky napkin.


  “I have to ask,” said Mr. Dushane, “what’s in the bag?”


  “My boyfriend’s mother’s evil pug.”


  “If it’s evil, why are you carrying it around?”


  “Wallace is proving to be useful. I had to get out of the house somehow.”


  He looked into my bag and gave Wallace some of his waffle. “So evil dogs wear red turtlenecks?”


  “She uses cuteness as a disguise. Since we have a deal and I hope you’ve decided to trust me, I’d like to know more about the oil.”


  Mr. Dushane made swooping lines in his syrup with the tines of his fork. “I can’t break patient confidentiality, not even for Rory.”


  “I’m not asking what the meds were. How long have you known DBD?”


  “I guess that’s okay. About ten years,” he said.


  “Do you know all the members equally well?” I asked.


  “You’re sneaky. I guess that’s necessary in your line of work.”


  I laughed. “I’m a nurse. Everything else is just my life happening. So equally well or no?”


  “No. Not equal.”


  “Do you know all four members?”


  “No.”


  I rolled it through my mind. Wade had looked in the know when Victor was overturning tables in Aprés over the stuff, but he’d said, “He’ll live.” So now that I thought about it, the stuff in Rory’s bag wasn’t for Victor or Wade. That left Mickey, Darren, or Jimmy.


  “Are you aware of the fighting between Mickey and Wade?” I asked.


  “Those have been fighting since day one.”


  “Any new fighting? Say since they’ve been talking about getting the band back together?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did it involve you?” I asked.


  Mr. Dushane stayed silent.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. On the getting back together, my impression is that Mickey is the holdout.”


  “That’s not a secret.”


  “So the fight is between Wade and Mickey. I assume Jimmy is with Wade. Who’s side is Darren on?”


  Mr. Dushane put on his coat and wound his grey scarf around his neck. “I don’t know Darren. Miss Watts, I wish I could give you some insight into how DBD works, but I can’t and not because I don’t want to. I simply don’t know. If you know anything about them, you know they’re violent with each other, but they stayed together long after other bands split.”


  So Darren’s off the list.


  “My dad says they’re always on the edge of homicide,” I said and then polished off my hot chocolate.


  “That’s accurate.”


  “But what about Nina? Anyone smack around the women?”


  “No. If someone hurt Nina, Mickey would kill them without hesitation. He adores her and Wade knows that. As for other women, I have no idea. I can tell you this, Wade needs Mickey. He’s the talent.”


  “Dad said that, too. What does it mean? I thought Wade was considered a great singer and performer.”


  Mr. Dushane stood up. “He is, but without Mickey he has nothing to sing.”


  “Mickey writes all the music? I didn’t know that.”


  “It’s not common knowledge. Mickey has always shared credit with the other members, but make no mistake, he’s the one,” he said.


  It’s Mickey’s oil. Has to be. He knows him too well.


  “That’s good to know about Mickey,” I said.


  “Thank you for breakfast,” said Mr. Dushane. “I have to get back to the hospital. Call me if you need anything.”


  “I will.” I stood up, too, and heaved my dog purse on my shoulder.


  “Thank your friend for me. The food did help.” Mr. Dushane went for the door, but Aaron ran out with a bag. He gave it to Mr. Dushane and disappeared once again. “What’s this?”


  “Probably more waffles for your wife,” I said with a shrug.


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  “No one does. I’ll call with updates when I have them.”


  Mr. Dushane left, hugging Aaron’s bag against his chest. I watched him walk away into the swirling snow and felt a heaviness come over me. Now not only did I have to find the oil, but catch the criminal as well. I needed a vacation from my vacation. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Sixteen


  



  “About time!” boomed a voice to my right. I winced and looked over my shoulder. Uncle Morty stepped out from between two buildings. “I been freezing my nutsack off out here.”


  “Please don’t say nutsack,” I said. “And nobody asked you to freeze your anything off.”


  “Wrong. Tommy expects me to keep an eye on you and that’s what I’m doing.”


  “So Dad did send you.”


  “Hell, no he didn’t, but I’m here and I’m watching you,” he said.


  I walked away toward Copper One’s entrance. “I don’t need any watching. I’m a big girl.”


  “You’re a big pain. What were you doing in there?” Uncle Morty ran to catch up with me and got so red in the face, I started worrying about an imminent heart attack.


  “Calm down,” I said. “I don’t want to have to haul you off in an ambulance.”


  “Screw that. What were you doing?”


  “Eating waffles. It’s a waffle shop.”


  Uncle Morty grabbed my arm. “Those were Aaron waffles and you were feeding them to Cullum Dushane. Those were information waffles. What did you want him to tell you?”


  “Nothing. He just wanted to ask me about his son the night he was attacked.”


  “It ain’t that simple, not when you’re involved. Aaron won’t tell me anything, but the second Pete said Cullum Dushane called you, he booked it out the door. I knew something was going on. Two attacks and you been in vicinity on both of them. Tell me that’s a coincidence.”


  “I wasn’t anywhere near Rory when he was stabbed. Ask Pete,” I said.


  Uncle Morty spun me around to face him. “Tell me.”


  “Nothing to tell.”


  “I’ll call Tommy. I’ll tell him you’re in trouble. He’ll be climbing up your tailpipe so fast you won’t have time to scream.”


  “Leave me alone.”


  “I ain’t never left you alone in your whole life. I ain’t gonna start now. I’ll get in your phone. I’ll find out who you’ve been talking to. I ain’t above it,” he growled so close to my face his beard tickled my chin.


  “Fine.” I knew when I was cornered and Dad always says that some truth is what people want. It’s not always necessary to give up the whole.


  “Fine what?” he asked.


  “Mr. Dushane wants to hire me because of Dad and my connection to DBD. There. Are you happy?”


  “Did you take the job?”


  “I told him I’m on vacation.”


  “Hell, no, you didn’t. You took the job. You’re just like your dad.”


  “If you know so much, why’d you bother to ask.”


  “Wanted to hear you admit it.” He scratched his bristly chin. “This vacation thing is boring as shit. What do you need?”


  “Nothing. Can I go now?” I struggled to get out of his hands, but they were bigger than my biceps, so no hope.


  “I’m gonna help you whether you like it or not, so spill it.”


  So I told him everything. Well, everything that had nothing to do with Keegan’s oil. “I need to know why Darren Echols is suddenly interested in the band getting back together. Can you do that?”


  Uncle Morty blew a breath out like a horse. “Can I do it? That’s an insult. What else you got?”


  “Something happened ten years ago. Mr. Dushane wouldn’t tell me what it was, but that’s when Mickey began treatment with him.”


  “Don’t you listen to Tommy at all? Mickey’s brother killed himself. He played keyboards.”


  “Oh yeah, but I thought that was an overdose.” I blinked the snowflakes on my lashes away.


  Uncle Morty snorted. “It was an overdose alright.”


  “You think someone murdered him?”


  “Cops ruled it out, but you tell me, this guy had been an addict for twenty years, heroin, cocaine, amphetamines, he did it all, so you think he doesn’t know how to walk the line?”


  “Accidents happen. Addicts want a bigger high. They push it farther and farther,” I said.


  “The way I remember it was Cliff shot enough to kill an elephant with the heroin alone. He also had meth and coke in his system. Plus a load of vodka.”


  “Can you get the autopsy report?”


  “I can, but I’m telling you Cliff killed himself. Mickey probably started using Dushane’s juice to deal with it,” said Uncle Morty.


  “It has been shown to work on depression and sleep disorders. Why did the band break up in the first place?” I asked.


  “Creative differences was the official reason.”


  “And the unofficial reason?”


  He shrugged. “I wasn’t that into them. I didn’t pay attention, but I’ll find out.”


  I reached for Copper One’s door handle, but it swung open and Fergus came out.


  “Where have you been?” I asked. “Aaron said he alerted you to my movements.”


  Fergus’s freckled face turned hot pink as Kera came out of the door. “Hi. I thought you were at the Belgian Bean.”


  I raised an eyebrow at Fergus. Could it be that my stalker had found a new interest?


  “I was, but Aaron’s still there. You two should have breakfast together,” I said.


  Like a date.


  “I can’t. I have to help you,” said Fergus, blushing more than ever.


  “Don’t worry, boy,” said Uncle Morty. “I got her. Go have some fun. You deserve it.”


  Kera dragged Fergus off to the Belgian Bean and I gave Uncle Morty the stink eye. “Did you just hook Fergus up?”


  “He’s a good kid.”


  “But you don’t help people. You’re probably figuring out what to charge me at this very moment.”


  “You want me to charge you, I’ll charge you.” Uncle Morty stomped inside, but I hesitated. What was happening? Uncle Morty was being… nice. At least nice for him and it kind of sounded like he wasn’t going to tell my dad what I was up to and I hadn’t even threatened him with the peach schnapps. I yanked open the door and chased him through to the elevator.


  “What’s with you?” he growled at me.


  “I was going to ask you the same thing.”


  “Same old me. So while I’m doing all this research, what’re you gonna be doing? Playing ski bunny?”


  “Well, I was going to figure out where Darren is staying and see if I can get a look at his snowboard,” I said.


  He nodded. “That’s not totally worthless. He’s staying right here in the third penthouse. Why don’t you sashay up there and wiggle your fanny until you get some information out of him.”


  “I don’t sashay or wiggle my fanny, but I will go up there and be a normal person,” I said as haughtily as possible.


  “Good luck with that.”


  I rode up with Uncle Morty and we caught Rodney trucking down the hall without his crutches and carrying an ice bucket.


  “What are you doing?” I asked, taking the bucket.


  “Pete said I should keep my knee cold,” said Rodney. “Besides it’s better. I think I’ll hit the slopes.”


  “I think you won’t.” I gave the bucket to Uncle Morty. “Put him in the easy chair and use the peas I bought.”


  “Where are you going?” asked Rodney.


  “I’m going to talk to Darren Echols about a snowboard.” I pointed at his bird-like chest. “You, go lay down.”


  “She’s bossy.”


  Uncle Morty hooked Rod’s arm over his shoulder. “Pain in my ass.”


  “Me?”


  “Her. Always getting involved in shit.”


  I stomped down the hall and yelled over my shoulder, “No one asked you to help.”


  “The hell with that.”


  I did a good hair fluff and knocked on Darren’s door, not sure what I’d say but I figured something would come to me.


  The door creaked open and a bleary eye blinked at me. “Who is it?”


  “Mercy Watts, can I see Mr. Echols?”


  “Oh, it’s you.” The door swung wide and there was Bobby, Nina’s skiing-phobic bodyguard.


  “I didn’t expect to see you here,” I said. “Aren’t you Nina’s bodyguard?”


  Bobby’s shoulders drooped. “I was.”


  “Have you been demoted?”


  “Little bit.”


  I patted his bicep. It was, no kidding, the size of my waist and rock hard. “That’s just not right. You had the flu. It’s not your fault what happened to Nina.”


  Bobby inhaled and straightened up. “Mickey likes you. Do you think you could maybe talk to him for me? I’d die before I let anything happen to Nina. If I’d known, I would’ve gone down that hill, even if it killed me.”


  “You couldn’t have done anything. I was right there and it just happened,” I said. “Is Darren here?”


  He lowered his voice. “He is, but he’s sleeping. You don’t want to wake him up. He’s small but mean.”


  “He sleeps in late, huh?”


  “Not usually. He likes to hit the slopes early, but he was up late,” said Bobby.


  Setting fires perhaps?


  I leaned on the door frame, nice and casual. “Doing what?”


  “Darren and the guys were jamming out. They were playing stuff that was so old, my grandma had the album.”


  “I didn’t see you when they evacuated the building last night. You heard there was a fire, right?” I asked.


  “Oh, yeah. We didn’t get back until it was all over.”


  “What time was that?”


  Bobby yawned so wide I could see the fillings in his molars. “About three.”


  “Where were you?”


  “Mickey rented a house. We were all there. Those guys are old as hell, but they can still party. They wore me out.”


  “Who was there?”


  Bobby gave me a semi-hard look. “Why?”


  “Because the police think that Nina’s accident wasn’t an accident at all. That snowboarder was stabbed and now there was that fire.” I pointed to Rory’s taped-off doorway across the hall. “Pretty close for comfort.”


  “What’s that got to do with DBD? We didn’t know that kid,” said Bobby.


  I shook my head. “The police are nosing around. My loyalty is to Mickey and Nina.”


  Bobby thought about it for a second. “Mine, too. Darren’s okay, but I’d rather be with them.”


  “So Darren was definitely at Mickey’s last night, all night?”


  “Yep. He never left.”


  “What about yesterday when Nina got hit? Where was he then?” I asked.


  He blushed. “I was with the ski patrol, breathing in a bag. I thought I was going to pass out on the lift. It was terrible.”


  “Which bodyguard was with Darren then?”


  “Probably nobody. Who can keep up? He’s a maniac,” said Bobby.


  I rubbed my forehead. So Darren could’ve hit Nina, but he didn’t set the fire. Not personally anyway. He could’ve hired it out though. But why? Why would he or anyone want to hurt Kera?


  “Do you know where Darren keeps his boards?” I asked.


  “In the locker.”


  “Have you seen them? What do they look like?”


  “Hell, I don’t know. Whenever they take me down to the lockers I get so nauseous I can barely stand up.”


  I put my hand, which has never looked so small and delicate in my life, on Bobby’s enormous arm. “I need to get in Darren’s locker. Can you give me the key?”


  “Oh, I can’t do that. Darren’d kill me or worse fire me. I need this job. I can’t do anything else,” said Bobby.


  “Don’t worry about your job.” I fished out Dad’s card, always useful in such situations.


  He squinted at the card. “I thought you were a nurse.”


  “I am, but I have other interests and right now I’m interested in who tried to kill Nina. I need to clear Darren. Please give me the key. No one will ever know and I will make you look so good to Mickey, you’ll be back with him in a heartbeat.”


  Bobby took a deep breath and looked over his shoulder. “You have to bring it back right away before he wakes up.”


  “No—” I stopped and listened. “Do you hear that?”


  “I think your purse is barfing.”


  Sure enough. Wallace shuddered and began horking up waffles in my beautiful new purse. “Oh, crap. Wallace, why? You didn’t throw up Nancy’s taco sauce and that was truly heinous.”


  I pulled a heaving Wallace out of my bag and Bobby got me a dish towel. It was too late. What came out of that dog resembled a waffle in no way.


  “What did you feed your dog?” asked Bobby.


  “Gourmet waffles. Can I please have the key before she explodes?”


  Bobby handed it over and I crossed my heart that no one would know.


  There was a tap on my shoulder and I froze. Bobby’s eyes went wide and he started stammering.


  “What’s wrong with Wallace?” asked Aaron behind me.


  My shoulders relaxed and the stink dog took that moment to step off the dish towel and barf on my only remaining clean boot. I squatted and pushed her back on the towel. Wallace looked at me with weepy dark eyes and I would’ve felt guilty if she hadn’t peed on me so much. “Forget it, sister. You deserve it.”


  Hork.


  “Who’s this?” asked Bobby in a small voice that so did not fit him.


  “Aaron,” I said. “My partner. Don’t worry. He’s cool.”


  I pushed Bobby back and closed the door.


  “What happened to Wallace?” asked Aaron again.


  I wrapped the yuck up in the towel and considered my options. Aaron had made the waffles. He seemed like a real blockhead, but I wasn’t sure how he’d take a dog throwing up one of his masterpieces. Artists can be sensitive that way.


  “Nothing.” I trotted down the hall to Uncle Morty’s condo and kneed the door since I was holding a quivering Wallace.


  Uncle Morty opened the door. “What’d— ”


  I pushed past him and ran into the half bath as Wallace started heaving again.


  “Don’t bring that damn dog in here!” he yelled.


  “Too late.” I put Wallace over the toilet and she went at it. I only gave her one waffle and somehow she’d turned it into five or six.


  “Take her outside.”


  “Quiet. We’re barfing here.”


  Wallace stopped and I set her on the bathroom rug. She quivered and fell over. Okay. I did feel sorry for her, but I didn’t show it. Dogs can smell weakness and I wanted to go home with something that was pee-free.


  Uncle Morty stomped in and looked in the toilet. “What the hell did you feed this dog?”


  Aaron was watching from the door.


  Say something reasonable.


  “Nothing.”


  Come on, Mercy. Get it together.


  “I think she sneaked some food,” I said.


  That’ll do.


  “Smells like waffles,” said Uncle Morty.


  Or not.


  “Did you feed Wallace my waffles?” asked Aaron.


  I winced. “Um…I may have fed her something that…resembled waffles that were made by you.”


  Aaron stared at me and I never before realized how much he looked like a serial killer mugshot, expressionless with a good dose of nuts. Aaron walked in and picked up the shivering Wallace and walked out with her.


  “What’s he going to do?” I asked.


  “He probably won’t eat her. Doesn’t like dog meat,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Oh, my god. That’s Nancy’s dog. She loves her, despite the fact that she shouldn’t.” I squeezed past Morty’s bulk, but he grabbed me and pushed me toward the door.


  “I’m not leaving her here,” I said.


  “Yeah you are. You been gone a long time. Those parents are gonna wonder where you’ve been.”


  “But— ”


  He pushed me out the door. “Go to work. We ain’t got all day.”


  I stood in the hall, holding Wallace’s goo-filled dish towel and wondering where it had all gone awry. This was supposed to be a vacation. I was supposed to have all day. The elevator dinged and I went down the hall to catch it. Since my day was already going badly, I found Detective Carey and a new patrolman coming out.


  “Miss Watts, I was going to…what is that?” Detective Carey pointed at the towel.


  “Dog barf.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Want it?” I held the smelly thing aloft.


  “We can talk later.” He and the patrolman gave me plenty of room and I stepped on the elevator.


  “Where are you going?” I asked.


  “To question Darren Echols.”


  “He has an alibi for the fire. I suggest you look at the bodyguards,” I said as the doors closed, locking me in with the stink dog’s stink and my own swirling thoughts.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Seventeen


  



  Darren Echols’ locker was a disappointment. It contained two snowboards, both black. One had a black and white pattern of skulls on the bottom and the other had pale wood grain. Not a hint of red on either. Of course he could’ve bought a snowboard and ditched it. Uncle Morty could check his financials, but I didn’t think we’d get any joy there. If he had a brain, he’d use cash and he certainly had brains. He’d gotten himself in with DBD and stayed there without really being much of a talent if my dad was to be believed.


  I closed the locker after briefly considering leaving Darren a little present of dog barf. It would put Bobby in an awkward position, so I tossed the bundle and went back upstairs to return the key. Detective Carey was in the hall and from the look on his face, he wasn’t getting much out of Bobby, who had his arms crossed and wouldn’t even let Carey over the threshold.


  “Darren doesn’t like cops,” said Bobby.


  “That’s immaterial,” said Detective Carey. “I need to verify his whereabouts. Were you with him?”


  “I’m not supposed to tell anybody anything about the band. Call their lawyer.”


  “Who’s their lawyer?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “How am I supposed to call him then?” asked Detective Carey.


  Bobby clamped his mouth shut and his eyes got a little panicky when he saw me.


  “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Am I interrupting?”


  Detective Carey glared at Bobby. “I wish you were.”


  “I just wanted to check on Bobby,” I said. “He was pretty under the weather yesterday.”


  “I heard about that. You were supposed to be guarding Nina Symoan, but just happened to be sick when she was attacked.”


  A drip of sweat ran down Bobby’s cheek and we all saw it. “I was sick. Ask Mercy.” 


  I nodded. “He was. I sent him back down the lift. I believe he was with patrol when it happened.” I went up on my tiptoes and still barely managed to touch Bobby’s forehead. “No fever. Any vomiting today?”


  “No,” said Bobby. “I think it’s better.”


  “Let me take your pulse. It was sky high yesterday.” I took his hand and slipped the key in his meaty palm. Then I made a show of pulse checking and declared him better.


  Detective Carey gave Bobby his card. “We’ll be back to talk to you and your boss.”


  “Whatever. Just doing my job.” Bobby retreated back into the condo and closed the door.


  Carey said to the uniform, “You stay here. When Mr. Party Animal shows his face, call me.”


  The uniform looked less than thrilled, but he stayed, glumly pulling out his phone.


  “Going down?” I asked.


  “I guess so. The DBD crowd is less than cooperative.”


  Detective Carey and I walked to the elevator. Carey waited until we got in before he started plaguing me with questions.


  “Calm down,” I said. “I didn’t get much.”


  “You did better than me.”


  “Pisses you off, doesn’t it?”


  “Of course it does. I have a badge. You’ve got that face. I’ll have to go through the damn lawyer.”


  “You will to find out anything about the rest of the crew, but Darren was definitely at Mickey’s rental, playing until three. Bobby was there the whole time. Don’t tell him I said that. He likes me and I’d like to keep it that way.”


  “What about the rest of them?” he asked.


  “The band was all there plus Nina, but Bobby wasn’t watching the rest of them.”


  “I’ve never seen anyone so uncooperative. I can’t even get all the names. If they’re not hiding something, I’m Miley Cyrus.”


  “You’d look good on a wrecking ball,” I said.


  He laughed. “You know, I tried not to like you, but I can’t help myself.”


  “That’s not a universal response to me, just so you know.”


  “It is to your father. I asked around about your dear old dad. Tommy Watts is the man.”


  “So he keeps telling me. You want to hear what else I found out?” I asked.


  “There’s more?” asked Detective Carey.


  The elevator opened and I stepped out. “Lots, I’m sure, but I only know a little. Walk me to the door.”


  We walked down the short hall and turned left towards my condo. I stopped. At the end of the hall was a flash of black. It disappeared into the emergency stairs.


  “What?” asked Carey.


  I ran down the hall and flung open the door. Steps were pounding down the stairs. “Hey!” I yelled, peering over the edge. They didn’t stop and I got such a bad feeling I was nauseous. I ran down after them. Stupid. I had nothing on me. No pepper spray. Nothing. But Carey was right behind, calling for me to stop. I didn’t stop. I ran right down into the underground parking garage. I hesitated before I flung open the door. The cavernous garage was silent. No one moved. So many places to hide. The grey walls felt like a tomb. I stepped back and let the heavy door slam shut.


  Detective Carey ran down the last flight, sucking wind with his hand on his service revolver. “What happened?” he gasped.


  “I thought I saw someone.”


  He put his hand on the door handle. “Who?”


  “I don’t know. Someone wearing black,” I said. “They ran when they heard me call out.”


  “Stay here,” he said, opening the door and stepping into the garage.


  “Yeah, right.” I went out behind him, knowing we wouldn’t find anyone. The feeling of fear left my arms loose with a sort of chemical feeling to them. Adrenaline, not as pleasant as it sounds.


  We walked a circuit around the garage. There were plenty of exits, but I couldn’t escape the intense feeling that someone was there, watching. Detective Carey took my arm and steered me back to our original stairwell.


  “I think he’s still here,” he said in my ear.


  “Me, too,” I whispered.


  There was a clinking sound and then we heard the garage door open. Carey shoved me into the stairwell and ran for the ramp. I slid into the railing, regained my footing, and ran back into the garage. Carey came around the corner and we almost collided as a black SUV came into the garage. A smiling couple waved at us and we trailed them to their spot.


  The man got out and frowned. “Can I help you?”


  Detective Carey flashed his badge. “I hope so. When you opened the garage was there someone on foot waiting to get out?”


  “I don’t think so.” The man turned to his companion. “Karen, did you see anyone on foot go out the garage door?”


  “No.” Karen paused to ponytail her long blond hair. “But…someone was there.”


  “Someone?” I asked.


  They both looked, seeing me there for the first time.


  “Holy crap! You look just like Marilyn Monroe,” said the man.


  “I know. Karen, what did you see?”


  Karen stared at me. “Are you a cop?” She said it like there was no freaking way. I agreed, but it was a little insulting.


  Detective Carey stepped in front of me. “She’s with me. What did you see?”


  “There might’ve been someone. I saw something move when we drove in, but I really wasn’t paying attention.”


  “Did you see a face? Clothing? Anything?”


  Karen bit her lip. “Sorry. Just movement. I think they were wearing black.”


  Detective Carey thanked them and gave them his card if they remembered anything else. They wouldn’t. I could’ve screamed in frustration.


  We went back to the stairs and walked up together. I tried to tell myself it was nothing, but it was a lie. Some things you just know.


  “What do you carry?” asked Detective Carey, pulling me out of my thoughts.


  “Huh?”


  “For protection? I saw you have a concealed carry permit.”


  “Curtesy of my dad. I never carry. I have pepper spray and a taser in the condo,” I said.


  “I think it’s best that you have those on you at all times,” said Detective Carey.


  We got to my floor and he walked me to my door. “It probably wasn’t me he was after. Kera stayed with us last night.”


  He nodded. “Where is she now?”


  “She was going to the Belgian Bean with Fergus earlier.”


  “Let’s see if she’s here.”


  I swiped my keycard and opened the door to find Calvin and Nancy dressed out and ready to hit the slopes.


  “Are you ready?” asked Nancy with a broad smile that quickly dropped off her face. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. We were looking for Kera,” I said.


  “I think she’s still at the Belgian Bean with Fergus.”


  Detective Carey thanked us and got on his phone. As the door closed I heard him tell someone about the person we’d chased.


  “Are you sure everything’s alright?” asked Calvin. “You look positively down in the dumps.”


  I took a deep breath and puffed myself up. “Totally fine.” There was no use freaking them out about the guy in the hall. It’s not like they could do anything about it.


  “Where’s Wallace?” asked Nancy, picking up her jacket.


  “She’s staying with Uncle Morty.”


  “They are so sweet to my little girl.”


  I hope so.


  I slid by her and looked for Pete in the bedroom. It was empty. “Where’s Pete?” I asked.


  “He went to check on Rodney,” said Calvin.


  “I was just up there. I didn’t see him.” I texted Pete, but he didn’t answer. Then I called Uncle Morty, who answered with his usual, “What?”


  “Is Pete there?” I asked.


  He paused. “No.”


  “You don’t sound so sure about that.”


  “I’m sure. He ain’t here,” Uncle Morty said.


  “Where did he go?” I asked.


  “He got a call. A slip and fall. Patrol wanted his help. Skinny’s gettin’ popular.”


  I hung up and told Calvin and Nancy, Skinny wouldn’t be coming. Nancy griped that she’d barely seen him and Calvin got out his phone and shot off what looked like half a dozen texts, rapid fire. It took a couple more minutes but Pete called him back. I guess Dad trumps girlfriend.


  “When will you be done?” asked Calvin.


  Pete had a long-winded answer.


  “Well, call us when you’re done, Butt Whistle.”


  Pete yelled, “Dad!”


  Calvin began laughing. “I’m going to tell her. That’s your punishment for not skiing with your mother.” He hung up and dropped his phone into his zippered thigh pocket. “He’ll join us later.”


  “Butt Whistle?” I asked.


  Calvin chuckled and Nancy said, “Calvin, leave the boy some dignity.”


  “He doesn’t have any dignity. He never did,” said Calvin. “Mercy may as well know right now.”


  He put his arm around my shoulders and said in a conspiratorial voice, “When Pete was fourteen, he decided he was too skinny.”


  “Imagine that,” I said.


  “Calvin,” said Nancy.


  “Quiet. This isn’t any worse than the panty thing,” said Calvin.


  “It’s all bad.”


  “And funny. Our son drove me halfway to crazy town, I can at least get a few laughs out of him. So Mercy, he decided to take all these supplements. Weight gainers. They were perfectly safe, but had the side effect of giving him tremendous gas. I mean world record setting gas, high pitched and voluminous.” Calvin started laughing so hard that he staggered into the living room and collapsed on the sofa. Nancy and I tried to hold it, but it was no use. Pete, known as Butt Whistle, was just too much for us.


  Calvin held his stomach and managed to get out, “He wouldn’t stop taking them.”


  “He scared the cat,” said Nancy, rolling around in the easy chair.


  “Our minister made him stand at the back of church next to the door.”


  “His sister threatened to disown him.”


  “I threatened to disown him.”


  We laughed so hard we were panting. Finally I got a hold of myself and struggled to my feet. “So what made him stop? Threats of violence?”


  Nancy wiped her eyes. “A girl. First day of his freshman year, first class. He lost control in French in front of Allison Reynolds and that was that.”


  “He’s still Butt Whistle to me,” said Calvin.


  “You’re a bad father.”


  “I’m a great father. He was just a weird kid. Did you tell her about the time he shaved the cat?”


  I wiped the tears off my cheeks. “No. No. I can’t take it.”


  “Good,” said Nancy. “We’ll save that one for later.”


  Calvin clapped me on the back. “Tonight. After he’s had a beer, we’ll hit him with Twinkles. I have pictures.”


  Nancy pushed him toward the door. “Let’s go. I’m ready for some blacks.”


  OMG. What was wrong with these people? Members of AARP shouldn’t have this much energy. It was just wrong. Nancy’s bloodshot eyes from the Corona night were clear and Calvin looked like he’d slept twelve hours.


  “I need some Motrin,” I said.


  Like six or a dozen.


  “Do you have a headache?” asked Nancy.


  “Just a little sore from yesterday.”


  “Really?” Nancy looked at me with a worried frown. From the way she was moving I’m guessing she wasn’t sore. How pathetic is that? I was walking like an eighty-year-old with a hip replacement and she had a spring in her step.


  “Really. I’m not as young as I used to be,” I said, going in to change. I put my smallest pepper spray in my hip pocket, but disobeyed Detective Carey as I am wont to do with homicide detectives and left the taser. Too bulky. Plus, I planned on sticking with the super parents, so I couldn’t imagine a situation where I’d need to tase someone on the mountain. I came out of the bedroom wishing I could go back in and take a nap. The thought of skiing with the dynamic duo made me so tired. 


  “You should do Krav Maga,” said Calvin. “It will increase your stamina.”


  “Krav Maga? You two do that?”


  “Three times a week. Are you ready?”


  I wasn’t but we went anyway.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Eighteen


  



  By the time we got to the lift, I regretted the taser decision. DBD was there, minus Darren and Nina. They all wore black, which was unusual for them, but not for anyone else. Plenty of the surrounding skiers had black coats and/or pants. There were twelve in the entourage, including five bodyguards about Bobby’s size and some new girls that were flanking Wade and Jimmy. The tattoo girl was still with Wade. He had his arm over her shoulder and it made me feel, I don’t know, sad. She was so young. It’s not that I didn’t understand. If David Bowie asked me out I wouldn’t care how old he was. It was the heavy makeup she had slathered on her face and the dour expression. The other girls didn’t look like that. They were all smiles and I’m-so-hot poses. Maybe tattoo girl didn’t like the competition.


  Mickey only had a bodyguard and I liked him all the more for it. Random people were taking pictures as they poled towards the lifts and there was also a guy with a professional rig taking shots. Wade and Jimmy were posing in a we’re normal way. Mickey wasn’t posing. I had the impression that he was doing his best to keep a neutral look on his face.


  Victor Mooting spotted me first and he definitely hadn’t forgotten about our little incident yesterday. He sneered at me as we passed. I steered us into the far right lane in hopes of keeping my distance. I should’ve known better. Mooting poled into the next lane and slid past me, whispering, “I’ll get you fired, you slut.”


  I would’ve happily tasered that jerk. It would’ve been nice to see him twitching on the ground.


  “What did he say?” asked Nancy.


  Luckily, she was on the other side away from Victor.


  “Nothing,” I said.


  Calvin was behind me. “He said Mercy’s a slut.”


  Nancy gasped. “How dare he? Who is that?”


  “Victor Mooting. He works for Double Black Diamond,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I’m going to speak to his employer,” said Nancy. “I’ll give him a piece of my mind.”


  Two ladies poled by us with intense scowls on their faces. “Don’t you worry about him,” said the one on the right. “We’ll fix his wagon.” It was Purple Pom-Poms and her partner, Pink Pom-Poms, from the shop when I was trying to escape from Fergus.


  The ladies put on speed and got on either side of Victor. He looked frantically left and right. Purple Pom-Poms whacked him in the butt with her pole to keep him moving.


  “What are they going to do?” asked Nancy.


  “Give him a piece of their minds to feast upon, I imagine.” I poled up to the turn, but hung back, watching my fluffy defenders harangue Victor as he tried to escape and failed. The ladies announced loudly that he was with them. Next thing they were on a chair being whisked up the mountain. The last thing I heard was, “You are a disgusting excuse for a human being. Let me tell you why.” And they were gone.


  “Do you know those ladies?” asked Calvin, squeezing in beside me.


  “We met briefly,” I said. “They like Dickens.”


  Calvin was about to question me on the connection between Dickens and middle-aged lady crusaders when angry burst of cursing erupted behind us.


  “Shut up, you son of a bitch!” yelled Mickey. “We had an agreement.”


  “We had a discussion!” yelled Wade.


  We turned and there was DBD, red-faced and coming up fast from behind.


  “Let’s move it,” said Nancy. 


  We booked it into the main line. Unfortunately, everyone who was going on the American Eagle had the same idea. I guess nobody wanted to get in the middle of Mickey and Wade duking it out with poles in a crowded area.


  “You agreed last night!” yelled Mickey. “This is it, you egomaniacal dirtbag.”


  “Without me you’d be begging for session work at some third-rate studio!” yelled Wade.


  “Who do you think the talent is?”


  “Me! I’m the one they come to see.”


  “Wade, you’re just a hairdo!” yelled Mickey.


  “I’ve got the pipes!”


  “With nothing to say!”


  Somebody rammed into the back of my skis, but I kept my head down. I did not want to get in the middle of that mess.


  “I’ve got plenty to say and you’ll give me credit where credit is due or the world’s going to hear me.”


  “You better shut up or you’ll find yourself a tall man in a shallow grave!” yelled Mickey.


  “You don’t have the stones!”


  “I’ll find a stone and beat you with it.”


  “You can’t find your ass with both hands. Nina does all your thinking for you.”


  Mickey’s voice went up an octave into a scary range that said homicidal to me. “Don’t you say her name. You’re not fit to wash her stilettos.”


  “Don’t forget I gave her to you.”


  “You didn’t give me shit!”


  Jimmy Cave broke in. “Guys. Guys. We’re supposed to be chilling out. Skiing like old times.”


  “We’re supposed to be brokering a deal,” said Mickey.


  There was a loud crack of metal on plastic. Okay, that was enough. I wasn’t even in on the fight and my blood pressure was stepping up to critical. I whipped out my pepper spray and twisted around, waving the small canister in their faces. Just in time, too. Mickey had one pole in both hands and was about to crack Wade in the back of the neck. The useless bodyguards were behind them looking terrified, but doing nothing since they weren’t paid to protect the band from each other. 


  “Knock it off or I’m going to spray somebody and I really don’t care who!” I yelled.


  Wade and Mickey froze and stared at me.


  “Seek help! You’re too old for this crap!”


  Mickey dropped his pole and burst into laughter and suddenly everyone was laughing from the lift guys to the bodyguards. Everyone except Calvin, Nancy, and me. I don’t know what I looked like, but they looked like they’d been transported to another dimension where polite conversation and Scrabble didn’t exist. They were horrified.


  I turned back around, tucked my spray away, and poled forward. That was it. No more vacations with people. Next time I was going to fly off to a desert island and sit in the sand completely alone. No phone. No family. No maniacs.


  Jimmy poled up beside me on the main line. “You rock! I’ve got give it to Mickey. He knows how to hire.”


  “You people are insane,” I said. “Do not get on the lift with us. I’ll spray you on principle.”


  He laughed. He didn’t think I’d do it. I would so do it. I was up half the night. My body felt like someone had beat me with a baton. My boyfriend was MIA and I was skiing with the roboparents again. I was not in the mood for DBD.


  “Mercy!” yelled Mickey. “You’re with me.”


  “No, I’m not. You are certifiable and I don’t mean as a tax consultant. You are crazy.”


  Calvin, Nancy, and I poled away from Jimmy. We were next in line.


  “Good,” said Nancy. “That man is not a stable character. Who knows what he’d say to you.”


  Aw damn.


  I closed my eyes and slumped. What would he say? I was supposed to be getting in with DBD, asking questions, figuring out what their deal was.


  “I have to do it,” I said.


  “What?” asked Calvin. “Why?”


  “I’ll explain later,” I said.


  “I don’t think so,” said Nancy.


  “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”


  Sort of. Sometimes. A little.


  “Alright. If you insist,” said Calvin.


  The lift guy frantically waved them forward and then Mickey was in Calvin’s spot smiling like he hadn’t been ready to sever Wade’s spine a minute before.


  “I’m glad we got this chance to talk,” he said.


  “Damn straight!” yelled Wade. “Talk some sense to him, Miss Sexy Tits.”


  “I hate him,” I said.


  “We all do,” said Mickey as the lift chair scooped us up.


  I lowered the safety bar. I don’t know if it was for me or for Mickey. A just-in-case kind of thing. We were up above the trees in the silence of the cold morning and I wasn’t sure how to proceed. Mickey wasn’t right. That much was certain. Mom was always on me about never isolating myself with a crazy person aka suspect. I’d done it several times before and it never worked out for me. Mickey wasn’t exactly a suspect, but I was pretty sure being alone with him wasn’t a great move.


  “If you hate Wade, why in the hell are you trying to reform the band?” I asked.


  He smiled at me, handsome in his goggles and neck warmer. Not many guys could pull that off. “I’ve known Wade since I was fifteen and I’ve hated him since day one.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “You haven’t signed a confidentiality agreement yet.”


  “Things aren’t as secret as you may think.”


  He shifted in his seat and I became very aware of his poles. “Like what?”


  “Like Wade is blackmailing you over your connection to Open Mind Medicinals.”


  “Holy shit.” Mickey whistled. “I knew you were smart. How’d you put that together?”


  I shook my head. “Like I said, not exactly secret. Anybody could figure that out. The cops have.”


  “How’d you know that?”


  “That Detective Carey questioned me about Rory Dushane. He let it slip.”


  “Victor. That night in Aprés. He thinks he’s helping, but he just screws everything up.”


  “I’d have to agree with that. Why do you keep him around?” I asked.


  Mickey switched his poles to the hand away from me. “He’s a great manager. He can get concessions out of venues and our label that no one else could.”


  I laughed. “What’s he do? Hang them out windows by their ankles?”


  “Whatever works.” He grinned at me and I got the feeling he wasn’t entirely joking.


  “Take the good with the crazy, I guess, but he let the cat out of the bag,” I said.


  “Carey’s a good guy. He won’t let it slip to the media,” said Mickey.


  “Wade isn’t, but would it be so bad if people knew about your treatment?”


  “For the average guy, no. But I have an image to project. Depression doesn’t jive with that. I’m supposed to be a party guy. I need this quiet. Will you do that for me?”


  “Of course, but why get back together at all?” I asked.


  Mickey smiled and looked up at the swirling clouds. “I’m an artist. I’d never tell him this, but I need Wade. He brings it out in me. I tried it on my own. It didn’t work. I need the— ”


  “Violence?”


  “Maybe. It just works when we’re together and I need to work. I’m empty without it.”


  “So you’re the driving force behind the reunion?” I asked.


  “Hardly. That was Darren,” he said.


  I looked away into the trees to hide my interest. “Really. I thought he wasn’t that into the band when you were together before.”


  Mickey didn’t answer and I turned back. Damn. I could tell by the set of his jaw I wouldn’t get anything out of him about Darren. Whatever was driving this reunion was a bigger secret than Mickey’s illness. I had to change the conversation.


  “How’s Nina?” I asked.


  Mickey’s shoulders relaxed. “Bruised, but better. The shoulder is healing and the concussion is minor. Thank you for sending Pete to the hospital. He really put her at ease and explained everything.”


  “He’s great that way.”


  “Nina’s anxious for you to sign on the dotted line,” he said.


  The end of the lift came into sight and a little thrill of fear went through me. I’d never felt that way before, not while skiing anyway. Myrtle and Millicent called me their ski cheetah, fast and fearless. Of course this was the first ski trip that I’d been squashed by Uncle Morty and had a couple of attempted murders in the vicinity. Still, I didn’t like the fear in me. It wasn’t a comfortable fit.


  “What’s the hurry?” I asked.


  “She thinks you’ll get scared off by the craziness.”


  “I don’t scare easily.”


  Not usually anyway.


  I uncrossed my skis and said, “I am curious about Rory Dushane though.”


  “God that’s a tragedy. Cullum, his father, is wrecked.”


  “So you knew Rory?”


  “Since I started treatment with Cullum ten years ago. Why?”


  “Because I think the attacks are connected. Rory had your medication with him, didn’t he?”


  Mickey’s voice went deeper. “Yes. I can’t tell you how much I regret asking him to deliver it up here. Usually I just go down to the Springs and pick it up, but with all this going on with Wade…”


  “It’s not your fault,” I said. “So I’m right in thinking you didn’t get what you need?”


  “You’re right. Cullum’s assistant is trying to make another batch but it will be small. They didn’t have a lot of the right strain left.”


  I wanted to ask if he’d tried conventional therapies, but Cullum was the treatment of last resort, not first. “How did Wade find out about your treatment? You started after the band broke up.”


  “I don’t know. On that note, I wanted to ask you something?”


  Oh, no. Please don’t ask for nude photos or anything gross.


  “How did you happen to be here this particular weekend?” asked Mickey; the jaw was set again.


  We put up the safety bar and tipped up our skis in anticipation of our exit.


  “Pete’s parents picked it. Why do you ask?”


  We hit the slope and slid down, no falling and it’s a good thing, too. I was so sore I probably would need help to get up again. Nancy and Calvin waved at us from the sign pointing the way to the Excelorator lift. That’s what I needed, another trip down Mine Dump. Maybe I could just slide down on my butt after everyone had gone ahead. I really didn’t want to fall and the way my legs felt it was guaranteed.


  I started for Calvin and Nancy, but Mickey put his pole in front of me. “Your father had nothing to do with it?”


  I must’ve looked shocked because Mickey said, “I guess not.”


  “My dad didn’t even want me to go on this trip,” I said. “He thinks it means I’m getting serious about Pete.”


  He nodded and the rest of DBD got off the lift. Wade was smiling and hamming it up with his groupies, although I have to say they looked a lot less happy now than they did at the bottom of the lift.


  “What’s with the teenage girls?” I asked. “Is this just for show or what?”


  “With Wade it’s hard to separate the show from real life. Actually, I take that back. It’s all the same thing. He does seem to like Jessie more than the others, but they’re all replaceable.”


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” I said.


  “Neither do they, once they figure it out,” said Mickey.


  “Who’s Jessie?”


  “The dark-haired one, which is odd. Jessie seems to have a little more going on upstairs than his usual arm candy.” He grinned. “Maybe he’s growing up at last.”


  Just then Wade decided to stick his tongue down the throat of one of the blonds. Nice.


  “I seriously doubt it,” I said.


  Mickey laughed. “Me, too, but I keep hoping.”


  Jessie watched Wade sucking face with the blond, yet another scowl on her pretty face. I wondered what her story was. If she had the brain Mickey suspected of her, she should’ve been in college, not humping an aging rocker who didn’t give a crap about her. My heart went all soft. Girls got off the right track all the time. Not girls like me. I had so many people keeping me on the track, I couldn’t see to make a turn. Just when I was feeling all friendly toward the girl, she turned and her scowl intensified. I swear she would’ve spit in my direction if she could’ve reached me. There were just some women who saw me as competition no matter what. Clearly, Jessie and I weren’t going to be friends.


  “Mercy!” yelled Nancy.


  I waved and said to Mickey, “I have to go. We’ll talk later.”


  “We’ll get that paperwork done.”


  I nodded because what else could I do? In truth my mind was already onto other things. Mickey had planted a seed of suspicion. Dad could’ve had everything to do with my being at Copper. He was all about being in the right place at the right time. And that week was turning out to be just that. 
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  We skied for the rest of the day. Pete did not join as advertised. He sent a series of excuses ranging from the so-called injured ankle to calling St. Louis to check on patients. I wasn’t buying it. Calvin and Nancy weren’t either, but their reaction wasn’t to get angry with Pete or guilt trip him as my parents would’ve done. They just skied harder. To my surprise, after the first couple of runs my legs loosened up and I began to enjoy myself. Sometimes I skied with Mickey and his bodyguards. They stuck to green runs or easy blues, because Mickey had had two knee replacements. I guess life on the road is harder than it looks. I rode the lift with him several more times and was able to cobble together a little more information. He had no idea why either Rory or Nina had been attacked, but he wasn’t in denial. He knew it had to do with him and the band. He was less certain about the fire being connected. His meds weren’t in Rory’s condo and he couldn’t see why anyone would want to hurt Kera. He didn’t want to talk about the band or their breakup. All the skiing gave me time to think, but it wasn’t very useful. I was missing some vital piece to the puzzle, but I was convinced that Mickey didn’t know what it was.


  After lunch, Fergus showed up, continually blushing when Kera’s name was mentioned. He stayed behind me for the rest of the day with Mickey’s bodyguards and I took tons of pictures of them. It was a bodyguard sandwich. Mickey’s two bodyguards flanking my bodyguard, two pieces of Texas toast with a pickle slice between.


  Calvin and Nancy, the roboparents, lived up to their name by going hard and never going home. They went down blues with us sometimes but always swerved into blacks when they had the chance. My parents weren’t exactly out of shape, but they’d have been in the hot tub long before dark.


  The sun began to go down, casting the mountains in grey, gloomy shadow. I rode the lift one more time with Mickey. Our trio of bodyguards rode on the chair behind us. Fergus was chattering away with Marcus and Devon. They appeared to be fascinated with each other’s lives. Marcus and Devon were former college football players, who’d been talked into getting degrees in Construction Management and, my favorite, Forestry. Like Marcus, who’d never been camping, was going to be a forest ranger. Fergus had attended Eton and would go to Oxford after spending a year running around after me. He played cricket and as much as Marcus and Devon tried to explain football, he couldn’t comprehend it.


  Mickey and I slid off the lift and followed Nancy and Calvin right toward Bittersweet.


  “I’ve been thinking,” I said to Mickey.


  “About?”


  “Wade. How did he find out about your arrangement with the Dushanes?”


  “I don’t know. He just called me up one day and he knew.”


  “Is that how you ended up discussing a reunion? He’s blackmailing you. That’s pretty obvious.”


  Mickey shook his head. “No. We were already talking about a reunion. He’s using the Dushane connection to get his way.”


  “What does he want?”


  Mickey shook his head when we reached Calvin and Nancy.


  “Last run,” said Nancy. “I’ll make dinner. Then we’ll have a nice quiet evening.”


  I’m so scared.


  “What are you making?” I asked.


  “Pete’s favorite, vegetable soup,” she said. “See you at home.”


  And they were off. Mickey and I poled up to the edge.


  “What’s that face?” asked Mickey. “Can’t she cook?”


  “If anyone can ruin veggie soup, it’s Nancy. She’s a menace.”


  Mickey laughed and then said, “You asked what Wade wants.”


  “Yes?”


  “He wants a writing credit on every song,” he said.


  I lifted my goggles and looked at him without the haze of pink. “I assume he doesn’t actually write anything.”


  “Not a word. Not a note. It’s about control. If they’re his songs too, he gets a say over their use, sampling, covers, and most importantly a larger cut of the profits.”


  “Are you going to do it? I don’t see how it’s worth it.”


  Mickey wrapped his pole straps around his wrists. “You wouldn’t. You haven’t been me. I have to get it back. What am I without the music?” He poled over to the edge and I watched him glide away. Marcus and Devon passed me on either side. They were so large they raised a breeze at the nape of my neck. The bodyguards did their best to keep up, but were woefully lacking. They had none of Mickey’s grace or skill.


  Fergus stopped beside me and I lowered my goggles. “Did you find anything out?”


  “Some. Did you know that Mickey hasn’t written a good song in ten years?”


  “No, I didn’t. He said his solo career went nowhere. What else?”


  “They think Wade Cave caused Mickey’s brother’s death. I didn’t know he had a brother.”


  A laughing family swished by us yelling things like, “Last one down does the dishes.” There were two boys. Brothers.


  “He did,” I said. “But I don’t know anything about him. Marcus and Devon think Wade killed the brother?”


  Fergus shrugged one thin shoulder. “That’s what they said. They do not like Wade, but they love Mickey. They’d do anything for him.”


  Mickey wasn’t the only one with a loyal fan. Unless I was totally off base someone was willing to do anything for Wade.


  The darkness was coming fast. It does in the mountains. I couldn’t see the village below with its warmth and joy. Up there on the mountain, it just got a lot colder. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Nineteen


  



  Smell is a curious sense. It has the power to bring back memories one would rather forget. Grandma’s vegetable soup for instance. It’d taken us a while to get down the mountain and put up our skis. My legs were feeling better, but not better enough to take more than a leisurely glide down.


  When the elevator door opened, Fergus wrinkled his nose. “Nancy’s cooking.”


  “Want to come to dinner?” I asked, not quite ready to step off.


  Fergus, always polite, said, “No, thank you. Aaron’s making muffulettas. I don’t know what that is, but it will be better than that smell.” He held back the door and nudged me out.


  “Take me with you,” I said.


  “I’ll save you some.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  He grinned at me as the door closed. “I know.”


  I slumped and dragged myself to the condo door. The smell got stronger and stronger. I got out my phone and called my mother.


  “Hello, honeybabe,” she said. “How’s the trip?”


  “It’s okay.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m standing outside the condo and I swear I can smell Grandma Tilly’s vegetable soup,” I said.


  “No. It’s not possible. That recipe died with her.”


  “Smells like Pete’s mother has resurrected it.”


  I rested my head on the wall beside the door. So tired and hungry.


  “Tilly’s recipe was from the Great Depression. Nobody would make that,” said Mom, chuckling.


  My great-grandmother Tilly was many things. A great cook wasn’t one of them. She passed away when I was eight, but I could still remember her strange table with a jar of Tang in the center, mayonnaise jar for flowers, and threadbare napkins that she refused to throw away. None of her silverware matched and potatoes were included in every meal. Great-Grandma Tilly bought her potatoes in fifty-pound sacks and kept them in the cool basement along with hundreds of jars of canned vegetables from her garden. She was a great seamstress and that was how they survived the Depression. I had a collection of beautiful dresses that she’d made me. Mom had inherited the recipes and she threatened Dad with olive loaf when he made her mad occasionally.


  “I’m telling you she’s making it, Mom.”


  “It’s not the same if you don’t use tomato juice. No spices. Zero. Not even salt.”


  “How am I going to eat this? It’s so bad.”


  “Oh please. You do so many disgusting things as a nurse, you can eat that soup.”


  “If I ask you something about Dad will you tell me the truth?” I asked.


  “Maybe.”


  “Did he have anything to do with us coming to Copper on this particular week?”


  Mom didn’t hesitate. “I have no idea. Why would he?”


  “Just wondering. I’ll call you later, if I survive.”


  She laughed. “Drama queen. Have some whiskey. That’s what I did to wash down Tilly’s soup.”


  I made a gagging noise. “I hate whiskey.”


  “You’ll hate that soup worse, honeybabe.”


  We hung up and I thought about Dad. He didn’t always tell Mom everything, especially if it had to do with me. Mom didn’t know that Dad had me tailing suspects when I was still a teenager for instance. He mightn’t have told her about putting me at Copper. Uncle Morty and Aaron showing up was crazy suspicious. Dad was a liar when it suited his purposes, but Calvin and Nancy weren’t. They’d tell me or at least show me the truth in their faces. I took a deep breath and opened the door. Okay. Whiskey was definitely going to happen. There was no grease cloud, but the smell was thick and lay on the surfaces, waiting to be stirred up by my footsteps. And it was, a swirling stink that ought to have been barf green in color to match the canned asparagus that was most certainly floating around in Nancy’s soup.


  “You’re back,” she said from the kitchen.


  I went in, reluctant to move in closer, but forced myself to do it. A neat row of cans was lined up on the counter: asparagus, big mealy butter beans, peas, creamed corn, mushrooms, and spinach. Then I saw it, the canned tomato juice, a whole six-pack of tastelessness.


  “Hard at work already,” I said. What else could I say at such a sight?


  “This is my grandmother’s recipe,” she said, happily. “It’s been in the family for eighty years.”


  “A tradition then. Where’s Pete?”


  “We haven’t seen him. Probably out saving the world, one broken wrist at a time,” said Nancy. 


  My phone dinged. It was Pete. “Mt me @ HT.”


  “HT?” I texted back.


  “Hot tub.”


  Hooray. An escape from the smell.


  “Be right there,” I typed and then looked up at Nancy to tell her. Steam was billowing out of the pot and I could hear the rolling boil because canned veggies need to be boiled.


  “That was Pete. I’m meeting him at the hot tub,” I said.


  “Don’t be long. This will only take another thirty minutes,” she said.


  Thirty minutes of boiling. Wow.


  “Okay.” I dashed into the bedroom, put on my bikini and a small terrycloth robe that came with the room. My pepper spray fit neatly in the pocket, but the taser wouldn’t, so I left it. Nancy was still in the kitchen with a wooden spoon doing a taste test. I ran out before I could be recruited for a second opinion.


  I scanned the hallway for shadowy figures in black, but I was alone for the first time since I’d been in Colorado. No Wallace. No Fergus standing three paces behind. It should’ve felt freeing. Instead, my senses were all jangled and frayed. The hot tub would fix all that, the heat and Pete. That’s what I needed, but I wasn’t going to get it. 
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  Copper One’s exercise room was empty. No surprise there. Who went on a ski vacation and spent their time on a Stairmaster anyway? I walked through the small room, took off my robe, and hung it on a treadmill railing. The hot tub beyond the glass wall and door was steaming like Nancy’s pot. I couldn’t see Pete but the tub was huge and raised. I took a deep breath and opened the door. OMG. That was cold. Nothing like twelve degrees on bare skin. I slipped around on the iced-over concrete as I dashed for the steps. I ran up, kicked off my flip-flops and practically dove in. The heat shocked me more than the cold, but in a good way. All my muscles went loose and I was instantly exhausted. My hair curled in the steam and I wiped it from my eyes, realizing, quite unexpectedly, that I was alone. The huge tub was empty. That Pete. I hadn’t got another text from him and, if he’d dumped me for another broken limb, he was going to hear about it in a huge way. 


  I walked around the edge of the tub, up to my chest in roiling water, and settled on the other side with a good view of the door. What had Pete said? He’d meet me there or that he was already there? My mind was so mushy from the delicious heat enveloping me, I couldn’t remember. I definitely wasn’t getting out of the tub to retrieve my phone. Getting back inside after the hot tub was an experience you only want to do once a night what with the ice and frigidity.


  I positioned myself in front of a jet and let it massage my aching lower back. My eyes were closed and my head thrown back when I heard a sound from high above the tub. The tinny sound of music coming out of a boom box. I could’ve used some music, but I wasn’t sure about the salsa they were playing. It was a little too energetic for me. The music got louder and I opened my eyes just in time to see a grey object fly over a condo’s railing on the third floor. I screamed and dove under the water. The box impacted behind my feet and there was a weird pop that echoed through the water. I burst up out of the water in the center of the tub, gasping and wiping my eyes. The shattered remains of a boom box floated in the water.


  “What the hell!” I screamed. “Are you freaking crazy? There are people down here!”


  Just then another object dropped into the tub with a little plunk. I couldn’t see what it was. And then another, this time a small portable TV the size of a toaster. I dove for the exit, screaming my head off and cursing like Uncle Morty when one of his Star Wars characters got offed.


  There were more plops behind me, but I didn’t stop to look. Why did the tub have to be so big and deep? I lunged for the railing and heard a sort of whistling noise. I looked and saw a white microwave falling straight for me. I plunged backward and the microwave hit the water right where I’d been. There was screaming and it wasn’t just me. I went around the microwave, dashed to bits on the stairs, and hauled myself up on the side. I slipped and fell harder than I’d ever fallen on my rear. Good thing I’m so well-padded. I ran for the glass door, wrenched it open, and grabbed my robe. My hands were shaking so bad I couldn’t turn on my phone. The exercise room door flew open and my friends, the pom-pom ladies, ran in.


  “Are you alright?” asked Purple Pom-Poms.


  I stuttered.


  She put my robe on my shaking body and wrapped her arms around me. “You’re okay. We’ve got you. Lisle has called 911.”


  Lisle aka Pink Pom-Poms was looking through the glass wall and turned around to face us. “You know what? I think someone was trying to kill you.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty


  



  I sat on the treadmill wrapped in blankets and watched two security guys fish appliance parts out of the hot tub. Lisle and Roberta, the pom-pom ladies, were answering Detective Carey’s questions. Basically, they knew nothing of any use. Their balcony overlooked the hot tub two doors down from the balcony where the appliances were thrown. The dividing wall blocked their view. Roberta had been mixing whiskey sours when she heard me screaming and then the two of them ran down.


  Detective Carey had two patrolmen canvassing the other rooms with a view, but he looked doubtful about it. The condo in question was empty and they were trying to track down the renters. It looked like all the appliances had been taken from that room, given the empty spaces on the shelves. The door was intact and whoever did it had a keycard. The only thing I did learn was that Rory’s key to his condo was missing, presumably taken after the attack. At first, the cops didn’t even realize the key was gone because he had several door keys on his ring to his mother’s office, his father’s office, and their house. The officers also let it slip that Rory’s wallet was filled with cash and his credit cards. His attacker had taken nothing but the key and his bag with the cannabis oil.


  “Mercy?” Detective Carey came over to me. “We don’t need you down here anymore. I’m going to take you back up to your condo.”


  “No,” I said, surprising myself with the ferocity of my reply. 


  He glanced at Lisle and Roberta as if to get some insight into this mysterious reaction, but they were as surprised as I was. All I knew was that I didn’t want to go back to Nancy and Calvin. As nice as they were, they weren’t my family. I wanted my family, my people. I wanted Uncle Morty, Rodney, and especially Aaron. Aaron who never said a bad word. Aaron who brought chocolate to all occasions.


  “Are you planning to stay here?” asked Detective Carey.


  “I’ll go to my uncle Morty’s.”


  “Why do you call him your uncle?”


  I got to my feet in slow painful movements. My muscles has seized up in the chill of the exercise room. “It’s an honorary title. Morty is my father’s best friend.”


  Lisle rubbed my back. “Is there anything we can do?”


  “I don’t think so, but you’ve helped me three times now. If you ever need an investigation done, call Tommy Watts of St. Louis and mention this trip. My dad will take care of you,” I said, hugging both Lisle and Roberta.


  “You’re a private investigator?” asked Roberta. “That explains a lot.”


  “I wish it did,” said Detective Carey. “Good night, ladies and thanks for your help.”


  We walked out to the elevator and the good detective kept his hand on my elbow. I guess he thought I might keel over from shock and he wasn’t that off base. I was light-headed and the hallway felt like a tunnel.


  “So I take it this kind of thing has never happened to you before,” he said.


  “Having appliances launched at my head?” I asked.


  “It’s pretty safe to assume that’s a first. No, I meant someone trying to kill you. We have people you can speak to about this. It can have lasting effects.” His voice was low and gentle as if talking to a skittish horse.


  I chuckled and leaned on his arm. “Hardly.”


  “This has happened before?”


  “It’s not an everyday occurrence but yes.”


  “People have tried to kill you?”


  “Yes. It’s not even the first time on this trip,” I said, stepping into the elevator.


  Detective Carey forgot to walk for a second and I ended up dragging him inside. “What did I miss?”


  “You didn’t miss anything. We just mistook the target.”


  He groaned and craned his neck back. “Nina Symoan. That was meant for you.”


  “Afraid so. We both look like Marilyn and our ski outfits are very similar. Black pants and purple jackets. Our skis are the Rossignols in white. We would be easy to confuse.”


  “So maybe there isn’t a connection to DBD. That would make my life easier,” said Detective Carey.


  “You’re forgetting the cannabis that Rory was carrying for Mickey. It’s still missing. I think they wanted to keep that medication away from Mickey.”


  He nodded. “To stop Mickey’s treatment. Sounds like Wade Cave to me.”


  “Doesn’t he have an alibi?”


  “He was asleep.”


  “Alone?” I asked.


  “What do you think?”


  “Which girl?”


  “Jessie something, but she was asleep, too.”


  The elevator opened and we walked down the hall past Rory’s still taped off condo.


  “Well, it wasn’t Wade that hit Nina. He’s too big. Darren fits. He wants the band back together in a huge way and Mickey’s the holdout.”


  “What makes you say that?” asked Detective Carey. “When I interviewed Darren he was neutral on the band’s reunion.”


  “He’s not neutral. Not even close. He threatened me,” I said.


  We stopped in front of Uncle Morty’s door.


  “What did he say exactly?”


  “Basically that he needed the reunion and that I better shut up and color,” I said.


  Detective Carey took off his hat and ran his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. “I can see why Darren would attack Rory, if getting Mickey’s oil was his goal, but you and Kera? I don’t see the connection. Tell me everything that happened when Darren threatened you.”


  I gave him a full rundown although my feet had turned to ice cubes. He typed everything into his phone. “It’s time,” he said, “to take a closer look at Mr. Echols.”


  “I agree.” I knocked on the door and smiled at the faint noise of blasters going off on the other side. Must be another tournament going on.


  Uncle Morty yanked open the door and yelled, “What?” Then his eyes focused on me. “What happened to you?”


  “Someone tried to kill me in the hot tub,” I said.


  Uncle Morty stomped out of the doorway, picked me up in a huge bear hug, and carried me inside yelling, “Aaron, chocolate! Fergus, scotch!”


  He settled me on the easy chair next to the sofa where none other than Pete sat, looking horrified and holding a game controller.


  “Where the hell have you been?” I asked.


  “What happened?” asked Pete.


  “You texted me to meet you at the hot tub or at least your phone did and someone tried to flatten me with a microwave.”


  Pete’s mouth dropped open and Fergus ran over, handing me his flask. Uncle Morty insisted I take a drink that burned like acid going down and then yelled at Aaron, who I hadn’t seen yet. Rodney came in on his crutches, carrying blankets in his mouth and dropped them on my lap. Then he went into the kitchen talking about how red beans and rice would cure what ails me. Meanwhile Pete had done nothing. You’d never know he was good in an actual emergency. The guy did ER rotations for heaven’s sake.


  “Hello!”


  Pete dropped his controller and tried to examine me.


  “If you touch me, I’ll drop a microwave on you and I won’t miss,” I said. 


  “I don’t understand what’s happening here,” he said. “I didn’t text you,”


  “Yeah, I got that much. Where’s your phone and what are you doing here?”


  Uncle Morty barged in and stuck a meaty finger in Pete’s face. “Gimme the damn phone.”


  “I lost it,” said Pete, once again trying to examine me. I smacked his hand.


  Uncle Morty started hollering about compromised security and Detective Carey quickly explained the situation.


  Uncle Morty pointed at Pete again. “Security!”


  “What exactly happened?” asked Pete.


  “Dr. Lindstrom,” said Detective Carey, “your phone gave access to Mercy and allowed her to be lured to a location where she would be isolated.”


  “Who kills people with microwaves?”


  “I admit it’s unusual, but it does give the killer distance and ease of escape afterward.”


  Uncle Morty had sat down with two laptops and began typing furiously while Detective Carey questioned Pete on where he lost the phone. He and Aaron went to get hot dogs from Copper Red Hots and that was the last time he saw it on the counter. Detective Carey asked who else was there, but it was lunchtime and the place was hopping. Anyone could’ve swiped it off the counter.


  “Security!” yelled Uncle Morty.


  Aaron put a mug in my hands and stood over me with hands clasped. I sipped and a feeling of ultimate well-being washed over me. I smiled up at Aaron. “Just what I needed. New chocolate?”


  He clapped and went up on the balls of his feet. “Pucinni Bomboni.”


  “Italian?”


  “Dutch. You want more?”


  “Absolutely.” I sipped. Aaron’s hot chocolates must be sipped to truly be appreciated.


  Detective Carey finished typing in a few more notes and told me never to be alone. No problem there. I wouldn’t be hot tubbing alone again for quite some time. “Where’s Kera?” he asked.


  “Still at work,” said Fergus. “I’m supposed to go get her in a minute.”


  “I’ll go with you,” said Detective Carey.


  He and Fergus left and I sat back, my eyes on Pete.


  “Will you at least tell me how you’re feeling?” he asked.


  “I have Aaron’s hot chocolate in my hand so better.” I glared at him and I could see he didn’t know how to take it, especially since he hadn’t actually done anything on purpose. I don’t think I’d ever been mad at him before. Frustrated maybe. “What are you doing here?”


  “I dropped by to check on Wallace.” He looked to the left of my face when he said it. A dead giveaway. Liar.


  “I don’t believe you. We’ve been here for days and we haven’t skied once. You’ve always got an excuse. What is going on?”


  “Nothing.”


  Uncle Morty reached over and popped him in the back of the head. “Tell her, skinny. It’s about time.”


  My eyes narrowed to slits. I would say I was seeing red, but it was more of a mauve. “Tell me what.”


  “Nothing,” said Pete.


  Smack. Uncle Morty didn’t even look up.


  “Alright. Fine,” said Pete. “You want to know. I’ll tell you. I’m a nerd.”


  I rolled my eyes. “You’re a nerd. Please. What a news bulletin. Now tell me the truth.”


  “That is the truth. I was trying to hide it, but there it is,” said Pete.


  “Well, you’ve done a piss-poor job of it. I know you’re a nerd. Everyone knows that. You read textbooks for fun. Hell, Rory Dushane knew it and he never even spoke to you. He called you Bill Nye the Science Guy.”


  “I’m not that obvious.”


  “You’re Captain Obvious,” said Uncle Morty. “Tell her or I will.”


  “Are you saying you know Pete better than I do?” I asked.


  “Yep. You’re pretty clueless.” He glared at me. “Drink your chocolate.”


  I sipped obediently, but only because I wanted to. “What don’t I know?”


  Pete stuttered and I thought Uncle Morty would smack him again but instead he continued to type like mad. “He’s one of us.”


  Rodney came in now carrying a heating pad. Pete plugged it in and put it behind my back.


  “One of who?” I asked.


  “Us,” said Rod as he got in the other easy chair and elevated his feet.


  “You?”


  “Us.”


  Uncle Morty growled and pointed at Pete. “He games with us. He’s a cyber freak. Dungeons and Dragons. Star Trek. Star Wars. He owns light sabers. He uses them.”


  I gasped, “No.”


  Pete hung his head. “I know it’s not cool.”


  That’s an understatement.


  “I thought you were just a science nerd,” I said.


  “I’m all nerd. One hundred percent.”


  “So…” I looked around at all the gaming consoles and whatnot. “You’re all here because…”


  “Pete asked us,” said Rodney. “A gaming getaway. Awesome.”


  I twisted in my seat and leaned over to Pete sitting all flushed on the sofa next to the leader of all nerds Uncle Morty. “You’ve been here the whole time. Instead of skiing with me.”


  “I hate skiing. It’s not at all like sitting. Are we still going out?”


  Uncle Morty growled, “You better be. I ain’t breaking up my crew. Do you know how hard it is to find a cleric?”


  “You know this stuff isn’t real, right?” I asked.


  Then Uncle Morty pointed at me. “Don’t ever say that.” He went back to typing and scanned some document and I got one of those feelings. Something was about to come down on me.


  “So what are you thinking?” asked Pete.


  “I’m thinking how come I didn’t know this before? I’ve been to your apartment. I’ve never seen evidence of this.” I waved at the room that was filled with controllers, consoles, legos, light sabers etc…


  Pete’s pale cheeks pinked up. “I hid it.”


  “You put all your nerd junk away, so I wouldn’t see it?” I asked.


  Uncle Morty pointed at me. “Not junk.”


  “Um, gaming paraphernalia then.”


  “I didn’t think you’d want to know,” said Pete. “You always say…”


  Uncle Morty gave me the stink eye. “What does she say?”


  No. No. No. Don’t say it. Gaming is awesome. Not a waste of time. Not at all. Gaming is freaking awesome.


  “Nothing,” said Pete. “Mercy likes to get out, go places, do things.”


  Real things.


  “Alright then,” said Uncle Morty and he went back to his manic typing.


  “So let’s get this straight,” I said. “You have light sabers?”


  “Yes.” Pete got a little more pink.


  “How many?”


  “Thiry-two counting the vintage collector’s editions.”


  Holy crap!


  “That’s a lot of light sabers,” I said, because what else could I say. It was a tremendous amount of light sabers. Why couldn’t he just play golf and wear goofy pants like all the other doctors. And then it hit me. Like all the other doctors. What was I thinking? I wasn’t like every other girlfriend what with the whole father detective thing, why should I expect Pete to be so-called normal.


  I reached over and pulled him to me. “I don’t care. You don’t have to wear ugly pants.”


  “Huh?”


  I kissed him hard and it got a little slobbery. Rodney was grossing out in the background, but I may as well get used to the nerd patrol in this aspect of my life, too. They weren’t going anywhere.


  “So we’re good?” asked Pete.


  “Absolutely.”


  “You’re not good.” Uncle Morty looked up and I swear the room went dead silent. I think Rod stopped breathing.


  “What?” I asked in my innocent voice. I don’t know why I bothered. Uncle Morty never thinks I’m innocent, even when I am.


  “I just got into Carey’s phone. He’s got some pretty interesting ideas about you,” he said.


  I swallowed. “A lot of people do. Thanks to the internet.”


  “It ain’t about the internet.”


  What the heck did Carey say? He couldn’t know about Keegan…


  “What’s it about?” asked Pete and we both looked at my adorable skinny nerd. A nerd that wasn’t ready for all aspects of my life, just like I wasn’t ready for all of his.


  Aaron came in with his French hot chocolate pot and refilled my mug. “Nancy’s worried.”


  “I bet she is,” said Uncle Morty. “You two disappear and we got her dog.”


  I sat up. “Wallace. OMG. Where is she?”


  “On my bed,” said Rodney.


  I ran into the bedroom, glad for an escape. Wallace was on Rod’s pillow doing her upside-down donut and snoring. She wasn’t wearing her red turtleneck anymore, but a black tee. I popped back into the living room. “What’s she wearing?”


  Rodney grinned. “We bought her a Copper Mountain tee. She likes it.”


  “Where’s the sweater?”


  “Aaron sent it to be washed. It was barfy.”


  “Oh, thanks, I said. “Is she okay?”


  “I gave her a milk tonic,” said Aaron.


  I bit my lip afraid to ask. “Did this tonic have perhaps maybe a little alcohol in it?” I couldn’t believe Wallace hadn’t woken up to bite the crap out of me without a little help.


  “Perhaps? Maybe?” bellowed Uncle Morty. “Hell, yes. She got a little of the good stuff. Knocked her little butt out. Let’s get back to the main topic.”


  Let’s not.


  I got my phone and checked for texts. There were about thirty-five from Nancy slowly escalating in panic level.


  “She’s gonna call the police,” said Aaron.


  “Yeah, she is.” I pulled Pete to his feet. “You better go there now and put out the mom fire.”


  “Aren’t you coming?”


  “In a minute. I’ve got to…got to…get Wallace awake and functioning before she sees him.”


  “Right.” He went to the door and hesitated. “Should I tell them about the hot tub thing?”


  I looked at Uncle Morty, not sure of how to proceed. The hot tub opened up a whole shit storm of Watts family traits, the investigating, the crazy, and that’s just my parents.


  “Tell ‘em,” said Uncle Morty. “Tell ‘em everything.”


  “Everything?” Pete asked slowly.


  “If you don’t, I will,” he said. “Mercy ain’t nothing to be ashamed of. Prove you’re good enough for her. The jury’s still out as of now.”


  “They’ll want to know why someone tried to kill her.”


  “If they don’t, they’re brain dead. Tell them who she is, cause she ain’t gonna change. Mercy would’ve found your light sabers eventually, if you get my drift.”


  “About the Bleds,” said Pete. “I’ll leave that for later.” Then he went out the door.


  “What’s that about the old bats?” asked Uncle Morty.


  “I really don’t know. He had me lie about knowing Myrtle and Millicent.”


  He stroked his keyboard. “I’ll figure that out after I get some answers.”


  “Did you find out why Darren is so interested in getting the band back together?” I asked.


  “First you’ll tell me why Carey thinks you’re hiding something about Rory Dushane and the night he was attacked.”


  Because I am.


  I shrugged. “Can’t control the man’s thoughts.”


  “I happen to agree with him. Spill it.”


  “Nothing to say.”


  “Well, I’ve got something to say to Tommy. Your dad’ll be pretty damn interested in somebody trying to kill his baby girl.”


  “He’ll say it’s my fault. That I should’ve known the text was hinky or something,” I said.


  “You should’ve, but that don’t change anything. You’re up to something.”


  “Whatever.” I crossed my arms. The worst Dad would do to me was show up and not speak to me while he investigated. I figured I could take that, if I had to. I wasn’t talking about Keegan.


  Uncle Morty leaned back, his big belly blocking his screen. “I’ll call Carolina. She’ll be here and pestering you so bad, you’ll wish that microwave’d got ya.”


  Ahhhhhhh! Not Mom!


  “Can’t you just investigate DBD like a normal hacker?” I asked.


  “Ain’t no such thing as a normal hacker.” He inclined his head toward his second screen. “Oh look here. What’s this? Could it be Open Mind Medicinals files? Could there be a mention of a Mercy Watts in there?”


  Sweat ran down my sides soaking my bikini bottoms. I’m not normally a sweaty girl, but oh crap this was bad. If Uncle Morty found out about Keegan, I didn’t know what he would do. Telling Dad was a given.


  “Go ahead,” I said in what I hoped was a nonchalant voice.


  Aaron picked up my mug and gave it to me. I definitely needed chocolate and I was pleased to see my hands were steady.


  “Did Cullum Dushane hire you before you arrived at Copper?” asked Uncle Morty.


  “No.”


  “At least that’s the truth. Why won’t you tell me? You think I ain’t got your back?”


  “I think you’ve got Dad’s back.” Damn. It just slipped out.


  “And this’ll hurt Tommy. That it?”


  I didn’t reply. What was I going to do? This was supposed to be easy. Get the oil and get it home. Nobody had to know. Nobody had to get indicted. Nobody’s reputation was supposed to be sullied.


  “I can’t let you hurt Tommy,” he said softly. I didn’t know his big gruff voice could be so soft.


  “I know, so just leave it alone. Trust me to know what I’m doing.”


  He laughed, jiggling his laptops like crazy. “No can do. I gotta know. Can’t stand the suspense. You know what I’m capable of and I doubt Open Mind can withstand me. Nobody has before.”


  “I’m a drug smuggler,” I said. “Happy now?”


  Uncle Morty’s mouth dropped open in shock. That was a little satisfaction for me, but it didn’t last long. 


  



  



  



  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-One


  



  “There’s a video!” I yelled. “Go find that!”


  My ears hurt. Everything hurt. Uncle Morty had been bellowing for thirty minutes straight. When Fergus and Kera came back, I thought I might get a reprieve, but no. He sent them down to Calvin and Nancy with the muffulettas and the red beans and rice. So it was just me and my nerd posse sitting in a storm of cursing that made my father’s previous rantings seem like mild disapproval. Uncle Morty yelled so much the neighbors called the manager and he had to come up and face the raging elephant seal I called my uncle.


  “I don’t care about any damn video!” he yelled.


  The timid manager’s pleas hadn’t done much for the decibel level. Aaron went over and fed the neighbors hot chocolate and paninis to keep them from complaining again. Rodney sat on the sofa with headphones, playing Star Trek something or other, totally oblivious to my fate.


  “You’d care if you saw it!” I yelled. “I didn’t agree to this for my own self-interest, you know!”


  “I don’t know. First the Fibonaccis and now this!”


  “Should I have let Lucia die? Is that it? That would’ve gone over well with Calpurnia Fibonacci.”


  “So now you’re some kinda benevolent force?”


  “I’m unlucky that’s what. If Rory hadn’t been attacked, you’d never have known about any of this,” I said.


  “Carey’s on to you. He knows you’ve got something to do with Open Mind Medicinals. It’s only a matter of time before he puts it together that you didn’t just accidentally meet Rory that night. Nothing that happens around you is an accident.” Uncle Morty’s voice went all creaky. He’d finally tweaked his throat and his next words were barely audible. Something about my being an idiot.


  I plopped down on the easy chair and burst into tears. I’d been holding it in, but I couldn’t anymore and it pissed me off so much I can’t even tell you how mad I was. I hate crying, especially when I shouldn’t be crying. I tried to do something good and bad things happened, but they weren’t my fault.


  Aaron came back into the room and without saying a word, he poured me a fresh mug of hot chocolate and put it into my shaking hands.


  “Don’t give her that,” squeaked Uncle Morty. “She don’t deserve it.”


  “Got the video,” said Aaron, staring at some point over Uncle Morty’s head.


  “What video?”


  “The kid.”


  I sipped the extra thick hot chocolate. Aaron had gotten serious. It was more like pudding than any hot chocolate I’d ever had in the States. Aaron had gone Italian. A tear dripped into the mug and stayed, glistening on the top and making a teenie dimple. I closed my eyes. “How bad is it?”


  “You didn’t see it?” asked Uncle Morty, getting higher pitched.


  “No, I didn’t. You think Cecile’s lying, you watch it. See if you can turn away from what’s happening to that little boy,” I said, glaring at him.


  Uncle Morty stared at me, his face so red I wanted to check his blood pressure, but there was something else there too, just behind the anger. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said it was fear. I’d never seen Morty afraid. I’d seen terrible grief and certainly had my share of tirades, but this was something new.


  “I’m a nurse,” I said. “I deal in the real world. There are no reboots. No health points. No starting over. You can’t switch to a new platform when it gets tough or you get tired. Watch the video and tell me I was wrong. Tell me Keegan deserves this because the legislators are too slow.”


  “You see it?” he asked Aaron.


  “Yep.”


  “You think I should watch this damn thing?”


  “Yep.”


  Uncle Morty shoved his laptops away. “Give it to me.”


  Aaron got his own laptop from the kitchen. When he passed by, I caught a glimpse of a distorted little face, mouth stretched wide, muscles clinched. I wouldn’t be watching.


  “Aaron, will you walk me home?” I asked.


  Uncle Morty with his finger poised over the keyboard said, “You ain’t staying?”


  “I saw his mother’s face. That was bad enough. Call me when you decide.”


  “Decide what?”


  “When you decide whether you’re going to help or hinder,” I said.


  “Tommy can’t have a drug smuggler in the family.”


  I looked at him for a moment, wondering how I was going to help Keegan with Uncle Morty in my way. He became a different person to me in those moments. Dad and Uncle Morty broke all kinds of laws in pursuit of the truth. I’d been taught to tail suspects, pick locks, lie, and to get where I had no business going. But now I realized that was business. Dad would get hired to do a job and he did it. Uncle Morty rifled through people’s lives at will, because he knew he wouldn’t get caught and he was being well-paid. Keegan wasn’t a customer, so breaking the law for him wasn’t allowed. It made me sick.


  “I guess I have my answer.”


  I got a limp Wallace out of the bedroom and walked out with Aaron trailing me as usual. It was comforting in its own way. If nothing else there’d be a witness if anyone tried to heave a crockpot at me. We got into the elevator and Aaron got out a cube of purple Bubble Yum. The smell of fake grape filled the small space and reminded me of middle school when Uncle Morty used to show up and teach computer skills to sullen thirteen-year-olds, me included. It was weird but he was extremely popular. He told everyone to shut the f up and that they were idiots and smelled like dog armpits, but we learned and laughed. Uncle Morty was in fine form on those visits and even the most uptight parents had to admit he was an excellent teacher. He’d been with me my whole life. He’d been sitting outside the bedroom in the Bled mansion with my grandparents when I’d been born and for the first time, I thought I didn’t know him at all. Maybe he was just about the money and right had nothing to do with it. If that was the case, I couldn’t help Dad anymore. The old line that it was for the family was worn to the point of being threadbare. I could now see the holes.


  The elevator opened and Aaron made a hissing noise like a soda can being opened.


  “I know,” I said. “Nancy made vegetable soup. Looks like Great-Grandma Tilly’s recipe.”


  “Great Depression soup?” he asked.


  “And all that implies.”


  “Bad times for food.”


  “And for humans,” I said.


  We walked down the hall, slower and slower. I couldn’t help it. That soup stink was like a repulser beam. Ack. Now I was thinking in Star Trek lingo.


  “There’s too much Star Trek in my life,” I said.


  “Nope,” said Aaron.


  “You would say that. Can’t we have a new world just for a change of pace? How about Buffy the Vampire Slayer? That’s a thing nerds like.”


  “Nope.”


  No hesitation. Not one ounce of consideration. Come on.


  “Why not? What’s wrong with Buffy?”


  “No space.”


  “Well, that is a problem. Game of Thrones? They have dragons,” I said.


  “Feud.”


  I groaned as we reached the door. Uncle Morty had a huge fight with the Thrones author, George R.R. Martin, at a ComicCon and now they refused to give credence to each other’s existence. It was probably about comma use. Uncle Morty was pretty passionate about the Oxford comma.


  “You know what,” I said. “I don’t care about Uncle Morty’s stupid feud. I’m into Game of Thrones now. I’m going to read all the books, watch the show, and talk about it incessantly. How do you like that?”


  Aaron blinked. It could mean anything. If something was going on in his head, it wasn’t obvious on the outside. I swiped my keycard and it didn’t work. Groan. Another swipe.


  I was forced to knock and Nancy opened the door. “There you are.” She hugged me and took the bleary-eyed Wallace out of my hands. “Pete told us. Are you okay?”


  With all the yelling I’d sort of forgotten about the telling of my story to Calvin and Nancy. She looked like she was taking it well. I had to assume that Pete hadn’t in fact told her the truth about me.


  “Is that Mercy?” called out Calvin.


  “Yes, dear,” said Nancy.


  “Well, don’t keep the girl out in the hall.”


  I went in and asked Aaron, “You want to come in?”


  He shook his head no and turned away with out a word.


  “Bye, Aaron,” said Nancy as he trotted away from her soup.


  The condo didn’t smell as bad as I expected. The scent of the muffulettas mitigated it somewhat.


  “Soup’s hot,” said Nancy, smiling.


  Perfect way to end the day.


  “Great,” I said.


  “You can have some soup and tell us all about it.”


  I bit my lip. Tell what exactly? I was afraid to ask.


  “Mercy,” said Calvin, “come in here. I’m on pins and needles.”


  “Okay.” I started for the living room when Nancy put Wallace down. She stood for a second and then flopped over like a top-heavy stuffed animal. Her legs stuck out straight and she quivered.


  There it is. The last straw. My family has killed the stink dog.


  “Oh my,” said Nancy.


  I swooped in and picked up Wallace, ready to give her CPR. Seriously. I was going to do it. Doggy mouth-to-mouth. Lucky for me, the stink dog was breathing. She gave a slurring yip.


  “Um…she’s okay.”


  By okay, I mean drunk.


  Nancy peered into her dog’s unfocused eyes. “I think she needs a vet.”


  Yip.


  “She’s just tired. They walked her a lot and then Aaron made her some special dinner with heavy ingredients.”


  Yip.


  “She sounds funny,” said Nancy.


  Yeah, she does. I’m going to kill Aaron.


  “Let’s give it a little while and see how she does,” I said.


  Nancy scratched Wallace’s head. “Does my baby want something to drink?”


  Got any black coffee?


  “I’ll get her some water.” I hung a right into the bathroom, filled Wallace’s bowl, and put her in front of it. She stood there for a second and I thought we were doing good until she went facedown with a splash.


  “What was that?” called Nancy from the kitchen.


  “She’s thirsty,” I said, grabbing a hand towel and wiping Wallace’s smushed face. I closed the door. Another disaster at Copper Mountain. Stabbing, collision, fire, falling microwaves and now a poisoned dog. I called Aaron, careful to keep my voice down. I wanted to scream. About Wallace. About Keegan. About everything.


  “Huh?” answered Aaron.


  “What did you give this dog? She can’t stand up. She just fell face first into her water dish.”


  “Beer.”


  “What, a whole six-pack? She makes me look like a heavyweight.”


  “Tablespoon,” said Aaron.


  “You gave her a tablespoon of beer? What the hell kind of beer was it? Colt 45?”


  “Winter Warlock.”


  “Oh my god. That’s an oatmeal stout. How could you?” I asked.


  “She liked it.”


  “Of course she did. She’s a dog. They’ll eat anything and frequently do. If this dog dies, I’m going to hunt you down and beat you to death with your own spatula.” I hung up, squatted, and poked the pug.


  Yip.


  “Don’t you want to bite me? I’m right here. Look, my ankles are bare. Prime target.”


  Nothing.


  Oh, lord. I’ll be good mostly. Please don’t let Wallace die.


  I called my vet in St. Louis. I had him saved into my phone because even though Skanky wasn’t a dog, he’d been known to eat things like toilet paper and plastic wrap.


  Dr. Calderón answered, probably because I was such a good customer with an idiot cat. I paced while explaining the situation and when he stopped laughing he told me that Wallace would be fine. That a tablespoon wasn’t enough to kill her and I should just keep an eye on her in case she got worse. I hung up and looked at the ceiling. Thank you, Lord.


  Then I heard something behind me. A little clicking on the tile. I turned. Wallace was on her feet. She lunged and got me right on the big toe.


  “Ahhhh!” I screeched. “I didn’t really mean you should bite me.”


  Growl.


  I tried to grab her, but the loose tee made her slippery and I fell on my unbruised hip. I got my hands around her tubby body and yanked. It was like trying to pull off a too-small boot.


  A knock on the door. “Mercy?” asked Pete. “Are you okay?”


  “She’s biting me!”


  The door swung open and cracked me right in the head. I fell over in a daze. Long legs went over my body. Pete smacked Wallace on the snout and she let go. He booted her out of the bathroom and pulled me upright.


  “My hero,” I said, rubbing my temple.


  “Sorry about the door.”


  “It’s okay. Par for the course when it comes to me. I’m surprised it didn’t fall off the hinges and squash me.”


  He tucked my hair behind my ears. “You have to punch her in the snout like a shark.”


  “An apt analogy.”


  My toe had two rows of little bloody tooth marks. One on the top and one on the bottom. The swelling had started. Pete got out his little med kit he carried with him, sterilized the wound, and wrapped it in gauze.


  “Your latest war wound,” he said.


  “That is going to make the stupidest scar.”


  Calvin peeked in, holding Wallace. She snarled the second she saw me. “Everything okay?”


  Pete helped me up. “Fine, Dad.”


  “So are you going to tell us all about it?”


  I wasn’t sure what Calvin was talking about. The dog biting me. The hot tub. My previous murder attempts. With me it could really be anything.


  “Um…”


  “How big was the microwave? Are you okay? Any shrapnel wounds?”


  I smiled. “Medium sized. I’m fine and no shrapnel. Maybe just a tiny coronary.”


  “Don’t just stand there, boy. Get the lady into her PJs and she can tell her tale,” said Calvin.


  I hopped to the bedroom past Nancy who was ladling out a huge bowl of soup for me. “I can’t wait to hear about everything.”


  “It’s not that exciting,” I said, down-playing as much as possible. It was exciting but only for about thirty seconds, which makes for a short story. I put on my PJs and hopped back out. Calvin settled me on the sofa and put the bowl in my lap. It smelled atrocious like the kind of thing you’d find in the back of your refrigerator after two months.


  “Do you have any whiskey?” I asked.


  “I have Tullamore Dew,” he said.


  “My dad’s favorite.”


  “Did you hear that, Nancy? My whiskey is Tommy Watts’s favorite.”


  “I heard. That’s pretty awesome. You’ll have to tell Sam Hanson. You know how he is about detectives.”


  I raised an eyebrow at Pete and he shrugged. Calvin got me a glass of whiskey and I took a good slug before sampling the soup. With the whiskey on board is was…not terrible, not good, but mostly taste-free, which in a way made it good.


  Nancy came in and perched on the easy chair. “What do you think?” She’d never asked me before and that was a little scary.


  “Tastes like my great-grandma’s soup,” I said.


  “Oh, good. I’m glad you like it.”


  Sometimes assumptions are a good thing. Then Calvin and Nancy peppered me with questions about the hot tub. Color was high in their cheeks. I’d only seen them that focused on a black run.


  “So what has Pete been telling you?” I asked.


  “That you’re Tommy Watts’s daughter,” said Calvin. “I looked him up. He’s worked with the FBI. Do you know any profilers?”


  “I met Gavin de Becker a couple of years ago.”


  “Oh my god,” said Nancy. “I read his book, The Gift of Fear. Did you read that? You should.”


  “I read the academic papers he based his work on. Dad made me.”


  “That is amazing. What a life you’ve led. It’s just like an episode of Dateline,” said Nancy.


  “You watch Dateline?” I asked.


  “No, but my friend, Mary Alice, does. She is just going to go wild when I tell her about you. I can tell her, right?”


  “Go crazy.”


  Calvin held up the bottle of Tullamore Dew. “More of the good stuff?”


  “Just a little.”


  He gave me a splash more and I ate the rest of my soup. It was actually tasty after a glass of whiskey.


  “How many autopsies have you seen?” asked Calvin.


  “What in the world did Pete tell you?” I asked.


  “Enough that I was able to look up your cases,” said Calvin.


  I gave Nancy my empty bowl and she offered a muffuletta sandwich. Hallelujah! I ate the heavenly Italian sandwich from my mother’s native New Orleans. The cappicola was perfection. It was almost like being with family, except nobody was yelling at me. We spent the rest of the evening going over the details of Lucia Fibonacci’s near-death experiences and mine until I fell asleep sitting up with Wallace on my lap. All was forgiven in her puny dog mind. At least until she woke up.


  



  


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Two


  



  My phone woke me at eight o’clock. It didn’t wake Pete, who snorted and buried his face in his pillow. I rolled out of bed, much less gracefully than I wanted and landed with a thump on the plush carpeting. If anything my muscles were worse. If I didn’t have to think straight, I would’ve seriously considered taking one of the Norcos I brought with me. I never left home without a good supply of painkillers and antibiotics. You never know when and who will need them, but I wasn’t a fan of the distant feeling narcotics gave me. Our time in Copper was growing short. I’d just have to deal with the pain. Keegan sure was.


  It was Nina on my recall. I slipped out of the bedroom in hopes of making it to the bathroom unobserved. I should’ve known better. Five feet from the bathroom the sound of tiny evil erupted behind me. I ran for it. Well, as much as I could run. It was more of a fast hobble to be honest. My toe was swollen to twice its size. I slammed the door and caught Wallace in her middle. She yelped, but it gave me the chance to make it into the tub while she yapped at the porcelain.


  “I’m too fast for you, stumpy,” I said. “Go bite your butt.”


  Bark.


  “I know your weakness. Winter Warlock. Two tablespoons and it’s over.”


  Bark.


  I called Nina back and she wanted to meet at everybody’s favorite, the Belgian Bean. I agreed, but I didn’t know how I was going to get out of signing any contract. I would’ve stalled, but I had a few new questions to ask. I grabbed a towel off the shelf and held it out like a matador does with a bull. Wallace snorted and paced back and forth. Very bull-like.


  “I’m leaving,” I said. “Snort all you want.”


  Bark.


  “No waffles for you.”


  “Mercy, is that you?” Nancy said through the door.


  Ah crap!


  “It’s me. Wallace has me trapped in the tub.” Pride? Nope. None for me.


  Nancy opened the door and shook her finger at Wallace, who promptly sat and did her adorable pug smile that won hearts wherever she went. Not my heart, you understand. Mine was getting harder every day. I told Nancy I had a craving for a latte and would be back in a minute. She nodded absentmindedly from inside the fridge. I got dressed and almost made it out the door when she wheeled around. “No, you can’t.”


  “Why not?” I asked, casual like no one was trying to kill me or anything.


  “You’re a murder victim.”


  “Not yet.”


  She put her hand on her chest. “Don’t even joke about that, Mercy.”


  “Sorry, but I doubt anyone is lying in wait at the Belgian Bean.”


  “I can’t let you go. What if something happened?”


  I held up my taser. “I’m armed.”


  “Is that an electric razor?” she asked.


  “Taser. Anyone gets near me, I’ll shock them until they drool.” I would’ve said shit, but it was Nancy.


  “I suppose that’s okay, but I’d feel better if you took Wallace. She bites.”


  Don’t I know it.


  So it was me and Wallace once again heading for the Belgian Bean on a chilly morning. I limped out of Copper One’s resident’s door and breathed in the icy air. Refreshing after the overheated condo. Wallace sat on her curly tail and panted up at me.


  “No way, sister,” I said. “You’re walking.”


  We took off to the left, painfully slow and I suspect somewhat pathetic. I was limping and Wallace was decked out in her booties. We were collecting snickers along the path. The Belgian Bean never seemed so far away and for once I would’ve liked to have had someone to lean on. Maybe not Aaron. Too early for the hot dog smell. Fergus would be good though, but he’d taken Kera to work after she slept on our couch again. Fergus relished the idea of being her protector, although I thought of him more as a witness. Whoever set fire to Rory’s condo wasn’t interested in having one of those.


  The Belgian Bean was a warm haven at the end of a frosty trail and I needed a latte like I’d never needed one before. A man left the front door, looked to the left through the covered bridge and then to the right. He did a double take and headed toward me and Wallace with a purposeful pace I didn’t like at all.


  “Ready to bite, Wallace?”


  Bark.


  I kept walking or hobbling, if you prefer. His face was down, obscured by the hood of a heavy fur-lined parka. My heart rate went up and I was nearly panting. Something was about to happen. The gift of fear is always right and you better listen to it. I reached in my pocket and switched on my taser. It hummed to life, building its charge.


  The guy was positioned to pass to my left with at least a three-foot gap and I was right-handed. The situation wasn’t ideal. Wallace continued her march, but I could hear grumbling in her chest. She crossed my path, going over to my left side. She may have been a mini, but she was all dog.


  He was five feet away. Three feet. His head was still down. Two. He jerked to his left and his hand shot out at my arm. Wallace lunged. He got me at the same time Wallace got him. He and I both screamed, but he started to drag me toward the space between two of the buildings. Hell, no. I yanked out my taser and zapped him on the wrist between his glove and cuff. He screeched and went down, twitching on the frosty bricks. Wallace still had a grip on his leg, but since they didn’t have skin-to-skin contact, she was unaffected and biting him for all she was worth.


  His face turned towards me. Victor Mooting. The bastard was drooling, but the twitching was about over. I fought the urge to zap him again. It wouldn’t be sporting, but he so richly deserved it.


  “Mercy!” Fergus ran up, panting. “What’s happening?”


  “He tried to drag me off to the second location,” I said, feeling a wave of nausea.


  “Is this American slang?”


  “The second location just means he wanted to get me isolated so he could hurt me without witnesses.”


  Fergus’s face got redder. “Yer bawz.”


  “I don’t know what that is,” I said. “Take this.” I gave him the taser and showed him how to use it. Pretty simple; push button, cause incapacitation. I squatted next to the moaning Victor and gave him a sharp slap.


  “If you do absolutely anything, he is going to zap you again. Get it?” I asked.


  Victor did a slight nod.


  “I’m going to search you.” I started through his pockets. Right side had a wallet and keys.


  One of the shop guys, wearing a Copper Mountain sweatshirt ran up. “What happened? Should I call an ambulance? What’s wrong with that dog?”


  “For once, absolutely nothing.” I pulled a more interesting object out of Victor’s other pocket and dangled it by my index finger. “Call the police.”


  He muttered, “Oh shit,” when he got a load of the shiny new handgun I held up. The guy whipped his phone out and started yelling into it about a gun at Copper.


  “What were you planning to do with this, Victor?” I asked, holding it in front of his gasping face. “Oh look, a bullet in the chamber and no safety. Were you going to shoot me?” I took his hand, flattened it on the brick walk, and put a knee on it. He gasped and struggled. “I’ll break your hand, you weasly piece of crap. What were you planning to do?”


  “Nothing,” he gasped.


  “Right. You drag me off into an alley and nothing.” I dropped some more pressure on his hand and felt the bones slip to the side, trying to escape the pressure. “What do you want? The cops won’t get here fast enough for this hand.”


  He screeched, “You’ve got the stuff.”


  I eased up. “What stuff?”


  “Mickey’s stuff.”


  “You idiot, I don’t have it,” I said.


  “What stuff?” asked the Copper guy.


  “Mind your business.” I kept my knee firmly on Victor’s hand, while I ejected the magazine and cleared the chamber. The loose round popped out, landing in a snow drift next to the walk. I scooped it up and put it back into the magazine. Waste not, want not. “Victor, were you seriously going to hold a loaded gun to my head just in case I did have it?”


  He was breathing more easily now and able to focus on my face. “You have to have it.”


  “And yet I don’t.”


  “You met with Rory Dushane that night. You have to have it,” he said, his tone desperate.


  “How bad does Mickey need this stuff?”


  “The band can’t get back together without it. Mickey’d never be able to handle the stress, much less tour. I have to get it. It’s my job.”


  I rocked back on my heels and put a hand out to Fergus. He helped me to my feet, which was harder than I like to admit. I outweighed little Fergus and my muscles were seriously tight.


  “Stay there,” I said. “Do not get up.”


  “Could you maybe get that dog off me?” asked Victor in the nicest voice I ever heard come out of him.


  “No.”


  Wallace had lost her grip on Victor’s flesh, but she had ahold of his pant leg and was shaking it like a dead rat.


  “The cops are almost here,” said the Copper guy. “Should I do something?”


  “Just watch him,” I said. “Victor, hear me now. I don’t have the stuff. Whoever attacked Rory took it.”


  He snarled, “That could be you.” So much for Mr. Nice Guy.


  “This is about Rory?” asked Copper guy.


  I looked at him. “I have a gun. Be quiet.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Victor,” I said, “I have an alibi and whoever took Mickey’s oil wanted to hurt him. That’s not me. What’s your alibi?”


  “I was asleep when Rory got stabbed,” said Victor.


  “Alone?”


  “With Marta.”


  “Who’s Marta?” I asked.


  “One of Wade’s girls. He was busy with Jessie, so I got her,” he said.


  I’d met a lot of disgusting men. Some in the ER. Some in the course of one of Dad’s investigations. Most recently I witnessed a naked freak-out that got seven million hits on YouTube and I thought that was a low point, but Victor, he made me feel slimy and sad. Insane nudity couldn’t compete.


  “You are a bad person.” I know that’s weak, but it’s all I had. “I’m going to the Bean.”


  “You can’t leave,” said the Copper guy. “What’ll the cops say?”


  “It’s fifty feet away. I need to sit and drink caffeine. It’s not often that I start the day with a murder attempt,” I said.


  “I wasn’t going to kill you,” said Victor.


  I held up the gun. “Oh, yeah. This is a brand-new piece. Bought for the occasion, I’m guessing. So you don’t have a ton of experience with guns and you had it loaded and ready to fire. What did you think would happen?”


  “I thought I’d get you to tell me the truth.”


  “I’m telling you the truth now. You’re going to jail.” I patted Fergus on the shoulder. “You rock. Thanks for being here.”


  “I didn’t help,” said Fergus.


  “If Wallace and I hadn’t taken him down, you would have,” I said.


  Fergus puffed up. “Yes, I believe I would have.” He looked at the taser. “I like this. I should get one.”


  “I highly recommend it.” I pointed a finger at Wallace. “That’s enough.”


  The stink dog paused and then resumed shaking Victor’s pant leg.


  I sighed. “Waffle.”


  Bark.


  I groaned as I leaned over to pick up her leash and I didn’t even care who heard me. I dropped Victor’s handgun on his chest and pocketed the clip. Wallace and I resumed our hobble to the Belgian Bean. The whole thing took about six minutes, although it seemed longer. Sirens were wailing in the distance, but coming in fast. I saw the first squad car by the bridge opening as I reached for the Belgian Bean’s door handle. It swung open and I limped in.


  Stephen called out from the counter. “Sorry, Mercy. You can’t bring her in here.”


  “I’ll give you fifty bucks,” I said.


  “Never mind.”


  Wallace and I went past a table of cooing moms having their morning shots of espresso. Everybody loves a pug.


  “I hope you don’t mind,” I said.


  “Not at all,” they said in chorus. “She’s adorable.”


  “I mind,” said a gruff voice from the other side of the dining room. My shoulders slumped. Just when I thought the morning couldn’t get any worse, I spotted Uncle Morty sitting at the table with his laptop and a stack of paperwork. He looked ready to rant again. I so wasn’t in the mood.


  “Sir,” said Stephen, “if the dog bothers you— ”


  “Sit down,” bellowed Uncle Morty.


  I unzipped my jacket. “Wallace doesn’t bother him. I do.”


  Stephen gave Uncle Morty a fearful look that I understood too well and booked it back to the kitchen. I looked around and found the place mostly empty.


  “She ain’t here,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Who?” I asked with big eyes.


  “Nina Symoan. She called you this morning, didn’t she?”


  “Are you tracking me now?”


  “It’s a dirty job,” he said.


  “And you love dirt,” I said.


  “It ain’t all I love. Sit down.”


  I didn’t have much choice. It was either leave or sit. I had to wait for Nina and I was under no illusions that Uncle Morty wouldn’t come to any table I chose. In my current condition and for the first time in history I couldn’t outrun my blubbery adversary.


  I eased into the chair opposite him. “Fine. What do you want?”


  “First, what did he want?” he asked.


  “He?”


  Uncle Morty inclined his head toward the window. I looked out and saw four cops gathered around Victor.


  “Oh my god. You saw the whole thing and you didn’t come to help me?”


  “Oh, stop your bellyaching, you’re alright,” he said.


  I set Wallace on my lap and she spun around three times until she got me trampled just right and then curled up in her donut. “He had a loaded gun.”


  “You took care of him. You’re Tommy’s baby girl. I knew you’d be okay.”


  “You’re out of your gourd,” I said. “He could’ve killed me.”


  Uncle Morty blew a big raspberry. “Not likely. What’d he want?”


  “He thought I had the cannabis oil meant for Mickey.”


  “Idiot. That it? What else you get out of him?”


  “Nothing. God, I need a latte.” I waved at Stephen and he nodded.


  “Nothing? What the hell is that? What about his alibis for Rory, for Nina’s attack, and the god damn hot tub?”


  Stephen brought me a huge latte with a heap of foam on top. He grinned. “I know what you like. Aaron’s making you some crazy good waffles.”


  “Aaron’s here?”


  Why’d I even ask? Of course he was there. Where else would he be?


  “Yep. He got in about thirty minutes ago. That little guy’s amazing.”


  I smiled. Aaron was a safe subject.


  “Beat it,” said Uncle Morty and Stephen literally ran back to the counter.


  Darn it.


  “Do you have to be so rude?” I asked and sipped my latte. Oh sweet caffeine, how I love thee.


  “It works. We need to talk,” he said.


  “I had enough of your talking last night. Thanks very much. Let’s just sit here and pretend we don’t know each other,” I said.


  “Fat chance. I watched that video.”


  I peered at him over the foam and tried to judge what his reaction to a four-year-old boy having what I could imagine was a severe seizure, but my uncle showed nothing.


  “Did you call Mom and Dad?” I asked finally.


  “No.”


  “Are you going to call Mom and Dad?”


  “No.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to help you, you moron.”


  Hallelujah. Wait. Help could mean anything.


  “What does your help entail exactly?” I asked.


  “We’re going to find out where the hell that oil is and take it to that little boy.” He slid a stack of eight by tens across the table to me. “Take a look at these. I took them off one of them DBD fan sites.”


  My phone buzzed and it was Nina texting that she was running late. I wasn’t sure if I was happy about that or irritated to be left with Uncle Morty with no excuse on the way.


  “Late, huh?” he asked. “More time for us.”


  Swell.


  Uncle Morty pushed a black rectangle across the table. “Take a closer look.”


  I popped the jeweler’s magnifying glass open and bent over the top photo. “What do you expect me to see?”


  “Dunno.”


  The Belgian Bean’s door jingled and I glanced up to see a rumpled Detective Carey walk in. No tie and a blue dress shirt that looked like he’d gotten it out of the laundry basket. I was so used to seeing him in his tidy cowboy jacket and vest, he looked all wrong to me. Where the heck was his hat?


  Detective Carey saw me and shook his head. Poor guy. This was probably the busiest week of his career. I didn’t imagine that the ski resorts and surrounding small towns had a ton of violent crime.


  He pulled up a chair and dropped into it as if his legs couldn’t hold him up for one more minute. “Miss Watts, my doctor is going to up my blood pressure medicine if you don’t get out of Copper soon.”


  “You’ll miss me,” I said.


  Bark.


  I scratched Wallace’s head as she peeked over the tabletop. “And my little dog, too.”


  “If you have anymore incidents planned for today please let me know what the schedule is. I’d like to plan for lunch,” he said.


  “Oh, there’s a plan. It’s just not mine.”


  Detective Carey got out his phone and poised his thumbs above the keyboard. “Let’s have it.”


  “Starting with?” I asked, using my big eyes.


  “Are you trying to bother me?”


  “Maybe a little.”


  “Consider me bothered. I don’t think I’ve slept since you entered the state. Tell me about Victor Mooting.”


  I gave him the blow-by-blow. It didn’t take long, but the kindly detective’s shoulders sagged.


  “I’m going to have to charge him with attempted murder,” he said.


  “Damn straight you will,” said Uncle Morty. “It’s a wonder she’s alive.”


  Detective Carey gave him a withering look and Uncle Morty burst out in a belly laugh. “She’s a pain in the ass, ain’t she?”


  “I don’t disagree. Miss Watts, I need you to come in and make a formal statement,” said Detective Carey.


  “Now? I’m meeting with Nina Symoan in a bit,” I said.


  “About what?”


  “I don’t know. She asked for the meeting, but I plan on asking plenty of questions.”


  “Alright then,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “You can come in later this afternoon. I need that clip you took off of Mr. Mooting.”


  I handed it over and he told me that he was taking Fergus in for his statement, so I wouldn’t have my shadow watching my back.


  “She ain’t gonna be alone,” said Uncle Morty.


  Awesome. More special time with the angry uncle. Good times.


  “One more thing,” said Detective Carey. “Mooting says he had nothing to do with the other attempts on your life. What do you think about that?”


  “I think it’s true,” I said. “He had a gun. Why not just shoot me, instead of messing with a microwave? I’ve been thinking about that actually. We’re not looking for someone like Mooting. He’s not good with firearms, but he’s been around.”


  “What’s your point?”


  “The microwave was last. If you were trying to kill me by hitting me in the head, wouldn’t you drop that first?”


  Uncle Morty smiled broadly. “Now you’re cookin’.”


  “What was first?” asked Detective Carey. “The radio?”


  “And it was on,” I said.


  He tilted his head. “You didn’t mention that last night.”


  “I didn’t think about it. That microwave came pretty close. It buried the lede. The radio.”


  Detective Carey dialed his phone and then told someone to check the electric razor to see if it was switched on. Then he hung up and shook his head. “They were trying to electrocute you.”


  “Idiot,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Victor Mooting may be a massive jerk, but I don’t think he would believe you could electrocute someone with a couple of Energizers,” I said.


  “We’re looking for someone who’s stupid,” Detective Carey. “You’ve spent more time with these people than I have. Any candidates?”


  “No. The bodyguards aren’t rocket scientists, but no.”


  “How about naive?” asked Uncle Morty. “Got any of those?”


  I laughed. “Connected with DBD? I don’t see how.”


  “Fergus Borthwick,” said Detective Carey. “Have you looked into him?” He was asking Uncle Morty, not me.


  “I have. He ain’t your guy. Not the snowboarder for one and he was with us when the fire was set.”


  Detective Carey rubbed his eyes again. “Do you know how many people are staying at Copper on any one day? This is a nightmare.”


  “Well, it has to be someone with access to Copper One,” I said.


  “A master keycard was swiped from housekeeping. That’s how they got access to the condo over the hot tub.”


  “Better change every keycard,” said Uncle Morty. “Your firebug could do some real damage.”


  “We’re on it.” Detective Carey stood up and gave Wallace a scratch. She didn’t bite. She saved that for the special people. The tired detective left to go interrogate Victor Mooting and Fergus, while we watched Aaron trot out of the kitchen with a beautiful golden waffle. No syrup, but I wasn’t picky.


  “Thank god. I’m starved,” I said.


  “Wallace,” said Aaron.


  “I’ll share.”


  Maybe.


  “Dog waffle.”


  My mouth fell open. It seriously did. “You made a waffle, especially for this dog. The dog that bites me. Pees on me and barfed in my purse.”


  “Your fault.” Aaron booked it back into the kitchen.


  Bark.


  “Quiet. I might eat your waffle anyway.” I poked it with my fork. Looked normal. What the heck made it a dog waffle? I cut out a bite just out of curiosity, I swear. The waffle was light and fluffy with carrots and peas and a small amount of what smelled like brisket. Yum. Brisket waffle. Aaron came out of the kitchen and pointed at me. “Wallace.”


  I rolled my eyes and gave Wallace a bite. She scarfed it down and started wiggling and I mean wiggling so that I could barely keep a hold of her.


  “Stop it, you nut.”


  Bark. Bark. Bark.


  Aaron had done it. He’d made super dog food.


  I put Wallace on the floor and said, “I guess he’s your partner now. Don’t blame me when he gets started on chicken toenails and Star Wars. It’s no more than you deserve.” I cut up her waffle and fed her one tiny bite at a time as the whole place giggled at her crazed yipping and wiggling. Two little girls came and took over for me and when I looked back at Uncle Morty he was not amused. “Get back to looking.”


  I groaned. I’d been on the scene in most of the pictures he had. Heck, I was in most of them, but I bent over and tried again. He moved in close and I could smell his dandruff shampoo and the distinct scent of Hostess cupcakes. Preservatives stink. I don’t care what anyone says.


  “What are you looking at?” I asked.


  “I’m waiting for you to freaking get it,” said Uncle Morty.


  “Meaning you already have it and I’m dumb as a box of rocks.”


  “Hell, no. I don’t know these people. I wasn’t on the scene. You were. You know. You just don’t know that you know, you know?”


  I sighed. “You make me tired.”


  “Stop your bellyaching and get to it.”


  I examined the photos once again, going from face-to-face of all the DBD members and their people.The faces were consistent. Pretty much the same people surrounding the band members in all the shots. All except in one. When Nina was on the stretcher before getting into the ambulance, the bodyguards were working overtime, holding back the crowd, but two weren’t. Two weren’t doing anything at all. They stood beyond the crowd just watching. WTF.


  “They aren’t bodyguards,” I said.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Three


  



  A fresh plate of waffles slid under my nose and I looked up at a very excited Aaron.


  “Wallace doesn’t need anymore waffles. She weighs six pounds,” I said.


  “For you.”


  “Dog waffles for me. Gee, thanks.”


  “Chicken and waffles waffles.” Aaron took off for the kitchen and I sniffed the stack of three fat waffles with streams of thick gooey syrup oozing down the sides. Smelled like chicken and waffles, only there was no chicken. Then the plate was yanked out from under my nose. Uncle Morty held it away from the table and gave me the stink eye.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “What about those bodyguards?” he asked.


  “Give me my waffles and I’ll tell you.”


  “Tell me and I’ll give you the waffles,” he said.


  I blew a raspberry at him. “You’re going to hell. Withholding food from an almost murder victim.”


  “I’ll risk it. Spill.”


  I pushed the photo over to him and pointed to the guys I thought were bodyguards, two white guys the size of middle linebackers with dark sunglasses and matching expressions of disinterest. “They aren’t bodyguards.”


  “You thought they were?”


  “They’re always next to DBD,” I said.


  “But never talking to them?”


  “Never.” I looked through the photos again, paying particular attention to DBD in relation to these two characters and one thing became clear. Only one person in DBD was aware of their existence. Darren Echols. I pulled three shots and showed Uncle Morty. “Darren knows them. He’s looking at them here, here, and here. And it’s not friendly.”


  “Darren’s being blackmailed,” said Uncle Morty.


  “When were you going to tell me that?” I asked.


  “After you saw what you needed to see. Darren’s been making huge cash withdrawals. He’s never lived cheap, but these withdrawals started about two years ago. He’s hurting. They got him down to his last thirty thousand. He needs this reunion monetarily. Everybody else is flush, including Victor.”


  “Waffles.” I held out my hand and after a moment’s hesitation Uncle Morty gave them up.


  I took one bite and I think my eyes rolled back in my head. They were chicken and waffles. The chicken was in the waffles in tiny little juicy tidbits. Aaron ran out of the kitchen with his chubby hands clasped and stood over me.


  “I’m going to cry,” I said.


  Aaron sucked in a breath.


  “In a good way.”


  “Good?” he asked.


  “Yes, Captain Needy. You are the Napoleon of the culinary world,” I said. “There’s nothing you can’t conquer.”


  “What about Russia?” asked Aaron, sounding surprisingly normal. It threw me off balance.


  “Russia?” I asked.


  “Napoleon didn’t conquer Russia.”


  “I don’t know. Can you make borscht?” I asked.


  Aaron ran from the room as fast as his short legs could take him.


  “Now you’ve done it,” said Uncle Morty. “We’ll have to eat Russian tonight to prove that he can do it?”


  I was too busy chewing to care about any complaints. Whatever Aaron made would be better than anything Nancy made. I just had to figure a way up to Uncle Morty’s condo at dinnertime.


  I swallowed and said, “So you don’t know who the blackmailers are? You’re slipping. Dad will be so disappointed.” Nice to have Dad disappointed in someone other than me.


  Uncle Morty growled. “All cash transactions and texts were made from an untraceable cell. They only say where to meet and how much.”


  Bark.


  Wallace was finished and staring up at the edge of my plate. The little girls were grinning and petting her so hard her wrinkles were getting stretched out.


  “No human waffles for you,” I said.


  Bark.


  “No. They make you vomit.”


  The little girls said, “Ewwww. Gross.”


  Bark.


  “No.”


  Bark.


  “Fine. Go ask Aaron,” I said with a wave and Wallace trotted out to the kitchen with the little girls in tow. “So this blackmailer thing isn’t all that helpful. We can tell Detective Carey and he can bring them in, but I doubt they’re the kind of guys that stab people with ski poles or are confused about basic electrical theory.”


  Uncle Morty fingered the photo of Darren’s blackmailers. “I’m thinking a .22 to the back of the head is more their style.”


  “So those two don’t have the oil. I can totally see Wade holding it ransom to force a deal out of Mickey. He wants the group back together in a huge way. But he wasn’t the snowboarder. Too big. He has an alibi for the fire. I don’t know about the hot tub thing.”


  “Wade Cave ain’t the kind of guy that would do his own dirty work. He’d hire it out. The guy is loaded. He wouldn’t pay for this penny-ante bullshit. The question is why kill you in the first place. You ain’t a witness to nothing.” He gave me the stink eye.


  I shook my head. “Not a witness, but Keegan’s oil was in Rory’s bag. It’s possible that his attacker thought I knew something. We did talk that night. There were texts on Rory’s phone between us. Rory walked out to the lift on his own. No drag marks. They would’ve talked. Rory may have said something to them.”


  “He knew who you were?” asked Uncle Morty.


  “You mean about Dad and the rest of it? Sure. He had a screenshot from that horrible website in his pocket. That’s how Carey connected me to him. That site has my bio on it and links to CNN stories about Honduras.”


  “If I was going to be stabbed,” said Uncle Morty, “I’d tell ‘em that I had a famous detective in my pocket.”


  “Me, too. Maybe that’s what happened,” I said and then finished up my waffle. “I don’t know. I get this feeling that it’s bigger than that. If it’s not Wade withholding Mickey’s oil, then who?”


  Uncle Morty forked my last bite and then talked while chewing it. Gross.


  “Somebody wants DBD to stay broken up. Permanently,” he said.


  “But why would anyone care? What’s it to them?” I asked. “I can’t see how anyone gains. DBD was a huge moneymaker back in the day. Money’s a huge motivator for most people.”


  “Then it ain’t about money. It’s personal.”


  Personal. What’s more personal than money? Reputation. Love. Death.


  Wallace scampered out of the kitchen with a waffle the size of her head in her mouth. She sat next to my chair and scarfed it down, spewing bits and drooling. “Nice. If you choke and die don’t blame me,” I told her.


  “Nancy’ll blame you. That’s for sure,” said Uncle Morty.


  Blame. Blame. Blame. Someone to blame.


  “Cliff,” I said. “Did you get his autopsy report?”


  “Yeah. It was ruled accidental, but it was suicide.”


  Aaron trotted out of the kitchen with another plate of waffles and a small pitcher of syrup. He started back, but the parents of the little girls flagged him down, asking about the chicken waffles. He got so excited, he hopped up and down and ran back.


  I smiled at the parents and shrugged. My partner defied explanation. When he fed them, they wouldn’t care how odd he was.


  “Why are you so sure about the suicide?” I asked.


  “Somebody brought that shit to him. Surveillance at his ranch showed he hadn’t left the house in over a week. Mickey and Nina had been there up until the day before and they said there wasn’t any drugs in the house. Nina searched the house and outbuildings. Mickey was in recovery and she wasn’t taking any chances. Mickey and Cliff had been in rehab together six weeks before it happened.”


  “So how’d it get there?” I asked, cutting into the fresh stack of waffles.


  “The morning it happened a black Tahoe with stolen plates drove onto the ranch and left thirty minutes later. Cops tried to find out who it was, but no dice.”


  “It couldn’t have been any of the other band members? Bodyguards feel pretty strongly about Wade.”


  “Alibis were solid. Wade was in New York. He could’ve sent someone, but they looked at him hard and didn’t think so. I think Cliff made the arrangement before Mickey and Nina got there. I read their statements. Sounded like a last hurrah to me. Lots of shooting the shit. Talking about old times. They said he was happy and at peace.”


  “Because he’d decided to die?” I asked.


  “The detectives and psychologist they brought in thought so. They kept it quiet out of respect for the family. Couldn’t prove it one way or another.”


  “Why in the world do the bodyguards suspect Wade?” I asked.


  “I looked into that. At the time, Mickey wanted the band to stay together, but Cliff didn’t. He thought his brother was the real talent and should go it alone. Mickey was going with his brother, ready to try it solo. Rumors were that Wade killed Cliff to keep the band together. He ain’t nothing without Mickey.”


  “Didn’t work,” I said.


  “Nope. Mickey spiraled into a deep depression. He was hospitalized six times, but they kept it out of the press by calling it exhaustion.” Uncle Morty sat up and sucked in a deep, raspy breath.


  I grabbed his hand as he turned a scary shade of pinkish purple. “Are you okay? Does your chest hurt? Your right arm?”


  “She’s here,” he whispered.


  “Who?”


  He stared past my head, completely transfixed. I turned and saw outside the Belgian Bean’s glass wall, Nina Symoan. Nobody has ever made a sling look that good. Nina was in full Marilyn mode with a pair of cat’s eye sunglasses and a vintage Pucci scarf in orange and pink. Bobby the bodyguard was with her and opened the door. I guess my text to Mickey had done the trick.


  Nina sashayed in and Uncle Morty made a strangled noise in the back of his throat.


  “Oh my god,” I said. “You’re a fanboy.”


  “No,” he squeaked out.


  “Look at you. You’re about to keel over because she just walked in. That’s so gross.”


  “Gross?” Uncle Morty asked, not looking at me.


  “She looks like me and Mom. You are one sick puppy.”


  “You look like her. Not the other way around. Nina was on the first album cover in 1978. I didn’t even know your parents then. Besides, Nina’s an artist and we’re in the same room. Finally.


  I gasped. “It was you, wasn’t it?”


  Uncle Morty glanced at me all glassy-eyed.


  “You knew she’d be here. We didn’t accidentally go skiing on the same weekend DBD was at Copper. You arranged it with Pete, so we’d all be here and you wouldn’t look like a sicko stalker. You are so busted.”


  “Shut up,” he said through gritted teeth. “She’s coming.”


  I twisted in my seat and smiled at Nina threading her way between tables amidst clicking cameras. “You are never going to live this down,” I hissed over my shoulder.


  “Mercy,” said Nina, pointing to her arm. “So sorry I’m late. Everything takes longer these days.”


  “How’re you feeling?” I asked.


  “Good. May I sit down?”


  I pulled an empty chair over and Nina Symoan sat between me and Uncle Morty. Or should I say me and some weird statue with a frozen smile that resembled Morty.


  “Nina, have you met my uncle?” I asked.


  “I don’t believe so.” She extended a delicate hand with cherry red fingernails to Uncle Morty, who stared at it like it was a boil about to burst. “Nina Symoan.”


  “Mrtverhf,” said Uncle Morty through unmoving lips.


  Oh dear lord. He’s lost it.


  Nina took off her sunglasses and looked at me.


  “Morton Van Der Hoof,” I said. “He’s pleased to meet you.”


  “I’m pleased to meet him,” she said, glancing at the beads of sweat rolling down Uncle Morty’s hairy temples. No dignity. I never thought I’d see it.


  “Um, what did you want to see me about?” I asked.


  Nina asked for a brown manila envelope that Bobby had under his beefy arm. He gave it to her and winked at me, glad to be back where he belonged with Nina.


  “I have your contract,” she said, pulling out a sheaf of papers.


  Ah crap. It’s huge.


  “Wow,” I said. “How many pages is it?”


  “Thirty-six. We’ve found it’s best to be very clear about what’s expected,” said Nina.


  “You can’t sign that,” said Uncle Morty, still sweating like he was in a sauna, but clear-eyed.


  “Why can’t she?” Nina batted her eyes and he wavered, almost falling off his chair.


  “Big Steve has to read it. She can’t sign nothin’, I mean anything, until he’s approved it.”


  Oh thank goodness.


  “Big Steve is our family lawyer. He goes over all contracts. Do you mind if I scan it for him to review?” I asked.


  “Not at all. I think you’ll find it’s very generous.” Nina leaned over to pet Wallace, exposing her décolletage, and Uncle Morty went glassy again.


  “I’m sure I will. Would you like some…” I was going to say waffles, but at that moment Aaron trotted out with three plates balanced in his arms. He gave two to the parents and put the third in front of Nina. She watched him disappear back into the kitchen and then said, “Did you order these for me?”


  “With Aaron you never order. Food just kind of happens,” I said.


  “He cooks,” said Uncle Morty and it came out much louder than he meant it to. We were all three startled.


  “I see that,” said Nina, giving me a sideways glance. I wanted to slap my forehead. Get it together, man. This is your one shot to talk to this sexpot and you’re acting like a goon.


  “It was a long night,” I said. “We’re…tired.”


  “Oh my goodness. I heard about the hot tub. Did they catch them yet? How bizarre.”


  “Bizarre is right. Can I ask you a few questions?” I gave her the photo of the not-bodyguards and pointed to them. “Do you know these guys?”


  “They look somewhat familiar, but no. Why do you ask?” asked Nina.


  “They’re following Darren. We think they’re blackmailing him.” I sat back and watched her reaction, which wasn’t what I expected at all.


  “Oh,” she said and bit her plump lower lip. Uncle Morty gasped a little, but she didn’t seem to notice.


  “I take it that’s not a surprise,” I said.


  She shook her head and the scarf came loose, floating down off her platinum blond hair in a cloud of silk. “I can’t say unless you’re one of us.”


  I looked at the contract stack. “Do you have a confidentiality agreement in there? I’ll sign that.”


  Nina pulled it out, while eyeing Uncle Morty who continued to stare at her like a serious weirdo. None of my stalkers were that bad. They were just medium bad. He was extra large. Go big or go home, I guess.


  “Look, my uncle’s having a moment right now, but he’s my dad’s right-hand man. He’s spent the last eight hours or so researching the heck out of DBD in an attempt to help find Mickey’s oil. He’s totally reliable. We’ll both sign. It’ll hold up in court, but you’ll never need to test the theory.”


  Nina smiled and held up her hand. Bobby put a pen in her palm and we signed. I’d never be able to reveal the inner workings of Double Black Diamond, not even to Dad. It would drive him freaking crazy.


  “Who’s blackmailing Darren?” I asked.


  “I don’t know their names, but they mean business. Darren’s desperate for the deal to go through. He wouldn’t take Mickey’s oil. He can’t write or perform without it. The anxiety’s that bad. Darren might seem like an ass, but he wouldn’t hurt Mickey.”


  “As opposed to Wade.”


  “I don’t think Wade would really tell the press about Mickey’s mental problems. It would sever their relationship forever. No more DBD and no more hope of it.” Nina cut into Aaron’s waffle and moaned. “Delicious.”


  Uncle Morty’s sweat started sweating. The collar of his shirt was soaking wet and the other patrons were looking at him like they expected him to pass out. Frankly, so was I.


  “What are they blackmailing him with? Darren’s past is fairly checkered and public. What else is there?” I took a sip of my latte to give myself a second. I wasn’t thrilled about having to bring up Nina’s dead brother-in-law. It seemed cruel somehow. “Could it be something to do with Cliff?”


  Nina accepted a black coffee from Stephen and sipped slowly. Probably stalling as well. “You mean, did Darren have anything to do with his death?”


  “Yes.”


  “No. Darren’s innocent on that account. He wanted Cliff sober as much as the rest of us. Cliff and Mickey were so close, like twins really. They didn’t have the easiest childhood. Nobody else could understand what it was like for them, but they had each other. Mickey needed him. You know what happened after, right?” She looked at Uncle Morty and he managed to nod. “They broke up. Sometimes I wonder if that’s why Cliff did it, but that’s crazy.”


  “So what is it then?” I asked.


  “Darren’s gay. They’re threatening to out him to the world,” said Nina, who got a little choked up when she said it. “The bastards.”


  Uncle Morty looked shocked. I know I was. Darren Echols gay. He’d built a career on partying and womanizing like Wade and Mickey. I didn’t know how he pulled it off.


  “And no one ever found out?” I asked.


  “People knew of course,” she said. “But DBD was the money train. Nobody wanted to derail that.”


  “So the rest of the band wanted it kept secret? He had to hide?”


  “He wanted to hide. It was the eighties. Back then Darren would’ve been treated like, I don’t know, Boy George. It would’ve killed his career.”


  “I thought he wasn’t that into the career.”


  “He was into the money. I really don’t think this has anything to do with Mickey’s oil. What else do you want to know?” asked Nina.


  Aaron trotted out with a fresh latte for me and refilled Nina’s coffee. Then he just stood there like he does, awaiting a compliment.


  “She loves the waffles,” I said.


  Nina nodded so that a platinum blond lock fell forward into her face. “They’re terrific. Can I have the recipe?”


  Aaron ran back in the kitchen, sloshing coffee on the floor from his pot. Wallace scampered over, her tiny claws clicking on the floor, and began lapping up the spilled coffee. I jumped up and grabbed her. “That’s just what we need,” I said. “You on caffeine.”


  Bark.


  I kept Wallace on my lap, but it wasn’t easy. She kept wiggling and trying to get to the remains of my waffle. She was such a pain, I would’ve given it to her if it weren’t for the barfing. I was hoping Uncle Morty would take over the questioning, since I had a crazed pug to deal with, but he was still staring at Nina. I’d only seen him look at pot roast that way and it was worrying.


  “Well, someone wants DBD to stay broken up. Any ideas of who that might be?” I asked.


  Bark.


  “I’m not asking you,” I said.


  Bark.


  “Nina, what’ve you got?”


  “Pretty much everyone wants this to happen from the record label on down. Mickey’s got a stack of songs ready to go. They’re good, real good, and I’m not just saying that because I’m his wife.”


  “What about stalkers? Legal issues? Is anyone suing you?”


  Nina laughed while chewing and almost choked. “We call them groupies, not stalkers. There’s always a few, but they’re harmless. No legal issues since the guys went into recovery. They used to get sued on a regular basis, but we haven’t had one in a few years. Mickey gets threats and love letters all the time, but that’s how this business is.”


  “What kind of threats?” I asked.


  “Victor’s assistant, Ginger, takes care of the fan mail. We never see it. She passes anything she thinks is serious onto the police. It’s been a couple of years since we’ve had a real problem and that guy was sent to a mental hospital. He’s still there. Our lawyer keeps track, just in case.”


  “Lawsuits,” Uncle Morty whispered, still bright red.


  “Yeah,” I said. “Why were you being sued so much?”


  “Mostly nuisance lawsuits from concert venues. Usually settled or dropped before it got too far,” said Nina.


  “But some weren’t. Who were they?” I asked.


  She glanced between Uncle Morty and me and then leaned forward. “Paternity suits. We’d get twenty a year in their heyday. Most without any foundation.”


  I hated to ask, since it was Nina’s husband we were talking about. “But some weren’t?”


  “With Wade and Jimmy there was plenty of foundation, but not with Darren obviously. Once Mickey and I got together he stopped all that craziness. Publicly, he kept up a show, but he was never disloyal to me. Cliff never had a relationship that lasted more than a couple of months, and he was really worried about getting AIDS, so he was obsessive about using condoms. You wouldn’t believe the lengths women would go to, mailing us baby pictures, putting Mickey’s name on children’s birth certificates. It was sad really.”


  “Well…how did you know it wasn’t true?” I asked, wincing a little. “Mickey was a rock star. Stuff happens.”


  She patted my arm. “Look at you worrying about me getting hurt. Well, I love you for it, but there’s no babies waiting to come out of the woodwork. Mickey and Cliff had mumps when they were little guys. When Mickey and I decided to get married, he got tested. Sterile.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “It’s okay. It was sad at the time, but what can you do? Cry all the time about the unfairness? We decided to adopt.” She got out her phone and showed me pictures of four kids, all in their teens. “Aren’t they beautiful? I heard about those horrible orphanages in Russia and that’s where we got them. They’re doing really well. There were a lot of surgeries and therapy, because they all have issues, but Mickey’s just crazy about being a dad. I wasn’t sure how he’d take to it.”


  “And you never had any problems with these women who sued you?” I asked.


  “Honestly, we ignore them and the courts take care of it. Of course, we wouldn’t want this to be public.” Nina stood up. “Is there anything else? I should really get back to Mickey. We’re about to reach an agreement.”


  “Will they be beating the crap out of each other during negotiations?” I asked.


  She laughed and everyone in the Belgian Bean looked at her as she retied her scarf. “Probably, but they don’t mean it. There’s a lot of love under the fury.”


  “So they’re getting back together. My dad will be thrilled.”


  “Just a few kinks to work out. Wade will have to give in. That’s all there is to it.”


  I put a completely spastic Wallace on the floor and she started spinning. Fantastic. I thought she was crazy before. “He’s going to give up the song rights?”


  “Yes, but I think it really hinges on the new album’s name,” said Nina.


  “What’s Mickey want?”


  “A memorial album for Cliff. Wade wants something sexy. Mickey is adamant. It has to be Cliff’s initials or no dice.” Nina turned to Uncle Morty and put out her hand. “It was nice to meet you.”


  Uncle Morty gulped and shook her fingertips, but didn’t manage to speak. Pathetic. Nina started to go and I don’t know what made me do it, maybe it was all the times Uncle Morty fed me the junk food that Mom had declared inedible. Maybe it was the boxes of Kraft Mac and Cheese or the frozen burritos that I loved and Mom said weren’t fit for a dog to eat. Without Uncle Morty, I would’ve had a childhood of healthy nutritious food. I owed him.


  “Nina, hold on,” I said. “You haven’t really met my uncle yet.”


  She raised her perfect eyebrows behind her cat’s eye sunglasses. “I haven’t?”


  “No, you haven’t.” I grabbed a napkin and quickly scribbled an agreement on it. “If you sign this, he’ll tell you who he really is.”


  “He’s not Morton Van Der Hoof?”


  “It’s on his birth certificate, but it’s not who he is. Sign it. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”


  Nina signed and looked at Uncle Morty expectantly.


  “Tell her your other name,” I said.


  Uncle Morty squeaked it out. His pen name. A closely guarded secret.


  “Oh my god!” exclaimed Nina. “I love those books.” She dropped back into her chair and scooted close to him. “Is there really going to be a TV series?”


  Uncle Morty’s redness faded. “It’s in the works at HBO.”


  They bent their heads together and were soon discussing plotlines and character motivations. Uncle Morty became himself, not a tongue-tied weirdo, just a plain weirdo. I liked him better that way. I said goodbye and he looked up and I winked. I think he might’ve smiled and that would be the most thanks I would get. I was still me after all.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Four


  



  “Pete, if you don’t put on your ski pants I will disown you,” said Calvin.


  “Nina Symoan might need me,” said Pete.


  Aaron and I walked in and I closed the condo door silently behind us. We stood there listening to a fight. At least I thought it was a fight. Nobody was yelling, so it was hard to tell. Wallace was spinning next to my feet and I didn’t know how she hadn’t thrown up. She had to be crazy dizzy. Maybe she had to be in my purse to barf.


  “Nina Symoan doesn’t need you. I do. Your mother is going to cry. Do you want your mother to cry?”


  Pete said no, but he didn’t sound sure about it.


  “I don’t want your mother to cry. She loves you to distraction and she wants to ski with you,” said Calvin.


  “Why?” asked Pete.


  “I don’t know. She’s a girl. I don’t have to understand her. I just have to do what she wants. You are skiing.”


  “Maybe if I’m gone before she gets back…” said Pete.


  “You aren’t going anywhere.”


  “I don’t think you can stop me. I’m big now.”


  “Big is relative. I’m Dad.”


  “I’m not skiing. I hate skiing,” said Pete.


  “I’ll tell Mercy more of your crazy crap,” said Calvin in a smooth voice I recognized from my own blackmailing father. Maybe they all did it.


  “There’s nothing left,” said Pete. “You’re already told her everything.”


  “What about the time you wrapped yourself in Bubble Wrap and jumped off the roof?”


  “Lots of kids do that.”


  “Name one,” said Calvin.


  “I was young.”


  “You were fourteen and taking calculus. You couldn’t figure out that five layers of Bubble Wrap wasn’t going to do it?’


  Aaron looked completely disinterested, but I had clamped my hand over my mouth to hold back the laughter. I couldn’t hold back tears of joy in my eyes. Bill Nye the Science Guy was also an idiot. The world was put right somehow. The next time I did something stupid, I pull the old Bubble Wrap out and we’d be even.


  “Dad, I already paid for that,” said Pete.


  “You mean I paid for it. Between the ER and the physical therapy you met our deductible all on your own that year. You’re lucky you didn’t land on your head.”


  “I had the trajectory all figured out.”


  “Oh yeah? How come you hit the swing set?”


  By this time I was doubled over, picturing Pete wrapped up in Bubble Wrap like a burrito and leaping off a roof, yelling, “Bonzai!”


  The door opened behind me and bonked me in the butt. I fell onto the floor and nearly squashed Wallace, who promptly peed on me. Despite the pee, I erupted in laughter, not even trying to hold it back. It felt so good after a week of worrying about Keegan, about Mickey and about myself. Laughter made it all go away. Nancy stood over me with a sack of celery for some reason and stared. Pete and Calvin came in and joined her. When I’d gotten through the worst of it and was left with burning abs and a sore jaw to match the rest of my soreness, Pete said, “I guess you heard that.”


  I spasmed on the floor and could only nod.


  “Heard what?” asked Nancy.


  “We were talking about the Bubble Wrap incident,” said Calvin.


  She sighed. “That wasn’t one of your better experiments.”


  “It was one of the more costly.”


  Nancy got a wad of paper towels and cleaned up the pee as Calvin helped me up.


  “You really did that?” I asked Pete. “You could’ve died.”


  “I wasn’t close to dying,” he said. “Can we not talk about this anymore?”


  Nancy shooed me towards the bedroom. “Go change. The lifts are running. We’ll all be together today.”


  Pete shook his head and started to speak, but I grabbed his arm and dragged him into the bedroom. “Don’t even think about it.”


  “What?” he asked.


  “You are skiing.”


  “I told you that I don’t like it.”


  “So what? I don’t like getting peed on, but I’m doing a lot of that,” I said, stripping off my pee jeans.


  “That’s different.” He crossed his arms.


  “Why, because it’s me? You brought me on this ski trip and we are skiing.”


  “Don’t you have a criminal to catch?” he asked in a rather sneaky tone.


  “Nice try. There is a criminal to catch, but I don’t know who it is. I’m going to ski until I figure it out.”


  “You don’t need me for that,” said Pete.


  “Nope, but you’re still going to be there.”


  We got dressed and I bagged the pee jeans for the maid to send out to the laundry. A half an hour later we were out the door. Aaron had settled on the sofa with a snoring Wallace and everyone seemed to think his presence was completely normal. Sometimes I think I’m the only one that notices how strange that little guy is.


  In the elevator, Nancy started questioning me about where I’d been, but I couldn’t really tell her anything. I went over everything Nina said in my head, but no one was coming to mind. It was all connected, but I couldn’t quite put it together.


  We got down to the lockers and put on our boots and went out into a day that was bright with sunshine. I squinted and put down my goggles, and then dropped my skis at the rack and clipped in.


  “I should really get their autographs,” said Calvin.


  “Why?” asked Nancy. “You barely know who they are.”


  “Stan the cleaning guy loves them. He’d be so happy, if I got their autographs for him.”


  I poled up beside Calvin. “Who does Stan love?”


  “That band that’s staying here. He plays their music all the time.” He pointed a pole at the American Eagle line. “There they are. Maybe I can catch them on the slopes.”


  All four members of Double Black Diamond were in the lift line. They poled into position and the chair scooped them up. It was the first time I’d seen them together with no bodyguards or women in between. I caught a glimpse of Mickey’s face as they sped away. He was smiling, a natural, relaxed smile that I’d never seen before. They must’ve hammered out a deal. The next couple of chairs contained the bodyguards also very relaxed. They didn’t have to worry about the guys murdering each other as least for a few minutes. I didn’t see Jessie, Wade’s glum arm candy or the other girls. It was kind of nice to see, just DBD, like it was when they started.


  We went into the line at the Eagle. It was short with singles and doubles going up on the four-person chairs.


  “You and me, Pete,” I said.


  He started and said, “What? Why?”


  “We need to talk.”


  “Now? I think we should talk later. Much later,” he said, looking at his dad.


  “There’s no hope, boy,” said Calvin. “When a woman says you need to talk, you’re going to talk.”


  So Pete and I went on a chair by ourselves and Nancy and Calvin were two chairs behind us.


  “About the Bleds,” I said.


  “The Bleds?” asked Pete.


  “They’re my family. You know that, right?”


  “What are we talking about?” Pete shifted and faced me.


  “Myrtle and Millicent.”


  “You’re not breaking up with me?


  “Not yet,” I said, smiling in spite of myself.


  “What about The Girls?” Pete’s voice got all cagey like he couldn’t possibly imagine what I wanted to talk about.


  “Why are you hiding my godmothers from your parents?” I asked.


  He blew out a deep breath and said, “It’s not you. It’s them. My parents, I mean.”


  “What about them?”


  “My mom’s a Evrard.”


  Obviously I was supposed to know what that meant, but I was drawing a blank. If I could’ve discreetly googled the name, I would’ve, but I’d insisted on having this conversation where Pete couldn’t escape, so I couldn’t either.


  “Okay, I’ll bite,” I said. “What’s a Evrard?”


  “Evrard Family Brewers.”


  “Really? I didn’t know your family owns a brewery. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of that brand. Are they a micro?”


  “They’re a nothing. Went out of business before Prohibition hit.”


  “And this matters because…,” I said.


  “The Bleds put them out of business. Hatred of the Bled family is big on my mom’s side. She isn’t going to be thrilled that you know them, much less love them.”


  “I’ve never heard of the Bleds putting people of business. That doesn’t sound right.”


  “That’s because you’re basically a Bled. Who’s going to say it to you?”


  “Good point. Any suggestions?” I asked.


  “Hide it until we can’t hide it anymore,” said Pete.


  “What happened to the guy who jumped off his roof in Bubble Wrap?”


  “He landed. Hard.”


  We sat in silence, looking at the Mardi Gras beads on the trees and wishing the wind would stop blowing in our faces.


  “Are we okay?” asked Pete.


  I leaned on his scrawny shoulder. “We’ll figure it out.”


  My phone started vibrating. It was Dad and for once it was nice to have him interrupt my life.


  “Did you get the autographs?” he asked.


  “Not yet,” I said. “But I will.”


  “Have you been talking to them?”


  “A bit.”


  Dad peppered me with questions from how the members of DBD looked to the state of Nina’s health.


  “I gotta go, Dad. I’m on a lift.”


  “Okay. Okay. Have you heard anything about a reunion?” he asked.


  “I think it’s a done deal,” I said.


  Dad whooted into the phone.


  “Bye, Dad.”


  “Wait. Wait. What do you know about the new album?” he asked, breathless.


  “Not much. Just that it’s a memorial album for Cliff,” I said.


  “What’s it going to be called?”


  “It’s just Cliff’s initials. I have to go. We’re getting to the end of the line.”


  “JDS. Good name. I like it.”


  Pete pushed up the safety rail.


  “What did you say?” I asked.


  “JDS. Jacob David Silverstein. That’s Cliff’s initials,” said Dad.


  “Where did Cliff come from?”


  “He loved skiing out of bounds. Going off cliffs.”


  “Oh.” I hung up and tucked my phone away as I lifted my tips.


  “What’s wrong?” asked Pete.


  “JDS.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Mickey’s brother’s initials. JDS. Does that sound familiar?” I asked.


  He didn’t have a chance to answer. Our skis hit the berm and we were flying down the little hill. I turned to the right and just caught a glimpse of Mickey and Wade joshing each other and then going over the lip to Bittersweet.


  JDS. So familiar. Why?


  “JDS. Isn’t familiar to you?” I asked Pete.


  “I feel sick,” he said.


  “What’s wrong, honey?” asked Nancy coming up beside us.


  “Not feeling good.”


  A snowboarder blasted past us, icing our legs and causing Calvin to shake his fist at the guy. I stared off after Mickey and Wade. Those initials were so freaking familiar. The snowboarder that had iced us got to the lip and did a sharp turn, flashing the black and blood red pattern of the bottom of his board. I froze. The guy bent over to adjust a buckle on his boot and his jacket slid up in the back, revealing a red and black tattoo. JDS.


  “Oh shit!”


  “Mercy!” said Nancy.


  The snowboarder jumped up and over the lip, out of sight. I poled frantically after her. Jessie. Wade’s arm candy. She was the one. “Call 911!” I yelled over my shoulder at Pete.


  “What?” he yelled back.


  “It’s the snowboarder! Jessie! Call Carey!” I pushed past several skiers to the lip.


  “Mercy! Mercy!”


  I glanced back. It was Fergus frantically waving something at me. He drew his arm back and launched it. I dropped my poles and snatched it out of the air. My taser. I went over the lip with no poles. I didn’t think. I had to catch her. Mickey was up ahead. Wade, Jimmy, and Darren. She was going to stop that reunion. It would be a bloody ending.


  I went down the fall line. Straight down. No turns. Building speed. More speed. There she was carving and heading for Mickey and Wade. They were skiing in tandem. She was gaining. Closer. Closer. Mickey waved to Wade and cut to the left toward Leap Frog, a green run. Wade continued on Bittersweet. I held my breath. Which way would she go? Straight after Wade. No hesitation. He was her target.


  “Wade! Wade!” I screamed into the wind. But he couldn’t hear me. I tucked and built more speed. I was directly behind her, matching her speed. She glanced back when she heard me get close. Her lips were in a tight line and then they formed an O. She lost her concentration, caught an edge and tumbled ass over teakettle across Bittersweet. Wade kept going and was gone in a blink. Jessie flipped off the trail over the edge. Out of sight. I did a hard stop, shooting up a wave of snow and fell on my bruised hip. I gasped and struggled to my feet. Without poles it’s a lot harder. Taking a couple deep breaths, I jumped my tips downhill again and took off across Bittersweet.


  I found Jessie in deep powder struggling to get up.


  “Stop!”


  She didn’t stop. Isn’t that always the way? She struggled harder. There was no point in skiing into that powder. I wouldn’t get anywhere. I squatted and forced down my releases, popping out my boots. Then I tumbled headlong into the powder and dove at Jessie. She screeched and flailed at her boots, trying to release them.


  “Where is it?” I screamed at her.


  She picked up a broken branch and swung it at me. I was too slow and she caught me on the side of the head. I lurched sideways, but managed to charge the taser.


  “Get away from me!” she screamed.


  “Tell me where it is!”


  “You’re crazy!”


  Damn straight.


  She released her boots and dove away from me. I couldn’t let her go. Sure. I knew her identity and Detective Carey would nab her sooner or later. But Keegan couldn’t afford later. I had to get that oil before the cops got it. I dove after her. She struggled in the four-foot drifts between trees and reached up to grab a branch exposing her tattoo. I lunged and zapped her, right on the D. She screamed so high-pitched only dogs could hear it and then started flopping. Spit was going every which way. Kind of reminded me of Wallace when she shook.


  I jumped on top of Jessie and yanked her over. “You bitch!” she slurred out.


  “Yeah. I’m the bitch.” I smacked her in the mouth. I’m not exactly proud of hitting someone when they’re down, but in all honesty, I’d do it again. The girl did try to concave my head with a microwave. “Where’s Rory’s bag?”


  “No!”


  “Tell me!”


  “He can’t have that stuff. Wade will kill him if they get the band back together.”


  That took me back and she used that second to punch me in the face, splitting my lip. Luckily, she was still juiced and it wasn’t hard enough to daze me. I smacked her again.


  “Wade didn’t kill Cliff. I need that bag!”


  “No!”


  I stuck the taser in her face. “I need that oil. You tell me where it is or I’m going to zap you into a coma.”


  “No!” she spat in my face. She actually spat at me. Infuriating, but she also put a protective hand on one of her jacket pockets. I wiped the spittle off my cheek and gave her a low-voltage zap to the side of the face. She went limp and I ripped open the pocket. It only contained a well-worn business card of a private investigator, Reuben Scott. On the back of the card two numbers. 115 and 4242. Must be where she put the bag. Why two numbers? Couldn’t be a condo. She couldn’t be sure someone wouldn’t find it.


  “A locker,” I said. “She put it in a locker.”


  I put the taser in my pocket and rolled off of Jessie. She began to moan and I fought the urge to spit on her before I wallowed out of that hole.


  “Mercy!” Fergus stood at the edge of the trees. “You got her!”


  By the time I climbed out of the powder, I was sweating like I was Uncle Morty staring at Nina. “You…stay…with…her.”


  “Did you use your taser on her?” he asked, looking at the now moving Jessie.


  “Yes…call…patrol,” I gasped. “Going down.”


  He grabbed me by the waist. “I’ve got a hold of you.”


  I pointed down the hill. “Down.” I shakily clipped into my skis.


  “Are you sure you can make it?” asked Fergus. He looked doubtful and I felt it. My legs were shaking so bad, I wasn’t certain I could stay on them, but the oil was down there. I had to try.


  I patted Fergus on the shoulder and pushed off. This time I went slow, carving as much as possible down to the lift. I must’ve looked terrible because about twelve people asked me if I was okay. I lied. That was probably pretty evident when I came down the hill, went for the racks, but didn’t have enough strength to stop and ran into one. I lay on the hard-packed snow and rolled side-to-side like a turtle on its back.


  “Mercy!” Lisle skied up and grabbed my flailing hand. “Are you okay?”


  I leaned on the rack and caught my breath. “Just exhausted.”


  “What happened to your poles?”


  “Lost them on Bittersweet. Can I borrow one of yours?” I asked.


  Lisle gave me a pole and I popped my releases and stuck my skis in the rack. “I have to go. Thanks.”


  She waved with her pink pom-pomed mitten. I went into the village past the fire cauldron and went to Copper One’s ski shop. I clomped between racks of padded pants and wished I could ditch my boots, but when Detective Carey showed up it would look suspicious if I was in such a hurry. Boots were expensive. If Carey was any kind of detective he’d wonder why Rory’s bag was worth a pair of five-hundred-dollar boots to me. He was already questioning my involvement with Rory. I couldn’t afford for him to start thinking.


  I brushed past a school group of screeching fifth graders and went into the day-tripper locker room, which was filled with more students. There was an elderly locker room attendant hollering over the din, but the kids ignored him.


  “When you are finished dressing move outside with your teacher!” he yelled.


  Kids were saying their boots were stuck. Their boots hurt. They were hungry. They were tired. So-and-so said they looked fat in their ski pants. There wasn’t a clear path, so I barged in, pushing my way through. Kids may have gone down in my wake. I really didn’t stop to look. They were all yelling anyway, so that was no indication. I passed a pair of teachers, who looked ready for a stiff drink.


  “They don’t pay us enough for this,” said the blond, who had dark rings under her eyes.


  The other teacher replied, “I almost called in sick.”


  “I would’ve killed you.”


  He laughed. “I know.”


  I squeezed past them and finally got to the locker access panel, read the directions on blue screen, and punched 115. It asked me for my PIN number. I held my breath and typed in 4242. Accepted. The locker was open. I pushed my way through a clique of girls talking about how stupid a boy named Andrew was and found 115. I was almost afraid to open it. If Keegan’s oil wasn’t in there, I would lose my damn mind. I was out of ideas and out of time, just like Keegan.


  I opened the locker and nearly burst into tears. A small black nylon case sat on the bottom. I knelt and blocked the view in case someone else was looking. I opened the flap and found two compartments, each had six bottles with black and white labels. I pulled one out. It looked like a bottle of cough syrup and was labeled Mickey with the dosage, strength, etc… I put it back and pulled a bottle out of the other compartment. That bottle was labeled Keegan. A tear escaped my eye and rolled down onto my lips. Keegan. There it was. The one thing in the world that could save him. I tucked the bottle and its companions into my jacket’s inside pockets. Bulky, but they were well-concealed underneath the puffy down. I zipped up and waded back to the access panel. Locker 263 wasn’t in use, so I swiped my credit card and input Jessie’s pin 4242. I was never going to forget that one. 263 opened and I squeezed past two boys who were smacking the crap out of each other, while their exasperated teacher begged them to stop.


  Hello, woman. You’re going to have to physically do something.


  She didn’t. Apparently begging was her thing. I made a mental note never to beg a kid, especially my kid, to do anything. It appeared to egg the little nutcases on. I opened the locker, put Keegan’s oil in a back corner, and quickly closed the door. I lurched to the side, light-headed.


  Breathe. Breathing is important.


  I turned around to the smacking boys, grabbed one, and handed him to the teacher, whose mouth dropped open in surprise. “Don’t hit people. It’s annoying,” I told the ruffian.


  “You can’t do that,” said the beggar.


  “Just did it. Begging your students is just sad,” I said as I called Detective Carey, returned to Jessie’s locker, and put three of Mickey’s bottles on Keegan’s side of the bag, so it wouldn’t look like anything was missing.


  “Miss Watts,” Detective Carey said, breathlessly.


  “Yes. Where are you?” I asked.


  “Covered bridge.”


  “I’ve got Mickey’s oil,” I said.


  “How? Where?”


  “Copper One’s daily locker room.”


  Five minutes later Detective Carey was wading through children with an extremely irritated look on his face. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he wanted to whack them with his big cowboy hat. I did.


  “Did you touch it?” he asked.


  I stepped aside. “Of course. I had to make sure it was really in there.”


  He squatted in front of the locker and pulled the bag to him. He took out the same bottle of Mickey’s oil that I had and read the label. “I’m surprised she didn’t destroy it.”


  “You’ll have to ask her why she didn’t,” I said and I started sweating. Jessie would tell him about Keegan’s oil. I could deny taking it, but how far would that get me?


  “I will. How did you get her to tell you where it was?” he asked, standing up with the bag in his big hands.


  “I tasered her,” I said.


  He shook his head. “You’re not even going to try and hide it.”


  “You’re going to find out. Why bother? She was going after Wade Cave like she did me. She’s lucky I didn’t ram her into a tree.”


  “I’d say you’re the lucky one.”


  “She punched me and cracked me in the head with a tree branch, does that make you feel better?” I asked.


  “It does actually. You have a defense. The split lip will help.”


  “What about saving Wade? Isn’t that helpful?”


  He closed the locker. “Was he in imminent danger?”


  “I’m going with yes,” I said.


  We pushed our way past the bench, but the kids had not thinned out. There were even more, louder and more obnoxious. They made me glad I’d chosen nursing over teaching. Inserting a catheter didn’t seem so bad in comparison. In the end, Detective Carey flashed his badge and threatened to arrest the little nose-miners for disturbing the peace. You’d be surprised how fast a path cleared.


  Outside there were about six sirens wailing and I spotted a group of cops at the base of the hill next to the American Eagle lift. They all had their hands on their service weapons and it only took a second to figure out why. Jessie was coming down the hill between two ski patrol guys. Every time she turned she took a swing at them and was coming in way too fast.


  We stopped behind the cops and waited. It was kind of like watching a slow motion accident. I couldn’t look away.


  “Do you think she’s on something?” asked Detective Carey.


  “I think she’s crazy,” I said.


  “What did she tell you about why she did it?”


  “She was trying to protect Mickey from Wade.” I told him about what had happened on the hill and how I put it together. The red and black pattern on Jessie’s snowboard and the tattoo, JDS.


  “You were lucky,” said Detective Carey.


  “Very and more than once.”


  Jessie reached the bottom of the hill, released her boots in a flash, and tried to make a run for it. Like I said. Crazy. The cops were on her in a split second. We watched as she bit, spit, kicked, and cursed. She kept her clothes on. I knew from experience that’s not a given. In the end, the officers had to taser her before they could cuff her.


  “Makes me look more reasonable, doesn’t it?” I grinned at Detective Carey.


  “I wouldn’t go that far, but I probably won’t charge you with assault.”


  “I’ll take it.”


  A mug appeared in front of me. Aaron stood there, wearing an apron made for a cook three times his size and a fat fur hat with earflaps. I took the mug and sniffed. Hot chocolate with peppermint schnapps just like my dad made. Well, just like my dad if he also made homemade marshmallows and dipped them in dark chocolate to perch on the thick dollop of cream on top. I’ve never needed anything more than I needed those marshmallows. Chocolate and sugar cures all.


  “You always know,” I said.


  “I do,” said Aaron.


  That’s when Wallace came around his leg, squatted on my left boot, and peed.


  “There’s something wrong with your dog,” said Detective Carey.


  I rolled my eyes. “Go ahead and pee, stink dog. It’s plastic and I couldn’t care less.”


  Bark.


  “You’re not bringing that dog with you to the station,” said Detective Carey.


  Aaron handed me Wallace’s leash and trotted off.


  “I think I am,” I said.


  “She’s peeing on your other boot now.”


  Wallace had moved over and was peeing on my other boot’s buckles. Gag.


  The cops dragged Jessie past us and stuffed her in the back of a squad car. Then they leaned against the door and wiped their sweaty brows. It was a toasty eighteen degrees, but that’s no match for a heated battle with an angry girl.


  “Let’s go, Miss Watts.” Detective Carey turned away from the squad cars and headed back into the village.


  “Are you kidding?” I asked. “Where’s your car?”


  “On the other side of the bridge. Traffic blocked me.”


  I groaned. More walking in my ski boots was the last thing I wanted. “I’d rather go with Jessie and she bites.”


  “You’re with me and this time you’re going to tell me the whole story,” he said.


  I batted my eyelashes. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “You’re going to tell me. I don’t care if I have to keep you in interrogation for forty-eight hours.”


  “Good luck with that.” I tromped away with Wallace by my side. She was looking up at me with big brown eyes. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought she loved me.


  “I’ll give you bacon if you pee on him,” I said.


  Bark. Bark.


  Detective Carey ran to catch up with me. “What did you say to that dog?


  “Nothing that concerns you.”


  “I don’t believe you,” he said.


  “Join the club.”


  Wallace walked sideways, giving Detective Carey’s fancy stitched cowboy boots the stink eye.


  “Why is she looking at me like that?”


  I smiled. “Maybe she loves you.”


  He turned and kept a decent distance between himself and the peeing machine. “I don’t think that’s it.”


  Me either.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Five


  



  “Miss Watts.” Someone shook my shoulder and none too gently either. “Miss Watts.”


  I sat up bleary-eyed and left a dollop of drool on the table. Not my best look. I guess Detective Carey agreed, if I went by the way he was watching me.


  “More questions?” I asked.


  “You can go,” he said.


  I glanced at my phone lying next to the drool. “Seriously? What happened to keeping me in here until I crack? It’s been two hours.”


  Detective Carey dropped into the chair opposite me, took off his hat, ran his fingers through his hair, and settled it back on his head. “It’s been a long two hours.”


  “Not for me.” I smiled and scratched Wallace’s belly. She was in her donut on my lap, snoring.


  “I’ve never had a suspect sleep in interrogation before. Even the innocent sweat in here.”


  “I’m a suspect?” I asked.


  “I don’t know what you are.”


  “Aren’t you obliged to figure it out?”


  He did the hat thing again. “You want to stay?”


  “Not particularly, but I’m curious. Why are we done? I haven’t told you a thing,” I said.


  “Your uncle Morty is outside. He’s been talking to me,” said Detective Carey with a tiredness I understood. Uncle Morty often talked to me and it was a wearing experience.


  “Sorry. Family is like that.” I put Wallace on the floor. She shook and disappeared under the table.


  “Your family is like that. He’s threatening to call the governor. Does your father actually know the governor?”


  “Beats me, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” I stood up and stretched. “So we’re good? Jessie did it. I acted in defense of another’s life. Great.”


  “Except for Keegan,” said Detective Carey, suddenly sharp but trying to hide it.


  “Who’s Keegan?” I asked, my stomach twisted into a knot, but years of my dad’s interrogations over boys and booze had prepared me well and it didn’t show.


  “You’ll have to tell me. According to Jessie, there were six more bottles in Rory Dushane’s bag. They were labeled Keegan and now they’re gone. Any idea where they went?”


  “Nope. It had six bottles for Mickey when I found it.”


  “I believe Jessie,” he said.


  “You believe the nut who tried to kill Rory, me, and Wade Cave? I don’t even know what to say to that.”


  Detective Carey stood up and leaned over, his fingers pyramiding on the table. “You didn’t just accidentally meet Rory Dushane the night Jessie stabbed him. I never believed that.”


  I shrugged. “Why don’t you ask Rory’s dad? He’d know if there was more bottles in that bag.”


  Detective Carey gritted his teeth. “I did. He says Mickey’s were the only bottles Rory was delivering.”


  “Then problem solved. Jessie’s just winding you up.” I went for the door and then remembered the stink dog. “Wallace, time to go.”


  The pug waddled out from under the table looking quite pleased with herself. I picked her up, flipped my hair back, and sashayed out. That’s right. I sashayed, swinging hips and all. Forty-eight hours indeed. I was Tommy Watts’s daughter. I’d been interrogated by the best.


  “Ah shit!” exclaimed Detective Carey behind me.


  I kissed Wallace’s head. “Good dog.”


  Bark.


  I found Uncle Morty sitting at Detective Carey’s desk giving his laptop keys a good pounding. He didn’t look up.


  “They’re releasing me,” I said.


  “You ain’t been under arrest,” he said, turning his screen towards me. “Check it out.”


  I scanned the medical chart from the University of Arizona medical center. “Jessie’s a schizophrenic. Are you going to tell Carey?”


  “Keep reading,” said Uncle Morty.


  The notes were detailed and dated starting from two years earlier. Jessie had started exhibiting symptoms her freshman year at college. Nothing violent. Erratic behavior, paranoia, and delusions. She was hospitalized multiple times after going off her meds because she believed she was better. The delusions were where it got interesting. Jessie believed she was Cliff of Double Black Diamond’s daughter, that Wade Cave had murdered her father, and that he was going to murder her uncle, Mickey Stix. Jessie was seriously ill, but I could see how she started with the idea. The doctor noted that Cliff was named as her father on her birth certificate. Jessie’s mother obviously didn’t know Cliff because she didn’t even use his real name. She used Cliff. She’d sued Mickey’s brother over paternity before he died and Mickey after the fact. The judge threw the case out both times. Eventually, the mother told Jessie the truth, but it was too late. Even on the meds, Jessie’s delusion remained entrenched. She’d been released six months ago after intense psychotherapy where she denied her delusions and agreed to take her meds. Her doctor doubted her sincerity and thought therapy had only taught her to hide in plain sight, but couldn’t keep her as an inpatient after her mother’s insurance had run out. The last note said that Jessie had disappeared and her mother had had no contact with her in three months.


  “Mercy,” said Nina from behind me. I turned and she hugged me fiercely. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, but I’d love to get these damn boots off,” I said.


  Mickey hugged me and behind him stood the rest of DBD. Wade looking abashed and Darren wary.


  “I didn’t know she was crazy,” said Wade.


  “When did you meet her?” I asked.


  “About five months ago at the coffee shop near my house.” Wade shook his head. “She was hot. I had no idea she hated me.”


  I glanced at Uncle Morty and he shrugged. “She’s delusional. She thinks Cliff was her father and that you murdered him.”


  They all gaped at me.


  “But that’s not possible,” said Mickey.


  Detective Carey came out of interrogation with a wet cowboy boot and frown. “Where did you get that information?”


  Uncle Morty snapped his laptop closed. “She guessed. She’s a good guesser.”


  Two uniforms brought Jessie out from another interrogation room. She seemed perfectly normal until she saw Mickey. “Run! Run away! He’s the one! He did it! Uncle Mickey, run! He wants to drug you and kill you!” She twisted in the officer’s hand and went down on her knees, screaming. They dragged her across the room and down a hallway toward the holding cells, screaming and crying the whole way. “I love you! I’ll save you! Run!”


  Nina began crying into Mickey’s shoulder and Wade looked stunned.


  “Maybe if we’d gone public,” said Mickey.


  “Public with what?” asked Detective Carey.


  Mickey looked at me.


  “It’s going to come out,” I said. “Do it on your terms.”


  “Cliff and I had mumps when we were young. The disease made us sterile. I’d appreciate it if you’d let us release this in our own way.”


  Detective Carey nodded. “I understand. Mr. Cave, I need to take your statement.” He gestured to a desk and Wade sat down more obediently than I ever would’ve expected. I think it was the shock that he’d been sleeping with a mental patient who wanted to kill him. Who could blame him really?


  “I guess that’s it for us,” I said. “Uncle Morty, I could use a hot tub and a stiff drink. Got any schnapps?”


  He snorted and said, “What’d you think?”


  I laughed and started for the exit when Darren snagged my arm. “Nina told me that you signed the agreement.”


  His face was uncomfortably close to mine, but for the first time he wasn’t snarling at me. “I did.”


  “You’ll hold to the agreement?” he asked and I could see the fear in his eyes.


  “Not my secret to tell,” I said and he visibly relaxed.


  Uncle Morty came up behind me and laid a meaty hand on my shoulder. “It ain’t theirs either. We need to take care of those bastards.”


  “I can pay them now that we’ve reached a deal.” Darren looked at Nina, Mickey, and Jimmy Cave. They all three nodded, but I could tell it pained them.


  “Screw that,” said Uncle Morty. “Give me their names. They got secrets too and I’ll find ‘em.”


  Darren sucked in a breath. “How?”


  “Leave that to me. I’m an expert in dirt and those bastards deserve me.”


  I patted Uncle Morty’s hand. “He is. I almost feel sorry for them. This time next week they’ll probably be apologizing to you.”


  Nina came up and wrapped her arms around Darren. “That’s a kind offer and I’m sure you’d be very effective.”


  “But…” said Darren.


  “But what about the next time and the time after that,” she said.


  “They aren’t the first?” I asked.


  “Sadly, no.”


  Darren shook his head and a gleam of sweat appeared on his bald pate. “I can’t. It’ll kill the band.” He looked at Mickey. “You need this. We all do.”


  Mickey grabbed him roughly and hugged him. “You worry about you, man. We can take the heat.”


  Jimmy clapped Darren on the back. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll be good. Give us some dimension. A whole new audience.”


  Darren lowered his voice so Carey and the other cops wouldn’t hear. “I don’t see us getting a huge gay audience.”


  Mickey laughed and laughed. “Why the hell not? You like us. My cousin Steve likes us. Why the hell not?”


  “I…I…don’t know,” said Darren.


  Wade came over and hooked his arms over Mickey and Darren’s shoulders. “What are we talking about? Hot chicks? Tequila shooters? Tour dates?”


  Mickey gave him a look. “Blackmailers.”


  “Those shitheads? I say screw ‘em,” said Wade.


  Darren crossed his arms. “Oh, yeah. You’re the one who’s so worried about image.”


  Wade laughed. “I could be dead right now. Dead. Holy shit. I don’t give a crap what anyone thinks about us. Let’s party.”


  “I have to tell my parents first,” said Darren, softly.


  “Sweetie,” said Nina, “they know.”


  Darren paled. “How? Did you tell them?”


  “Of course not. You’re mother’s sharp as a tack and she’s made a lot of comments over the years. I think they’ve always known.”


  Detective Carey asked Wade to come back and finish his statement and Uncle Morty and I went for the exit.


  “I’m charging you for these boots!” yelled Detective Carey after me. “They’re hand-stitched!”


  “I didn’t pee on them,” I replied with a grin.


  “Your dog— ”


  “She’s not my dog.”


  Bark.


  We went through the glass doors and into the parking lot.


  Growl.


  “Okay. Okay. You’re kind of my dog, but don’t tell Nancy,” I said.


  Bark.
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  Uncle Morty didn’t drive me back to Copper Mountain as promised. Why? Because he’s evil, that’s why. I must’ve snoozed out, because I didn’t realize what was happening until we hit the Eisenhower tunnel. The darkness woke me and I blinked at the grey concrete zipping past me.


  “Where are we?” I asked.


  “Tunnel. Go back to sleep,” said Uncle Morty.


  Honestly, I wasn’t really suspicious until he told me to go to sleep. It wasn’t like him at all. I sat up and yawned.


  “Why are we going through the tunnel?”


  “Goin’ to the hospital.”


  “What hospital? Who’s in the hospital?” I asked.


  He snorted. “Rory Dushane, idiot.”


  “Did something happen?”


  “Hell, yeah. You solved his crime,” he said.


  I flexed my feet. They were so happy not to be in my boots anymore. “Carey will tell his family. They don’t need us there bothering them.”


  “I ain’t letting Carey take the credit for your skills. You solved it. You get the pleasure of telling Cullum Dushane what happened. That’s how it is. Besides, you have a deal, don’t you?”


  I’d forgotten about my deal with Mr. Dushane. I solve Rory’s stabbing in exchange for a year of Keegan’s meds. I sat up and Wallace rolled off my lap, bounced to her feet, and started yapping at me like she’d never laid eyes on me before.


  “Shut that dog up,” bellowed Uncle Morty.


  “I can’t. Ahhhh!” I screeched as Wallace lunged for my arm and clamped her vicious little teeth on my wrist. I rolled around, yanking on her tubby body, but that just made her teeth sink deeper into my flesh.


  “Shut up!” yelled Uncle Morty.


  “Not helping,” I said.


  His hand shot out and he captured Wallace by the scruff of her neck. He shook her once, she went limp, and let go of my wrist. Then he held her high between us. “You bark again and I throw you out the window. Got it, mutt?”


  Yip.


  “What about the biting?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Yeah. Don’t bite Mercy either,” he said.


  Yip.


  He dropped the tiny pug back on my lap where she proceeded to stare at me resentfully. I was so bothered by it I went back to sleep. After what seemed like five minutes later, we arrived at University of Colorado hospital. It was a huge complex and I was glad Uncle Morty didn’t ask me to navigate. I got lost in hospitals I actually worked at.


  He eventually found a parking spot close to the front entrance after driving around for fifteen minutes. Heaven forbid we walk more than fifty feet. I would’ve told him to just park and suck it up, but it would’ve been me doing most of the sucking. I was still in my ski clothes and had no other shoes other than my bulky boots. I was willing to go tell Mr. Dushane we’d solved his son’s crime, eager to do so even, but I couldn’t go in there like that. First of all, walking in ski boots takes forever and second, I was sweating in my puffy pants and base layers.


  Uncle Morty got out and stood behind the rental glowering at the hospital for not having a tram to the front door. His outdoorsy act-like-men phase was definitely over. I watched him in the side mirror, wondering how long it would take for him to notice that I wasn’t getting out. Six minutes. Longer than I expected. I guess he was really mad about walking.


  He yanked open my door. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “I’m not going in like this.” I pointed to my boots.


  “Why not?”


  “I’ll look like an idiot.”


  “You should be used to it. All those pics on CNN sealed the deal.”


  Thanks for reminding me.


  “I don’t need to add to the collection of bad Mercy moments. My file is full. Go in to the gift shop and buy me some sweats and flip-flops,” I said.


  “They ain’t a department store,” he said.


  “No, but they’re equipped for emergencies. Family members need clothes all the time.”


  He held out his hand. “Money.”


  “Are you serious?” I asked.


  “As a gamer on release day. Hand it over.”


  I sighed and gave him my debit card. I didn’t bother to give him my PIN, since I was sure he already knew it. And I was right. He came back fifteen minutes later with extra-small sweats in a hideous aqua marine blue and a pair of flowered Crocs. Uncle Morty stood in front of the car while I tried to squeeze my rump into those sweats.


  “How big do you think I am?” I asked through gritted teeth.


  “Tiny. Get a move on.”


  Well, I got those sweats on, but they were so tight you could see the outline of my thong. It wasn’t good, but there was no way Uncle Morty was going on another shopping expedition, so I was stuck. We left a snarling Wallace behind in the car. She was squatting on Uncle Morty’s seat as a threat, which he chose to ignore.


  “If she pees, she pees,” he said, leading the way to the hospital with surprising speed, not noticing me dodging puddles and piles of snow in my flip-flops.


  After getting Rory’s room number from a volunteer who got all excited and asked if I was a female impersonator, we went up to the sixth floor. Rory was out of ICU and in his own private room, which surprised me. To be honest, I had expected him to die and I’d done a spanking job of not thinking about his prognosis. Thinking about a person’s death just makes it harder. I’d had enough of harder.


  Uncle Morty knocked on Rory’s closed door and Mr. Dushane answered a second later. If anything he looked worse than he did when I’d seen him just a couple of days before.


  “Sorry to bother you,” I said.


  It took him a second, but his eyes lit up when he realized who I was. “Miss Watts, what are you doing here? Good news, I hope.”


  I gave him the abbreviated version of events and he stood stock still as if he hadn’t quite comprehended the words I’d spoken. His hands shook as he reached out and grabbed me for the mother of all bear hugs. Mr. Dushane’s body convulsed and he sobbed into my shoulder. We stood in the corridor for I don’t know how long. Long enough for Uncle Morty to beat a hasty retreat in search of coffee and a place without naked emotion. Uncle Morty wasn’t a fan of crying. Whenever I cried, no matter the reason, he always told me to rub some dirt on it. Because dirt is always what a crying girl needs.


  A nurse came up and asked if she could help. That broke the spell and Mr. Dushane told her Rory’s attacker had been arrested. The nurse, Mary, teared up and ran for some Kleenex.


  “So Rory’s out of ICU,” I said, accepting a tissue from Mary. “How’s he doing?”


  Mr. Dushane blew his nose and opened the door. “He woke up yesterday.”


  I walked past him into a room that reminded me of Arthur O’Quinn, my favorite patient. Like in Arthur’s room there were flowers on every available surface, cards pinned to the wall, and balloons floating around the ceiling forming cloud formations of cheery greetings and well-wishes. There was a lot of love in that room. Experts may not agree, but I think it helps. Healing comes from all kinds of sources, not just within. 


  Rory lay on the bed, his long body swathed in blankets and his neck thickly bandaged. He wasn’t on a ventilator, but he was wired up to multiple monitors and pumps. His eyes were closed and his long purple hair twisted over his shoulder. It looked more like rope rather than hair.


  “How is he feeling?” I asked.


  Mr. Dushane’s jaw trembled. “He doesn’t know us. The doctor says there may be some brain damage, but he can’t tell us the extent.”


  “He lost a lot of blood, but he’s awake. It’s the first step in a series of many.”


  “His mother’s afraid he’ll never be the same.” A tear slipped down Mr. Dushane’s cheek.


  “I’ve known stroke patients who they never thought would walk or speak who made it back. Rory can do it. He’s young and feisty.”


  Mr. Dushane chuckled. “He is that.”


  “I better go. I just wanted to tell you that we got her,” I said.


  He hugged me again. “Thank you and I haven’t forgotten our deal. Keegan will be taken care of. No charge.”


  “Thank you.”


  I left the room after taking one last deep breath of the flowers filling Rory’s room and found Uncle Morty lurking by the elevator. “You big wimp. A little crying and you run for it.”


  “Pipe down. You told him. I got what I came for. Feel good?” he asked.


  “I don’t know. I guess I’m supposed to.”


  “They ain’t all happy endings. Tommy’ll tell you that. Hell, happy endings are few and far between. You done good.”


  “Why do I feel so guilty then?” I asked, walking into the elevator.


  “Because that kid is lying in that bed and you didn’t prevent it,” he said.


  “How could I have prevented it?”


  “You couldn’t, but you think you should’ve, don’t you?”


  I bit my lip and didn’t answer. There was no answer, no reasonable one anyway.


  Uncle Morty leaned on the elevator wall and crossed his arms over his belly. “You got the oil and even if that’s all you did it’s good. Let’s get back to Copper. Aaron texted me. He is cooking up a feast. Russian. That’s a new one. We’ve got to get some top-shelf Vodka for the occasion. You need to party. We’ve got about thirty-six hours left in Colorado and seventy-two hours of partying to fit in.”


  “Since when do you party?” I asked.


  “Since when do I ski? A man’s got to try new things,” he said.


  “You’re ready to start a new book, aren’t you?”


  “You know it. The sooner we get home, the better. I’m itching to start. Nina gave me some great fodder.”


  We got to the car and found Wallace yapping her head off inside. She hadn’t peed. I doubt it was because she’d decided to be good. Her tank was probably on empty after spraying my boots. She was going batshit crazy and I wasn’t able to get in until Uncle Morty threatened her a few more times. Then she let me sit, curled up into her donut, and began to snore like she hadn’t just been trying to bite my face off. That dog was as crazy as Jessie and I just didn’t have it in me to spend another day and a half with that nutter.


  “Let’s not wait,” I said. “Let’s leave earlier. Tonight after the Russian feast. Keegan needs his oil and I have no intention of skiing again. Let’s go home.”


  Uncle Morty cocked a bushy brow at me. “Home it is. 


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Chapter Twenty-Six


  



  Eighteen hours later Uncle Morty parked on Hawthorne Avenue in front of the Bled mansion. He grudgingly helped me get my stuff out of the trunk, but that was as far as it went. There was no way he was helping me inside. The chances of him meeting with the old bats aka my godmothers was too great. I had expected Fergus to help me in, but he was asleep in the back seat, curled up with Kera. She hadn’t been able to step away from the fear in Copper. Even though she knew Jessie was in jail and wouldn’t be getting out, she’d decided to leave the mountain for parts unknown. When Rodney heard that, he offered her a job at Kronos as a waitress after confirming with me that customers liked pretty waitresses. He wasn’t entirely sure until I confirmed it. So Kera took the job and Fergus decided he’d rather spend twelve hours in the back of a Hyundai Accent than twelve hours in the beautiful Rockies before flying back to St. Louis to continue his stalking of me. Uncle Morty had no problem with giving them a ride which wasn’t like him at all. Generosity wasn’t his middle name. There was something about Fergus that made him want to help the boy. I hadn’t a clue what it was and he made it clear I wasn’t getting anything out of him. So we drove home scarfing down fast food and donuts with two wayward teens in the backseat. I wasn’t sure what Uncle Morty was going to do with the snoozing duo now that we were home and they didn’t have a home, but I was too tired to dwell on it. 


  Uncle Morty peeled off in the rental, still talking about Star Wars game strategy and totally oblivious to the fact that no one was listening. I stood on the walk in front of the wrought-iron gate with my luggage, skis, and Wallace at my feet.


  The stink dog had ridden home with us because she’d faked an illness and convinced Nancy that she couldn’t be taken on a plane. The illness was eerily similar to Uncle Morty’s illness that he faked, saying that he couldn’t get on a plane and I would absolutely have to drive him home in a rental immediately. I never did ski with Pete and I never told him about Keegan’s oil that was in my purse wrapped in cotton batting.


  Wallace panted at the mansion behind the gate. She was smiling and it was a big smile.


  “Don’t get comfortable,” I said. “This is temporary for the both of us. I’ll be back to my tiny apartment and you’re going home to Nancy and Calvin.”


  Grrr.


  “You’re not my dog and this is not my house.”


  She tilted her head at me as if to say, “Yeah, right.”


  I punched the code into the keypad and the gate swung open. Wallace tugged at the leash and I let go. She ran yipping into the garden and I trudged behind her lugging skis and my boot bag. I dropped them in front of the door and went back for my suitcase. Wallace had gone completely nuts. She ran circles around me, kicking up her hind legs and leaping into the air. Since she was a pug, into the air meant six inches, but the grin on her doggy lips made it look like she’d cleared six feet.


  “Calm down. Old ladies live here. I can’t have you knocking them over, you meathead.”


  Bark.


  Wallace ran past me and scampered up the stairs to claw at the door. It opened and Philippa peeked out. “Mercy, it’s you. I thought you were flying in tomorrow.” She opened the door and Wallace scampered past her legs and ran into the foyer. She slid on the highly polished wood and spun in a circle.


  Bark. Bark.


  “Oh, you’re okay,” I said and Wallace gingerly walked to the staircase. Once she reached the carpet in the center of the wide bottom stair, she took off upstairs, yipping like crazy as she went.


  “You got a dog?” asked Philippa.


  “It’s more like she got me,” I said.


  She came out and hugged me, her eyes watery. “Thank god you’re here. Keegan’s worse. Do you have it?”


  I nodded, my eyes filling in response to hers. “I do.”


  “Can I have it? I’ll take it right over to Cecile,” said Philippa.


  I carried my bag into the foyer and put my suitcase down on the beautiful wood floor. Philippa carried my skis and boots in and laid them next to the suitcase. She had bags under her eyes and looked like she’d lost ten pounds and Philippa didn’t have any weight to lose.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “I’ve been staying with Keegan while Cecile works. I’ve never seen anything like it. Tuesday he had so many seizures I lost count. One lasted for four hours. They had to put him on a feeding tube. He can’t eat. He can’t sleep. You really have it?”


  I opened my purse, took out my wallet, and then gave her the purse. Philippa looked inside and then gingerly put the straps over her shoulder. “Can you stay here, so I can go?”


  “Of course she can,” Millicent said as she came down the curving staircase.


  Philippa and I stared up with our breath held. How much had my godmother heard?


  Millicent smiled and continued down. She couldn’t have been more elegant. Her silver hair was curled and tumbling over one shoulder of her cashmere sweater. “Was that a dog running down the hall?”


  “Technically, yes,” I said. “I call her a wrinkled bag of evil. She’s Pete’s mother’s dog.”


  “I see.”


  I didn’t know how she saw, but at least she didn’t look upset at Wallace running around the house.


  “You’re up,” I said.


  “I am. Philippa’s a wonderful nurse. She’s been stuffing me like a holiday turkey. I gained six pounds.” She hugged me and I kissed her velvety cheeks.


  “That’s good,” I said.


  “So they tell me,” said Millicent. “Darling, you can stop looking so fearful. I’m a Bled. The ends always justify the means. I’m sure whatever you did, it’s for the best.”


  I wasn’t sure what to say. My parents wouldn’t be so accommodating. I almost asked her not to say anything to them, but The Girls didn’t keep secrets from them and asking might encourage Millicent to mention it. So I said nothing. Neither did Philippa, who stood beside me white-faced.


  Millicent extended her hand and Philippa took it after a moment’s hesitation. “Dear, you take Mercy’s purse and go wherever it is you need to go. Dinner is at six. We’ll expect you. Mrs. Hadley is making a German feast tonight in hopes of continuing my weight gain.”


  Philippa nodded, apparently not trusting herself to speak, and quickly disappeared down the hall towards the garage in the back of the property.


  “And you,” said Millicent, “will go straight to bed.”


  “I’m not that tired,” I said.


  She laughed and hooked her arm through mine. “Then I know you better than you know yourself. Up we go.”


  I let my godmother lead me up the stairs and with every step I felt a tiredness sink into me. By the time we got to my bedroom on the far end of the second floor, I was yawning. Millicent stopped at the door, kissed my cheek, and ordered me to bed. I went inside the bedroom that I’d been born in and had occupied ever since. The wallpaper was original to the house and was a stylized hand-painted butterfly pattern The Girls’ mother had picked out. The jewel tones went well with the dark wood of my bedroom suite even though it was from an earlier era, 1840s Empire.


  I opened the highboy dresser and found the clothes I’d brought from my apartment, but I didn’t want to sleep in an old tee as I usually did. I opened the drawer above and chose a pair of pale green silk pajamas that Myrtle had given me. The luxury slipped on, so light I felt almost naked. A wonderful feeling as I crawled under the covers and felt myself sink into the thick pillowtop. My mind said I should call Spidermonkey. I should be going to meet him, not snoozing away the rest of the day, but I couldn’t help myself. My bed so comfortable. Spidermonkey would just have to wait and my eyelids fluttered shut.
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  The smell of coffee woke me. Millicent sat on the edge of my bed, next to a tray laden with fresh fruit, an ornate coffeepot, and a dish of thick yogurt. Millicent held up my phone. “It’s been buzzing nonstop, dear.”


  I couldn’t tell if she’d looked at the recall. She wouldn’t know who Spidermonkey was, but that name would pique her curiosity. I fixed an expression of unconcern on my face and sat up. A smile flickered at the edge of her lips and she gave me the phone. As I feared the last few texts and calls were from Spidermonkey. He wanted to know how to proceed, but he hadn’t given any specifics.


  “Your parents are coming for dinner,” said Millicent. “It will go much better if you could look less…concerned.”


  “I’m not concerned,” I said.


  She smiled and pushed the tray toward me. “I’m often wrong.”


  Millicent was rarely wrong and she knew it. A lifetime rich in experience ensured that.


  “What time is it?” I asked.


  “Four. You should eat and come down. Your dog won’t stop barking at the Gobelin tapestry.”


  “Which one?”


  “The one with the cat,” said Millicent, slipping off the bed and heading for the door.


  I went bolt upright. “Where’s Skanky?”


  Millicent laughed. “Don’t worry about him. He’s watching the dog like a specimen in a lab from atop the curio cabinet.”


  She left and I sipped my coffee, a rich Costa Rican blend and very smooth. I wasn’t hungry, but I forced myself to take a few bites of cantaloupe in order to delay the inevitable. I had to hear what Spidermonkey had to say, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for it. Had he found out where Dad and Josiah Bled went and what happened to Josiah? The fact that my parents hid their acquisition of our house and Dad’s trip for the Bleds didn’t bode well.


  My phone vibrated and I looked at the name. Philippa. Whew.


  “Hi,” I said.


  “It worked,” she said.


  “Already?”


  “Cecile gave Keegan his first dose and twenty minutes later he stopped seizing.” Philippa got choked up and it took a minute for her to be able to speak again. “He hasn’t seized since. Can you come over? Cecile wants you to meet Keegan.”


  “How about tomorrow?” I asked. “I’m not working for a couple more days.”


  “I’ll text you the address and, Mercy, Keegan spoke.” Her voice got tight. “The first time in months.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Mama.”


  We hung up and I laid back on my pillows. Something had been lifted off my shoulders. I hadn’t even known it was there before it was gone. I guess it was fear that the oil wouldn’t work. It didn’t always work. The oil was Keegan’s only hope and I broke the law for that hope. It might’ve been for nothing. I’d have hated to do that for nothing.


  My phone buzzed again. This time Spidermonkey. I sucked down my coffee and answered, trying to sound unconcerned and failing.


  “Miss Watts, it’s about time,” said Spidermonkey.


  “Sorry, it’s been busy,” I said.


  “So I see. They can’t take you anywhere.”


  “I guess not. What did you find out?” I asked, my stomach shrinking to the size of a marble.


  “I traced the Bled plane. You were right. It landed at Orly and remained there for six days,” said Spidermonkey.


  “Then what?”


  “It flew to Salzburg, Austria, and remained there until it flew home to St. Louis eight days later.”


  “That’s it?” I asked, somehow disappointed and relieved at the same time.


  Spidermonkey chuckled. “There was quite a bit of effort that went into the gathering of that information as my bill reflects. Have you checked your email? I sent it.”


  “Not yet. So that’s all you found? What were they doing?” I asked.


  “I have no idea what they were doing. There were no traceable financial transactions whatsoever in either Paris or Salzburg. They were using cash,” he said.


  “Why do I have a feeling that that isn’t the end of the story?”


  “Because it isn’t. Two days after arriving in Salzburg a credit card belonging to a Bled Brewery employee’s wife was used to take out cash. A Mrs. Bernard Furlong.”


  “I take it Mrs. Furlong wasn’t in Austria at the time.”


  “No. Her husband was dying of pancreatic cancer at the time. He died a month after your father returned. His funeral was paid for in cash as were his children’s education and their mortgage went away.”


  “Have you talked to the wife?”


  “I don’t interview. That’s up to you,” said Spidermonkey.


  I ran my finger along the edge of my cup. “They must’ve run out of money. Where was the card used?”


  “The train station.”


  That got my interest. “Can you find out what trains were leaving the station after the transaction?”


  “Already done. Three trains in the hour after. Vienna, Hallstatt, and Fusch.


  “Hallstatt?”


  “You recognize it?” he asked.


  “Sounds familiar,” I said.


  “You’ve traveled extensively in Europe.”


  I played with the yogurt in the bowl, swirling it with a spoon. “Yes, but Myrtle and Millicent like to visit towns with significant sights, museums, religious relics. What does Hallstatt have?”


  “Nothing. It’s a picture-postcard little vacation spot, but there’s no reason for world travelers to go there.”


  Did we go there? Why would we go there?


  “Do you want me to dig into it?” asked Spidermonkey.


  “Yes. Go ahead,” I said.


  “Maybe you should look at my bill before you say that?”


  “A lot?”


  “This research was more than a full-time job and you know my hourly rate. There is the matter of the Klinefeld Group.”


  “Who?” I asked.


  “You wanted me to look into who was behind the art museum trying to get control of the Bled Collection. It’s the Klinefeld Group, a non-for-profit. They’re big in public television and very well-funded. If they decide to get serious you’ll have a fight on your hands.”


  “What do they have other than thinking that my parents have pieces from the collection, which they don’t?” I didn’t mention my cameos. I wasn’t sure what to make of them. They were gifts. Were The Girls not allowed to make gifts of their own property?


  “The question of undue influence may be a problem, but that’s not how they’ll get in the door. The Klinefeld Group thinks the Bleds are hiding stolen art in their collection. That’s what they’re going to use to get control. Have you got any idea what they’re talking about?” he asked.


  I stabbed the yogurt and it spurted out on the tray. “I’ll get back to you.”


  “On what? The stolen art or the research into your dad’s movements in Europe?”


  “All of it.”


  We hung up and I checked my email. Spidermonkey wasn’t kidding. His bill would take all my savings and then some. I glanced at my suitcase that someone had brought up and placed next to the full-length mirror. The DBD contract was in there and I would sign it. Mom wouldn’t be happy, but the terms were generous and I needed the money if I was going to continue the investigation with Spidermonkey.


  I slid out of bed and reached down to put on the comfy slippers that Millicent had left next to the bed. As I leaned over I put my hand on the side rail of the bed under the silky comforter. The instant I touched the wood I remembered. Hallstatt. That’s where I’d heard that name or more accurately where I’d seen it. I got down on the floor and scooted under the bed. I squinted in the cozy darkness and held up my phone. The blue screen lit up a rectangular piece of paper pasted to the side rail. A familiar piece of paper with copies pasted on the headboard, footboard, and the other rail. I’d discovered the label when I was ten and hosting a sleepover with my ten best friends. We were playing hide-and-seek. The Bled mansion was the best place in the world to play hide-and-seek. Plenty of hidey-holes and secret passages, but on that night I decided to hide where I thought no one would look. Under my bed in my own room. It was so obvious I thought no one would look there and no one did. I had plenty of time to lie on the thick Turkish carpet and ponder the springs above my head. Eventually I got to looking around and that’s when I saw the label.


  



  1939


  Hallstatt, Austria


  Felix Wahle b.1892


  Klara Milche Wahle b. 1896


  Otto b. 1917


  Judith b. 1919


  Friederike b. 1921- d. 1927


  Karl b. 1925


  Hans b. 1928


  



  All the labels were written in the same firm hand, very clear and sure of itself. I had read the words over and over again. My bedroom suite belonged to someone else. People I’d never heard of. It was a strange idea for a ten-year-old to absorb, but I didn’t forget that family or their names and a week later I was back with my godmothers for a lesson in making meringue. I hated meringue, but that didn’t deter Myrtle and Millicent. Meringue was part of my baking education and must be done well to consider oneself accomplished. The fact that I had no desire to be an accomplished baker, also didn’t bother them. Between adding the cream of tartar and whipping the egg whites I asked The Girls about the label. They acted like they didn’t know what I was going on about and directed me back to the mixer.


  After the hated meringue was atop a chocolate pie and in the oven for browning, I made my escape. I’d had an idea. If there were labels on my bed, why not the rest of the furniture? I soon discovered all the furniture in my room had the very same label, including the floor-length mirror that I was so fond of posing in front of. And that wasn’t all, like every other room in the Bled mansion my room was filled with art, photographs, woodcuttings, and paintings. Each piece in my room had the same label. Then I branched out, snooping through the house and quickly discovering other labels in other rooms, but not on any furniture, only art. All the Bled pieces had labels, when and from whom it was purchased. Provenance was important Myrtle had once explained to me. But some labels, like the ones in my room, were different. There were no prices, only people, birth dates, and cities in Europe. To be fair, in comparison there weren’t very many of those special labels. The vast majority of pieces had the simple purchase label with a dollar amount. Sometimes there was an auction house name as well or the name of a previous owner, certainly no birth dates.


  There was something vaguely frightening about those names and dates. I knew with my child’s mind that something terrible must’ve happened or those pieces wouldn’t be there. I kept my findings to myself, afraid to ask questions that were sure to have unpleasant answers. But things came out, the way secrets tend to do. All I had to do was pay attention, something I was very good at. Four years later, two pieces disappeared from the wall in the breakfast room and I took note. After some prodding Millicent explained that the paintings’ owner had come for them. She didn’t want to say more and it clearly upset her, but I was fourteen and brash to say the least. I kept at her until she broke down and told me after swearing me to secrecy. I swore and I’ve never told anyone what she said, not even my parents, although I suspect they already knew.


  The pieces with the special labels were sent to the US by The Girls’ cousin, Stella Bled Lawrence, during WWII for safekeeping. They were labeled by The Girls’ mother, who was a great friend of Stella’s despite being older. Florence Bled cataloged everything that was smuggled out of Europe and kept a scrapbook of Stella’s exploits during the war. Millicent took me to the bank and opened a safe-deposit box. Inside was a large, square book with the word, Tarragon, embossed in the leather cover. Millicent said she wanted me to know where the book was in case I ever needed the knowledge it contained. I was allowed to open the book and leaf through its aged pages. It was the scrapbook Florence had made and it contained, in chronological order starting in 1938, every letter, telegraph, picture Florence had gathered. Some of the correspondence was in other languages. Stella spoke seven languages, but I could tell they were written by different people. Millicent said that Stella was a pack rat and had sent everything home that she managed to collect. Some of the entries were by people who knew Stella and after the war had written accounts of what they’d done and seen especially for Florence, so there would be a history that no government would be in control of.


  I was to tell no one about that book. Both Stella and her husband’s activities during the war were still classified and had yet to be released by the government. I asked why the people on the labels hadn’t come for their things. Millicent had gotten all quiet and said that they would if they could. Then she said in a whisper, “There’s always hope. It’s not the end.” And the conversation was over and I was never allowed to bring it up again.


  When I was older and studied WWII, I came to understand that the people on the labels had disappeared into the vortex that was the Holocaust and I came to think of those paintings, statues, and even my furniture as tombstones, the only ones those people would ever have. Those pieces were what the Klinefeld Group was after.


  “They’re not stolen,” I said.


  Wallace began running around on top of the bed.


  Bark.


  “I’m not talking to you,” I said.


  “Are you talking to me?” said Chuck.


  I groaned as he walked up to the bed and squatted and looked underneath at me.


  “I was hoping to find you in bed, not under it. What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Nothing,” I said, rolling out, but staying seated on the floor. Chuck sat next to me, leaning back against the bed. For once, he stayed quiet.


  “Have you ever heard of the Klinefeld Group?” I asked.


  “They’re a big donator for the Policeman’s Widows and Orphans fund. Why?”


  I stayed quiet, but my mind was swirling. Dad and Josiah Bled went to Hallstatt. The Wahle family was from there. Could it possibly be a coincidence? And the Klinefeld Group. Did they know about my furniture, about the Wahle family, or the other families? How much did they know? What happened to Josiah Bled? What did my dad do to earn our house?


  “Mercy?” asked Chuck.


  “They’re trying to get the collection,” I blurted out.


  He put his elbows on his knees and stared at the wall, just under a pretty painting of the Austrian Alps by a painter I couldn’t remember.


  “You don’t seem surprised,” I said.


  “Your dad told me about them. He said they’ve been behind the art museum trying to get the collection for years.”


  “Is that all he told you?”


  “No.”


  “Well?”


  “Why were you under your bed?” Chuck asked, still not looking at me, which was weird. He liked to look at me.


  “Why do you think?”


  “You were looking at the label,” he said.


  I sucked in a breath. “You know about that?”


  “I figured it out. Remember a few years ago when The Girls decided to rearrange the Receiving Room?”


  “Sure,” I said.


  “There were labels on all the pieces, but three were different. They had family names and birth dates.”


  “And?”


  “And I’m a detective. I detected something weird. Who labels art with children’s birth dates? I asked your dad and eventually The Girls told me.”


  “What exactly did they say?” I was still wary of being caught out.


  “That Stella Bled Lawrence had smuggled people’s belongings out of Nazi-occupied territory during the war. When did you find out?”


  It kind of irritated me that Chuck knew. I don’t know why, except that I was tired of him being so in the family. He was always there. I never had one up on him.


  “I was ten.” At least I had that on him.


  He nodded. “I don’t think you have to worry about the Klinefeld Group. They’ve been sniffing around for thirty years with nothing to show for it.”


  “I think they just picked up a scent,” I said.


  “What do you mean? This isn’t the Barnes Collection,” he said.


  “No. It’s a collection with art that wasn’t legally purchased. Pieces that belong to Holocaust victims.”


  “Oh, shit.” He turned to me, his blue eyes fixed on my face. “That’s leverage.”


  “And who’s to say which pieces. They could claim it all. Say the Bleds peeled the labels off. That the pieces that haven’t been claimed should be available to the public.” My voice caught in my throat. I felt proprietary about my furniture. It was one thing if the family came for their belongings and quite another if some anonymous group did.


  “Maybe they should be in a museum,” said Chuck. “It’s been a long time. The families aren’t coming back. There’s no one left to come back.”


  “And what if you’re wrong. What if there is a descendent of the Wahle family out there and they don’t know where their things are. Should we just give them away?” I slashed at the air. “We got tired of waiting. Here you go. If they went into the museum, they could never get them back again. Look at the Altman case. They litigated for years.”


  “So the Bleds should just keep everything forever?”


  “Yes. What if it was you in Vienna 1938? The Nazis are taking over. You’re trying to escape. You trust Stella to keep your things until you can get there. How long would you expect them to keep your possessions, everything you have, everything your children have? A month. A year? Ten years.”


  “Forever,” said Chuck.


  “Forever is right. Someone may have survived and they just don’t know where their things are. Hans Wahle was eleven in 1939. Maybe he lived and he has a clue. Maybe Stella’s file will get declassified and his grandson will figure out who that pretty young American girl was that took their things. We can’t let the museum have their things. They only care about the money. The Bleds don’t care about that. Stella promised. Those people were counting on her. Now they’re counting on us.”


  “I like the us.”


  “Don’t get excited,” I said, rolling my eyes.


  “You always get me excited.”


  “You’re disgusting.”


  “You like it.”


  “I like very little about you.”


  “You are a liar,” Chuck said, smiling the smile that melted hearts across the tri-state region. “What do you plan on doing about the Klinefeld Group?”


  “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out,” I said.


  “We’ll figure it out. It’s you and me, baby,” he said.


  “Don’t call me baby.”


  “Honey.”


  “No.”


  “Sexy.”


  I punched his shoulder. “Shut up, you perv.”


  He put his arm around my shoulders. “Again you like it.”


  My phone buzzed. It was a text from Odetta. I peeled off his arm and jumped up. “Gotta go.”


  “Go?” Chuck asked. “You just got back. Who was that?”


  “Odetta. My boss on the floor I’ve been working. One of my patients is getting his kidney transplant. Mr. O’Quinn.”


  “So what? You’re not working today,” he said.


  “I promised I’d be there. He’s asking for me,” I said.


  “And a promise is forever.” Chuck smiled and I fear my frosty heart warmed a little toward him.


  “It is,” I said.


  For me and the Bleds forever was a powerful thing. I wasn’t so sure about Chuck.


  He stood slowly, unfolding his lanky limbs. Wallace looked him over, found him pleasing, and leapt from the bed into his arms. I should’ve known the stink dog would like him. It was the rare female that didn’t. They both smiled at me, equally winning. One more so than the other.


  “Are you going?” asked Chuck.


  “I am,” I said.


  “I’ll be right behind you.”


  I knew he would. For better or worse and whether I liked it or not. We were in it together. Us against them.


  Bark.


  



  



  The End
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