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  If timing was everything, my future looked bleak. I could be counted on to pick the worst possible time to do anything. So naturally, an epic ice storm would start while I was driving to my parents’ house to feed Mom’s snotty Siamese cats and do some work for Dad. I should’ve turned around and gone home to crawl under a blanket like everyone else in St. Louis. I’d have avoided a load of trouble if I had.


  By the time I got to the house, sleet was coming down in great sheets of grey misery. Ice particles hit my parents’ back door, ricocheting off and beaning me in the face as I slid around, trying to get ahold of the ice-coated doorknob thanks to Dad. My parents used to have a complete back porch until six months ago. Dad discovered dry rot and tore the old porch off. He promised to get another one put back on before winter set in and had got the porch itself back up. Before he could get the roof going, he got a big case and that was the end of that. My father was a private detective and not especially diligent at working on the house. Mom had threatened to call a contractor, but Dad distracted her with a trip to a spa. He’d get to it eventually and that was why I was standing on the naked porch freezing my ass off trying to stop shaking long enough to stick the key in the lock.


  I lunged at the knob and got it, but fell to my knees in a puddle of slush. The key went in after some persuasion and I let myself into the butler’s pantry, shaking the ice out of my hair and peeling off my coat. I took an embroidered tea towel out of a drawer with a brass plaque engraved Everyday and squeezed the water out of my hair. Even at twenty-five it seemed very posh to have a butler’s pantry, even if there hadn’t been a butler in residence for fifty years. The pantry was bigger than my living room with floor-to-ceiling cabinets that held all manner of goodies. I snooped around through cubbyholes and the secret drawers, which I’d discovered as a child, for Dad’s cookies or Mom’s chocolate stash. I found a can of Ghirardelli’s Double Sweet Chocolate behind some dusty port bottles and grinned. 


  I went into the kitchen that wasn’t much warmer than the pantry and cranked up the thermostat. The Siamese, Swish and Swat, sat in the middle of the room, eyeing me with distain. I was their servant and they never let me forget it.


  “Yes, I’m here to feed you. How about some appreciation? I could’ve been killed driving over here.”


  Swish snorted in derision. He actually snorted. If something happens to Mom, he’s the first to go.


  “One of these days I’m going to feed you 9 Lives and see how you like that.”


  I didn’t though. I gave them the special fancy-pants cat food Mom buys at a pet store so exclusive you need a background check to get through the door. I think the food was made of filet mignon and black truffles. Surprisingly, I wasn’t required to serve it in a starched white apron.


  The cats ate, their long, skinny tails stuck straight out. I so wanted to step on one. Instead I mixed up a pot of hot cocoa and yelled, “Anybody home?”


  I didn’t expect an answer, but you never knew who might be loitering in the attic. It’s been host to more than a few odd characters over the years. On that day, my parents were out of town on a case/vacation. They’d been hired to track down my mother’s former boss’s son. Stevie Crown had boosted his mother’s Jaguar and credit cards. Using the cards, my Uncle Morty tracked him to Florida and my parents went to reel him in and take in some warm weather while they were at it. I had the house to myself, not that I wanted it. There was always more paperwork when Dad traveled and somehow I’d ended up being his secretary, unpaid of course.


  I was supposed to transcribe case updates while I was over feeding the cats and update clients. Dad had three other detectives in his stable and they’d been generating paperwork like crazy. I’m a nurse, but Dad considers typing my most useful skill. From birth he considered me an untapped labor source. In high school, he pestered me for three years until I took a typing class. The minute I passed with thirty words a minute, he put me to work. I wished I had at least one sibling to share Dad. But I’m such a pain, to hear him tell it, that they decided they couldn’t handle any more kids. I bet he regrets it, considering the amount of work he’s gotten out of me over the years.


  The doorbell rang as I poured my cocoa into a mug. I went down the hall and peeked around the big newel post at the foot of the stairs to the front door. Someone small was standing on the other side of the four-foot cut glass oval, but I couldn’t see who it was. Everyone who was anyone knew my parents were out of town and clients didn’t come to the house. Since a visitor would delay me awhile and a computer-downing blackout might come through to save me from typing, I flipped on the intercom system and asked, “Who’s there?”


  “Hello. I’m here to see Thomas Watts.”


  “Who may I say is calling?”


  “Claire Carter. I’m a friend of his daughter.”


  Claire Carter. I hadn’t seen her in years and I looked like crap. See what I mean about timing? Claire was famous for being put together. We were satellite friends in high school. Satellite friends are when you’re friends with the same people, but never call each other up or anything. She was the girl who had guys panting down the halls after her. To put it mildly, I was a Marilyn Monroe look-alike. So I got a lot of looks, but very few dates. Apparently, my face was intimidating. That never made any sense to me. I was a human cupcake with lots of blond frosting. The guys who did ask me out tended to do it with a hand on my ass and that got a response full of personality, something I had no shortage of. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure Claire had a personality. A friend of mine dumped her after three months because she would never tell him what movie she wanted to see or choose a restaurant.


  I sucked it up, disengaged the alarm, and opened the door.


  “Mercy!” she said. At least I was recognizable.


  “Hi, Claire. My dad’s not here.”


  “I guess I should’ve called first.”


  She stood there looking beautiful and pathetic with a veil of sleet behind her. I wanted to tell her to go away, but if I did, I’d have to type.


  “Come in. It’s miserable out.”


  “Thanks. I don’t mean to bother you.”


  “No bother.” Not much anyway. “Come into the kitchen. Do you want something to drink? I’m having hot cocoa.”


  “No thanks. I’m on a diet.” Claire was on a diet. Surprise, Surprise. I’d bet she’d missed a lot of brownies over the years. Still, I wanted to dump my cocoa down the sink.


  “What’d you want to see Dad for?”


  “Oh. I don’t know. It’s kind of embarrassing.”


  “How bad can it be?”


  She folded her umbrella, took off her thick cashmere coat, fluffed her hair, and said with uncertainty, “My husband’s disappeared.”


  “Chris disappeared?”


  “Not Chris. Evan.”


  Evan? Who was Evan? The last I’d heard she was married to Chris Donner. He’d been her second husband. Troy Abbott from our class was her first. I didn’t know why the first marriage had broken up and I wasn’t dying to know about the second.


  “Er, yeah, Evan.”


  “We’ve only been married two months. I don’t know what happened. I’ve been checking at all the hospitals and I made a police report.”


  “When did you last see him?”


  “When he left for work two weeks ago.”


  “So you want to hire Dad to find him.”


  “Well, yes, but how much does it cost?”


  “Depends. There’s not like a flat rate or anything, but Dad’s not cheap.”


  “I quit my job.”


  “Why’d you do that?”


  “Evan said I didn’t need to work, that he’d take care of me.”


  “Uh huh. Where does he work?”


  “He’s in sales.”


  “What’s he selling?”


  “Some sort of high tech medical equipment.”


  “What’s the company?”


  Her cheeks flushed and she started blinking like crazy.


  “Why don’t we sit down.” I led her through the dining room and I caught a glimpse of her in the mirror behind the fireplace. Her head was bowed, shoulders defeated. I left Claire in the living room checking out Mom’s collection of Chinese export porcelain and went to get drinks. It was hot cocoa for me and chamomile tea for her, no sugar.


  I set the drinks tray down on the coffee table and sat. “Dad is expensive, but he is worth it.”


  Claire sat and said, “I had no idea, but I can pay after I get another job.”


  “What do you do?” I said.


  “I’m a transcriptionist.”


  Ding. Ding. Ding.


  “You’re a typist? How fast?”


  “A hundred a minute.”


  “No shit? No wonder you were Ms. Perkins’ favorite.” Ms. Perkins was our high school typing teacher. Claire was her pet and Ms. Perkins wouldn’t let me go to the bathroom even if my eyes were turning yellow.


  “It’s a talent, I guess,” she said.


  “I guess. Look, I’ve got an idea.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “You need someone to find Chris…”


  “Evan.”


  “Right. Evan. And I need someone to type up a bunch of reports for Dad. I was supposed to do it, but you know me, thirty a minute.”


  Claire leaned forward, balancing her mug on her knees and warming her hands with the steam. “So your Dad will find Evan if I type his reports?”


  “No. Dad’s in Florida. You type the reports and I’ll find Evan.”


  “You can do that?”


  “You’d be amazed what you pick up around here. Unless he pissed off the mob, I’ll find him.”


  “The mob?” Her cheeks paled.


  “Just kidding, but I can find him.”


  “OK. When do I start?”


  “Now unless you’re busy.”


  “Now’s fine.”


  I gave Claire the dime tour of Dad’s home office and set her up with the computer. She wrote down everything she knew about Evan and gave me the keys to her apartment. An hour later I charged back out into the storm to find Evan Sorbeck with a thermos of hot cocoa and a hunch.


  



  Claire’s apartment was in a snazzy new complex in Chesterfield. It was a pretty exclusive neighborhood for a transcriptionist. Evan must’ve been quite a salesman to afford it. I let myself in and went straight to the master bedroom closet. It was a walk-in with most of it dedicated to Claire. She had twenty-two purses with matching shoes. My purse and shoes have never matched in my life. Evan’s side was stark with four white dress shirts, one dark blue suit, two pairs of dress shoes and one striped tie. It didn’t look like a complete wardrobe to me. The chest of drawers didn’t store much either. Evan had one pair of underwear and socks. Assuming he was wearing a pair, he only had two pairs of underwear to his name. I’d never known a guy to have less than a dozen. If they’re single, guys might have thirty, so they don’t have to wash them more than once a month. Of course, I’d known a couple of guys who’d wear them inside out to extend the time between washings to two months, but I didn’t want to dwell on that. In the bathroom, Evan only had the bare necessities, razor, aftershave, etc…


  They had a small home office. Evan had no files in the cabinet. There were two computer games that featured gore next to the computer. I figured those for Evan. Otherwise, I hadn’t a clue to where he was or what kind of guy Claire had married. There were a couple of framed snapshots of Claire and a man mixed in with photos of her family. I even found a graduation picture of the two of us. The man, who I took for Evan, was in his thirties, overweight with suspiciously thick brown hair. He didn’t look like Claire’s type. Maybe she’d decided that her failures had something to do with her choices and decided on a change of pace. I slid the picture out of its frame and put it in my purse. The apartment said Claire to me. It had her style, beige with a touch of Jessica McClintock. There was no beer in the fridge, only diet soda and salad stuff. You’d have to use some imagination to think a man lived there. If Evan had run out on Claire, he didn’t leave much behind.


  I pulled her credit card info and the marriage license. Then I went back to Dad’s house. The sleet had turned to snow. I had two inches built up on my head before I made it in the door. Claire was hard at work, her fingers a blur. I stood in the doorway and sipped a fresh cup of cocoa. She was beautiful. I hated to admit it as much as I did in high school. I did take a certain pride that my beauty was entirely genuine and hers was applied. Claire had started bleaching her hair in junior high. She soon added blue-tinted contacts, nail extensions and a tanning bed tan. But beneath all the smoke and mirrors was a fine bone structure and porcelain skin. Her beauty wasn’t entirely fake, but she made it seem that way.


  Claire stopped typing, took off the headset, and turned to me. “Did you find anything out?”


  “Not much. Have you gotten rid of anything? Thrown stuff away?”


  “No. Why would I?”


  “Didn’t think so, but I had to ask. Is that all Evan had? There wasn’t much there.”


  “He’d only been back in the country for a few months. His things are being shipped.”


  “Where was he living before?”


  “Paris.”


  “Doing what?”


  “Selling medical equipment.”


  “Why’d he move back?”


  Claire’s eyes teared up and she said, “There was a terrible accident. His wife was killed in a boating accident. It was hard for him to talk about. He moved back because he couldn’t take the memories in Paris.”


  Very romantic. “What kind of boating accident?”


  “She was waterskiing and another boat hit her.”


  Somehow I never imagined the French to be big waterskiers. “How long ago was this?”


  “Six months.”


  “And he married you two months ago?”


  “I know what you’re thinking. We just fell in love. I made him forget what happened. Evan didn’t want to waste precious time waiting.”


  I bet he didn’t.


  I showed her the picture and credit card statements.


  “I want you to call your credit card companies.”


  “Why?” A flush crept up her neck.


  “I need to know if your cards have been maxed.”


  “You think Evan ran up my cards?”


  “I think it’s a good possibility.”


  “Evan has money. He doesn’t need to take mine.”


  “I could be wrong. What else do you know about him?”


  “I told you.”


  “You didn’t say much. Where did he grow up? How well do you know his family? Have you called them?”


  “He doesn’t have anyone, but me. He was alone.”


  “Nobody?”


  “No.”


  “Not even a second cousin, a great aunt?”


  “No.”


  “Where’s he from?”


  “New York.”


  “New York City? Which borough?”


  The flush crept farther up her neck and into her cheeks. “He didn’t mention it.”


  Great.


  “Look, I’m gonna make some calls. When will you be finished?”


  “Half hour.”


  I went back to the kitchen and reheated my cocoa. Quite against my will, I picked up the phone and called Chuck. Chuck was my cousin by marriage and a detective on the St. Louis police force. He was good for information, but he usually attached a price. Chuck was the guy they warn about in sexual harassment training, but he was also my father's protégé. Once Dad had ideas of my following him onto the job and then into the business. One year when I was ten, Dad fell asleep in the middle of Thanksgiving dinner for fifteen minutes. We all ate and talked like he wasn’t sitting there, mouth open, fork in hand. Food was passed in front of him. Mom buttered him another roll. He woke up, popped it in his mouth and started talking about snow tires. I knew right then and there I wanted no part of that life.


  A couple of years later, Dad’s brother, John the accountant, married Chuck’s Mom and it was love. For Dad and Chuck, I mean. John and Vicky got divorced, but there was no getting rid of Chuck. He followed in the footsteps Dad had mapped out for me. Everyone calls him, “Tommy’s boy.” He was a good detective as far as I knew, but no one’s as good as Dad. He was a legend, but Chuck was working on it.


  “Chuck, its Mercy.”


  “Hey, sweet cheeks.”


  Gag.


  “I need you to do something.”


  “For you?”


  “Actually, it’s more for Dad’s new transcriptionist.”


  “Since when does he have a transcriptionist?”


  “Since he does.”


  “What does she look like?”


  “What does it matter?”


  “I like to know who I’m helping.”


  “She’s old, lots of extra skin. You’d like her.”


  “Pass. What’s her deal?”


  “Her husband split. I want you to check and see if he’s got any warrants, that kinda thing.”


  “Dinner,” he said.


  “Why do you want to have dinner? You’ll just end up pissing me off.”


  “That’s why I want to have dinner and I need some help.”


  “Oh really?”


  “Mom’s getting married again.”


  “Jeez, how many times is that?” I asked.


  “Five…no, six. Christ.”


  “Pick me up at Dad’s around six.”


  Chuck showed up at six on the dot and he wasn’t alone. He had an enormous frizzy fur ball sitting on his feet and a paper bag in his hands.


  “I had to bring him,” he said.


  “Oh yeah. Why’s that?”


  “He ate some birds.”


  Chuck unclipped the leash and his dog, Pickpocket, trotted in and started the required all-over sniff. Pickpocket was one of Vicky’s castoffs. Nobody imagined Chuck would keep a black standard poodle no matter who gave it to him, but he claimed the dog was a chick magnet.


  “I didn’t know Pick could catch birds,” I said.


  “He can’t unless they’re in a cage.”


  “Oh shit.”


  “Tell me about it. Mrs. Ferguson is having fits. He ate five of her prize pigeons. I was afraid she’d come over and shoot him while I was gone.”


  “Don’t tell me that woman has a gun.”


  “Several.”


  “Scary.”


  We left Pickpocket rooting around in Mom’s ficus and went to the kitchen. At least Chuck had thought to bring Chinese.


  What did you find out about what’s his name?” I asked as I unpacked the bag.


  He pulled out his notebook, started flipping through pages while simultaneously cramming Mongolian beef in his mouth.


  “Here you go. Evan’s been a good boy. He had a speeding ticket two years ago, but nothing since. I did a national trace. No arrests, nothing.”


  “Damn. Where was the ticket?”


  “St. Sebastian. Gonna take a drive? I’ve got a contact out there.”


  “Guess I have to.”


  “I hear they have a good flea market. Want some company? We could make a weekend of it. Go to some cozy B and B. Get lost in each other’s eyes.”


  “Stop. I’m getting queasy.”


  “Could be the lemon chicken.”


  “It’s not the chicken.”


  Chuck snickered and got up for a beer. He looked good. I thanked God that he was sort of my cousin and obnoxious, so I’d never be tempted. Chuck had dated every friend I’d ever had. He’s just one of those guys. The appeal was hard to pin down. He didn’t have looks that would get him onscreen, but he had something that defied his receding hairline and oversized facial features. He did have incredible blue eyes that made you feel as though he really knew you and liked what he saw. His body sculpted by Michelangelo didn’t hurt either.


  Pick came in and started begging for handouts. He looked like a dog that would eat prize pigeons, despite his pedigree. The dog was definitely pet quality, if you used the term loosely. Chuck had had dreams of the show ring, blue ribbons and stud fees. What he got was a fence-jumping, pigeon-eating, butt-licking, crotch-sniffing, leg-humping rocket scientist. Pick was easily the smartest dog I’d ever known, not that it did Chuck any good. He was just glad not to have been sued so far.


  Chuck left two hours later after Pick stole the paper napkin off my lap and yarked it up in the living room. As well as being smart, Pickpocket was a thief with a passion for paper products. Fifteen minutes after Chuck left I found Pick, rummaging around the pantry, looking for more napkins no doubt. I pulled him out of the pantry and called Chuck on his cell phone. No answer. I called his house and, in desperation, I called his partner. Tony told me that Chuck was undercover. I heard him snorting with laughter as he hung up. What a sucker! I should have known he was up to something. He’d been too nice. He hadn’t touched me once. It was a record.


  I couldn’t leave Pick or throw him in the yard as much as I wanted to. He’d be frozen stiff by morning and I couldn’t leave him with Mom’s cats (they’d freak out), so I took him home. My cat, Skanky, was asleep on the sofa. When I walked in he turned himself into an arch, unhinged his jaw, and gave a huge yawn. Then he saw Pick and Pick saw him. Skanky took off like he’d been shot out of a bottle. Pick gave a halfhearted chase. I guess he was exhausted from his bird hunt. Skanky holed up in a closet and Pick took over the living room. I went to bed pretending that this wasn’t my life.


  I woke up early the next morning grateful that my status as a dog owner wasn’t permanent after Pick nearly dislocated my arm when he saw a squirrel on our walk. The worst thing Skanky had ever done was poop on my bath mat. That in mind, I scooped his pan before I left for St. Sebastian. I got my neighbor, Mrs. Jackson, to take out Pick at noon and hoped for the best. It was an hour drive to St. Sebastian, made shorter since all the commuters were coming into St. Louis and I was going out.


  I went straight to the tiny police station and looked up the contact that Chuck had given me. Rupert Haas was a big guy with rosy cheeks and a ready smile.


  “So you’re Mercy. You know you’re just what the doctor ordered. Boring as all get out around here today. Wanna donut?” Rupert said.


  “Don’t mind if I do. Thanks for helping me out.”


  “No problemo.” He handed me a donut from his sack and kicked his heels up on his battered desk.


  “I don’t suppose you know anything about Evan Sorbeck?”


  “Nope, can’t say that I do. He’s only had that one ticket. He paid it and we don’t even have an address. I asked Jon Haas, no relation, about him, but he didn’t ring a bell.”


  “Jon Haas?”


  “Gave him the ticket.”


  “Do you have a phone book?”


  “Already checked. No Sorbecks listed. Sorry. What’d this dude do anyway? Chuck didn’t mention it.”


  “Skipped out on his wife and left her with thirty-three thousand dollars of credit card debt.” Claire had called me with the bad news late the night before. What she thought about this development, I couldn’t have guessed.


  “Bastard.”


  “You know it. Guess I’ll head to the courthouse. Point me in the right direction?”


  “I’ll do better and help sift through the records. As you can see, we ain’t exactly in the middle of a crime wave here.”


  We spent three hours at the computer, looking through birth certificates. I treated Haas to lunch and we both swooned over a couple of cheese steak sandwiches. Then it was back to the courthouse and marriage certificates. We should have started there because Evan Sorbeck got married in 2000 to a local girl, Christina Strattman. Somehow I doubted that she’d found her tragic end in France. Haas got beeped and had to leave me to my own devices. Somebody was stealing bikes at the high school.


  I left the courthouse and checked out both addresses. One no longer existed and nobody at the other had heard of Strattman or Sorbeck. Square one and it was nearing five o’clock. I went back to the station. I found Haas back at his desk with a kid sobbing into a box of Kleenex.


  “I didn’t mean to do it! It’s not my fault!” he wailed.


  “Yeah, well, I’m still calling your mother,” Haas said with his chin propped in his hand.


  “Having fun?” I asked.


  “More than you, looks like.”


  “Could be. Can I use your phone book?”


  Haas gave me a phone book that was mercifully thin and I looked up Strattman. There had to be at least thirty, no Christinas.


  I started dialing. After five calls, I got Christina’s cousin Beth, who apparently didn’t like her because she readily gave me her address. I wouldn’t have given me an address, but maybe I sounded more innocent than I thought. Christina Booker lived in a little town called Columbia. She had a small ranch with a porch that ran the length of the front. The front yard had a lot of dirt, but it looked well-kept. Someone had troubled to paint over the peeling paint on the wood trim, leaving a bark-like texture that might come into vogue someday. Christina wasn’t home, but her neighbor to the right was.


  Mrs. Meyer let me in and fed me coffee and cookies. Both were delicious. Mrs. Meyer told me that Christina had lived in the house since before Mrs. Meyer had moved in three years ago. She was recently remarried and her first husband had died in a car accident. Mrs. Meyer had never met him. I thanked her and went to the county courthouse in the next town over. Lo and behold, Evan Sorbeck had a death certificate on file. He died, supposedly, in 2002 and the cause of death was accidental. I wasn’t ready for that. I was ready for Sorbeck to be a con man, a grifter, and for Christina Strattman to be one of his victims. I wasn’t ready for him to be dead.


  I went back to Christina’s, parked in front and waited. At six-thirty, a brand-new dually truck pulled up and a couple got out.


  I walked over and tried to look respectable. “Excuse me. I’m sorry to bother you. I’m a private detective. Could I ask you a couple of questions?” Lying comes easy when you’re Tommy Watts’s daughter, but I felt bad. They’d probably never dealt with someone of my ilk before.


  “Sure, I guess. Would you like to come in?” she said. The husband followed us silently and disappeared when we entered the front door. I hoped he wasn’t sharpening his buck knife. Thank goodness Haas knew where I was.


  “I’m really sorry to do this, but can I ask you about your first husband, Evan Sorbeck?”


  “Evan?” Christina walked around the room and seemed at a loss what to do. It gave me an opportunity to check out the surroundings. The room was messy, but clean. A bunch of wedding photos were framed and hung on the wall behind the TV. Her house looked comfortable and at home with itself not unlike my apartment.


  Christina was on the heavy side, but she looked like she’d recently lost a lot of weight. Skin hung around her face like a curtain. Beneath the folds I could see a young woman looking out at me. She had rosy cheeks and happy eyes. Even the mention of her dead husband didn’t dull the sparkle.


  “Why do you want to know about Evan?” she said.


  “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I have a friend who recently married a man named Evan Sorbeck. The information he used to marry her, his social security number, birth date, matches your late husband’s.”


  “What are you saying? Evan’s dead.”


  “I don’t doubt it. I think this man is using your husband’s identity.”


  “Why would anyone do that?”


  “To perpetrate crimes and not have them traced back to him.”


  “Oh, God.”


  “Could I see a picture of your husband?”


  She pulled out a photo album from a drawer in her dining room hutch and handed it to me.


  “We were only married two years. He’s in practically every picture.”


  I opened the album and sure enough he was. The real Evan Sorbeck had been an athletic, blond man with a wide smile. He was surrounded by people in nearly every photo. Christina was in a lot of the photos, a slim Christina with no extra skin and a ready smile herself.


  I showed Christina the picture of Claire’s Evan. “Have you ever seen this man?”


  “No. Is that him? He doesn’t look anything like Evan.”


  “I doubt he has his character either.” Her face pulled down into what could have been an ugly cry, but she pulled out of it just in time.


  “Thanks. Evan was a great guy. Everybody loved him. When he died...” Her sparkle faded for a moment.


  “I’m sorry to bring this up for you. Thanks for helping me. If you can think of anything that might help me, please call.”


  Christina took my card. I never expected to hear from her, but I did. She called the next morning to tell me that a woman had come looking for Evan about a year after his death. She had been shocked to hear he was dead and had argued the point with her. Christina couldn’t recall the woman’s name, but remembered seeing her working in a bank in St. Sebastian. I spent the rest of my Sunday cleaning, grocery shopping and playing referee to Skanky and Pick. I didn’t want to drive back to St. Seb, but I had no choice. Claire did a stellar job on the transcription and I owed her.


  By the time I’d gotten ready to go, I’d about talked myself out of the trip. What did I really owe Claire? I’d spent hours in pursuit of Evan and plenty of mileage. Sure she’d done the transcription, but, hey, I’d done more than the cops. If she made another complaint, they’d follow my lead and, hopefully, find Evan. That was pretty good, wasn’t it? Not bad for an amateur, if I did say so myself.


  I kicked off my shoes and turned on the TV. I needed to call my coordinator. I was a PRN nurse, which meant I filled in when hospitals or offices were short. It was a good deal. I worked three or four times a week depending on my financial needs. I called and she wanted me to work Peds the next day. I was always getting called for Peds. I’d been told that I was good with kids and I guess word got around. I didn’t think I was good. Kids were forever screaming and puking around me. I’d have taken a pass, but I needed the money. Since I’d been chasing Evan, three workdays had gone by. I needed Christmas money.


  I settled in for the day, made a note to call Claire, and started streaming Devil in a Blue Dress. Love that Denzel Washington. Midway through, my mother called.


  “Hello.”


  “Oh Mercy, I’m so glad you’re home, honey,” she said in her sweetest I-want-something tone.


  “Hi Mom.”


  “How are you doing?”


  “Fine.”


  “Well, we are having a spectacular time. It’s warm and beautiful. We’ve been having the best seafood. Your father almost has a tan.”


  “Really?” My father was a redhead with the typical fair skin that went with it.


  “Almost. How’s the weather there?”


  “Fine.”


  “You’re not very talkative.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “Are you busy, dear?”


  Here it came. Busy means: if you’re not having surgery, we want you to do something. “Sort of.”


  “Is that Denzel I hear?”


  Crap. I should’ve turned the volume down, but then she would’ve sensed the movie. Mom had the seventh sense, the what’s-my-daughter-really-doing sense. It worked through telephone lines and closed doors. Occasionally, I didn’t even have to speak.


  “Fine. I’m not busy.”


  “Working tonight?”


  Audible groan.


  “Mercy. It would not kill you to help out.”


  “Let’s not test the theory.”


  “It’s for the family.”


  “What family?”


  “Ours, of course. Don’t be difficult.”


  “Me difficult?”


  Mom sighed and sipped on something. Probably a pink, fruity drink with a paper umbrella. I looked out the window at the cloudy sky threatening me with more sleet. I was not in a mood to be helpful.


  “You know we don’t ask much.”


  “Right. Not at all.”


  “If you’re going to be like that, I’ll have your father contract someone.”


  “Can’t Uncle Morty or one of Dad’s actual detectives do it?”


  “Ned and Cecilia are out of town. Denny’s busy. Mort’s on vacation.”


  Uncle Morty was my honorary uncle and my father’s best friend. He was an all-around computer nerd and hacker. He likes neither of those monikers. Morty on vacation meant he turned off all his phones and refused to communicate with anyone or go anywhere for three days. He was my last chance.


  “What is it?” I tried to sound as displeased as possible without whacking the phone on the counter.


  “We followed Stevie from the Keys to Miami, but he hopped a plane before we could get to him. He’s on his way home.”


  “Here? He’s coming here?”


  “I know it’s unbelievable, even for Stevie, but he’s on flight 210 United. It arrives at noon.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “Well, you know Stevie.”


  Yes, I knew Stevie. Mom was his father’s legal secretary and I’d known him all his life. He was a normal kid, if by normal you mean stupid. All in all, he was likable and problem free for a while. Mom quit working for Crown Legal when Dad retired from the police force and opened his agency. She still filled in when his new secretary was ill or on vacation. Big Steve sent Dad a lot of business over the years and was the first pick when his son started to get in trouble. When Stevie was fifteen, he contracted a raging case of gonorrhea. Dad was hired to track down all the girls Stevie had sex with and inform them that they’d been exposed. It wasn’t exactly a thrilling way to get paid, but Dad felt he was obligated to Big Steve.


  Next Stevie robbed the neighbors. Only Stevie would steal from people then try to sell them back their own DVD players. Dad tracked down the stolen articles and returned them. After that, drugs came into the picture and there were a couple of disappearances. Stevie stole a few cars and generally made a nuisance of himself. Between Dad and Big Steve, his record was kept clean. Still, it was hard to picture Stevie as a criminal. He seemed confused when people were upset with him. Mostly, I thought he was out for a good time and things got out of hand. The way things do when you don’t have two brain cells to rub together.


  “So you want me to nab Stevie at the airport.”


  “If you don’t mind.”


  Mind. Please. Of course I minded. I could’ve stayed curled up under a quilt with Denzel for the rest of the day, but no.


  “How am I supposed to get him? It’s not like he doesn’t know me.”


  “You’ll think of something. Just don’t hurt him.”


  “Define hurt.”


  “Don’t shoot him.”


  “Like I’d really shoot him, Mother.”


  “Well, I know he irritates you.”


  “A lot of people irritate me, but I haven’t shot anyone yet.”


  “Glad to hear it. Take him to the office. Under no circumstances take him to Olivia.”


  Olivia was Stevie’s mother. She doted on her only son and was convinced he was misunderstood. I liked Olivia, but how much evidence do you need?


  “Like I’d do that.”


  “Well, you know he’s gotten girls to do stupid things before.”


  “Are you saying that you think Stevie Crown can fast-talk me?”


  She started laughing and told Dad what I said. I could hear him chuckle in the background. Mom was still laughing when we hung up. I wasn’t laughing. Stevie was six four and I was five two. I’d have to outsmart him. That wouldn’t be difficult, but I only had two hours to work out a plan and get to the airport.


  What I needed was a partner, but all my usual picks were busy. My boyfriend Pete was working yet another shift in the ER. My best friend Carly was a dim possibility. Carly could be counted on for hosting teas, shopping, and pep talks. Nabbing wayward young criminals wasn’t her bag. I wasn’t even sure she knew how to lie. No, Carly was out. There was Chuck, but he might take a dim view of not arresting Stevie and he still wasn’t answering my calls. Plus, I didn’t want him thinking we were even for Pick. What I needed was a woman. A good-looking woman with flexible morals and time to kill. Claire. She owed me. No, wait a minute, I owed her or were we even? If she did it, I’d definitely owe her. Then I’d have to finish with Evan. There was no way around it.


  I called Claire at home. She was also, I suspect, watching Denzel. “Claire, it’s Mercy. Are you busy?”


  “No. Did you find him?”


  “Ah, no, but I have an excellent lead. I’m going to follow it tomorrow. I was wondering if you could do me a favor.”


  “Sure, anything. I appreciate what you’re doing for me with the whole Evan thing.”


  “Can I pick you up in fifteen minutes? I need to get someone at the airport.”


  She hesitated. “Sure. I’ll be ready.”


  I went to Dad’s to get some necessaries and his car. I figured it was the least he could do. I picked up Claire quick, so she wouldn’t have too much time to think. Claire got in and smoothed her black tailored slacks and took off her coat. She could’ve looked a little sleazier for my purposes, but she was classy eye candy. Along with her slacks, she wore a cashmere cowl-neck sweater that hung low enough to show a hint of breast, pearl earrings, and stiletto-heeled boots. She smelled like something from Estee Lauder, not White Linen. That was my scent, although I wasn’t wearing it or anything else that matched up to Claire.


  I looked her over too long and she started to squirm in her seat. “What?” she asked.


  “Nothing. You look nice. Were you going out or something?”


  “No.”


  God help me. The woman just sat around looking like that. I started the drive to the airport and tried to think of an appealing way to tell Claire about Stevie.


  She didn’t give me much time. “Why do you need help at the airport?”


  “My parents asked me to pick someone up.”


  “That’s it?”


  “Well, he doesn’t exactly want to be picked up.”


  “Then why are you picking him up?”


  “You know how I told you my parents were out of town on a case? He’s the case.”


  “But—”


  “I know. Hear me out. His name’s Stevie Crown. He stole his mother’s Jag and credit cards a month ago. Dad tracked him to Florida, but he got on a plane before Dad could catch him. He wants us to grab him when he gets off the plane and deliver him to his father.”


  “Can’t you call the police?”


  “It’s better if it’s kept a family matter for now.”


  Claire nodded. That was something she understood. “Is he dangerous?”


  “Don’t worry. Stevie’s just smart enough to breathe. Now, he knows me, but he doesn’t know you. All you have to do is get his attention and get him to walk you out to our car. I’ll take it from there.”


  “How do I get his attention?”


  “Ask directions, look stupid and helpless, and flirt like it’s going out of style. I’m telling you, he’s a nimrod. He’d follow you to Botswana, if he thought there were sex and a beer in it for him.”


  “OK. If you think I can do it.”


  “Great. Don’t worry about a thing.”


  We pulled into Lambert International parking garage and got a handy space in Level G between two Suburbans. We got out and I checked my gear.


  “What is that?” Claire asked.


  “A Universal handheld taser. It’s Mom’s. Smaller handle.”


  “And why do you have it?”


  “Stevie’s probably not going to want to get in the car. I’ll have to encourage him. No permanent effects.”


  “And those?” She pointed to a bunch of industrial strength zip-ties.


  “Easier than handcuffs. Let’s go.”


  We went into the terminal and checked the flight times. Claire took position next to the security exit and I was farther away behind a kiosk. The plane was on time by some miracle and a glut of passengers rushed off. I could see Claire checking and rechecking the photo I’d given her of Stevie. I didn’t think he’d be hard to miss and he wasn’t. He was the tallest guy going, dressed in preppy casual. His black hair was longer than I remembered and he sported sideburns. His height and his clothes made him seem older than he was. Stevie was nineteen. 


  He passed Claire and she pulled out behind him, then I pulled out behind her. As instructed, she waited to see if he would head for baggage. He didn’t. I guessed that whatever happened to the Jag happened to the rest of his stuff, too. Claire hesitated and looked back at me. I nodded and she went in. She collided with him and spilled her purse. Stevie helped her pick her things up, they stood and started talking. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Claire was working it. She tossed her hair, hand on hip, and strategically fiddled with her collar and pulled it lower. It was high school all over again. At least this time she was working for me instead of against me.


  When they stopped at the elevator, I dodged around them and sprinted up the escalator. I was huffing when I got to the car. I needed a gym membership bad. I opened the driver’s side door, pulled out the taser, and charged it. There weren’t too many people walking around and I could hear Claire’s voice when they entered Level G. I hid behind the Suburban furthest from them and waited. Their voices got very close and I heard Claire pop the trunk. I peeked out from around the truck and saw Stevie standing with his back to me.


  Sweet!


  I stepped out and said, “Hi Stevie.” Before he turned, I zapped him on the butt. He bonked his head on the bumper as he went down, but he didn’t make a sound. We pulled him by his feet to the back door. I zip-tied his hands and feet twice and hoisted him in. We laid him, none too gently, on the floor and covered him with Dad’s emergency blanket. The whole thing took a half hour.


  Five minutes later, Stevie got control of limbs. He kicked off the blanket and stuck his head between the seats.


  “Hey Mercy. How you doin?”


  “Fine and you?”


  “Got a headache.”


  “Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.”


  “I thought it’d be your dad.”


  “Nope, he’s in Florida.”


  “Oh yeah. Where are we going? Home?”


  “Fat chance.”


  “Who’s this?” Stevie said as he checked his reflection in my rearview mirror.


  “This is Claire.”


  “Claire. What a great name. You from around here?”


  “I already told you.”


  “Oh, yeah. You busy tonight, Claire?”


  Stevie gave her his best shelter-dog look. It was the patented if-you-just-take-me-home-and-train-me-properly-I-could-be-a-good-boy look. It’d worked before, and it was on the verge of working on Claire.


  “I’m hungry. Who wants Arby’s?” I said.


  “Me. Let’s eat.” Stevie wiggled his way into eating position on the back seat.


  We mulled over our choices at the Arby’s drive-thru and then Stevie ordered enough to make me think about getting reimbursed by his father. Claire ordered a diet soda and some grilled chicken thing. I was going to order two Beef and Cheddars with curly fries, but thought better of it after Claire ordered.


  While we ate I did a little minor interrogation. “I have to ask, Stevie, why did you come back? I’m mean, seriously, are you crazy? You knew my dad was after you.”


  “I needed some money.”


  “Who’s gonna give you money?”


  “Mom.”


  “What about her Jag?”


  “What about it?”


  “You stole it.”


  “No way! I’d never do that. I borrowed it.” Emphasis on the borrowed.


  “For a month? Where is it?”


  “A friend has it.”


  “A friend. Would this be a friend from the track?”


  “Yeah, he’s there a lot. How’d you know?”


  “Lucky guess.”


  Claire turned to him. “Your father could have you arrested.”


  “He’d never do that. Mom wouldn’t let him. Besides, I borrowed it.”


  I let that go and drove in silence. Stevie was going to be arrested. Big Steve had reported the Jag stolen and Olivia didn’t know. I didn’t want to be around when she found out. Stevie probably wouldn’t clue in until he was fingerprinted.


  I pulled around back of the Crown office building and called up. Big Steve and a couple of his associates came down. They pulled Stevie out of the car and cut the zip-ties around his feet and hands. Big Steve watched a few feet away and ran his fingers through his hair.


  “Hi, Dad!” Stevie said.


  “Hello, son.” They looked at each other, Big Steve’s intelligent eyes looking into Stevie’s blank ones. I’d have liked to have known their thoughts, except Stevie probably didn’t have any.


  Big Steve turned to me and said, “Mercy, thank you for doing this. If you need anything, call me.” He gave me a look that I knew meant absolutely anything and I took note. Stevie started talking about his flight and we left. I dropped Claire off and went home to find Pick in the fridge eating hot dogs. Skanky was crouched a couple of feet away, gnawing on a dog of his own. Dog and cat had come to an understanding. Pick was the brains of the operation and Skanky had the inside dope.


  For the next three days I slogged my way through Peds. Mrs. Jackson walked Pick for me and Chuck was still MIA. On the fourth day, I planned to sleep until hunger or the phone woke me. Neither did. At ten till seven something started pestering me. This went on for a while despite much cursing and position changing. It was Skanky. He was tenderizing my entire body like I was a huge steak. Pick joined in by licking. When Skanky started meowing, I gave up and fed them. 


  I hit the road by eight-thirty. Lucky for me there was only one bank in St. Seb. The bank was a one-story art deco affair in sad shape. The lobby wasn’t much better. I didn’t see anyone who fit the description Christina gave me. A couple of blond tellers eyed me at the far end of the counter. I walked over and said, “Excuse me, I was wondering if you could help me. I’m looking for someone.”


  “Who?” they said.


  “I’m afraid I don’t have a name. She’s in her thirties, blond, big nose and wears a lot of jewelry.”


  They looked at each other and shrugged.


  “Her husband may have disappeared about nine years ago.”


  “Evelyn!” they said and gave each other a high five.


  “Evelyn?”


  “Evelyn Calvin or Sorbeck. Take your pick,” said the heavier of the duo. It said Judy on her name tag.


  The other one tagged Sara said, “Please. I wouldn’t try calling her Sorbeck, if you know what I mean.”


  “She’s divorced?”


  “Doubt it,” said Sara.


  “Didn’t hang around long enough for that. When he split, he was G-O-N-E.”


  “And he got it all. Least that’s what I heard.” Sara looked at Judy.


  “Oh, yeah. He took everything, including her sense of humor,” said Judy.


  “Did you ever meet him?” I asked.


  “Yeah. We all went out to dinner a few times.”


  “I never liked him,” said Sara.


  “You did too. We all did. He was so sweet and—”


  “And full of shit.”


  “Yes he was, but we did like him. Until later of course.”


  “Full of shit?” I said.


  “Oh, yeah. He could really lay a load and we bought it all,” said Judy.


  “I wouldn’t say that. We sort of wanted to believe it. It’s not like we could prove that he was lying,” said Sara.


  “What did he say?” I said.


  They put down their coffee cups, looked around, and edged closer to me.


  “He said he was in the CIA and not to talk about him to strangers,” said Judy.


  “He told me he was a Green Beret and had a Top Secret clearance,” said Sara.


  “How about that he was a spy in Red China.”


  “Or how he invented the Internet.”


  “That was Gore.”


  “I know, but Evan said it too, I swear.” Sara crossed her heart.


  “What a loser. I felt so sorry for Evelyn when he ran off. You know he’d maxed all her credit cards and she’d bought him a brand-new car.”


  “What about the loans?”


  “Oh lord, the loans. She is still paying them off.”


  “Loans?” I said.


  “She took out a collateral loan on her own car so he could reestablish his credit after being undercover as a spy and all.” Judy rolled her eyes.


  “And worse, the home equity loan. That was thirty-five thousand dollars.”


  “How much did he take her for?” I said.


  “Who knows. I think he cleaned out her accounts too,” said Sara.


  “He just disappeared one day?”


  “No, she found him out,” said Judy.


  “How’d that happen?”


  “He tried to take out a home loan in her name at another branch. I think it was about to go through, but our manager found out and asked her why she didn’t apply for it here.”


  “Yeah, she called him up and he denied it. They faxed her the paperwork and there it all was clear as day. He forged her signature. She was crying and Dale had to drive her home. Dale’s our manager. When they got there, Evan was gone,” said Sara.


  “What did she do? Did the police have any leads on him?” I asked.


  “I never heard anything about that. He left and she turned into a world-class bitch.”


  “Tell me about it,” said Judy. “We were all such good friends. We went to lunch, got manicures. I told her everything. She used to come to my little boy’s birthday parties. After he left, she acted like she didn’t know us.”


  “I tried to talk to her, ask her how it was going, but nothing. She wouldn’t say word one. She transferred right away to Belleville and got promoted. She never had any ambition before,” said Sara.


  “She had to pay off all those loans and cards,” said Judy.


  “Is she still working at the Belleville branch?” I asked.


  “Uh huh. Why do you want to know about this anyhow?” asked Sara.


  “Sorbeck’s up to his old tricks.”


  “Oh no! Not one of your friends, I hope.”


  “Afraid so.”


  “Damn. What a bastard!”


  “I do think he was from around here though,” said Judy.


  “What makes you say that?” I said.


  “He knew a lot about the area. He told me stuff I didn’t know and it was true. Once he spent an hour telling me all about the county fair here in St. Seb. This was in the spring because Evelyn was planting flowers while we talked. Now, he only lived here for three months before he ran off and he said his family was from California. The fair is in August.”


  “I have to go, ladies. You’ve been a big help,” I said.


  “Anytime. You know, you really remind me of somebody,” Judy said.


  “Yeah, I get that a lot,” I said.


  “I bet you do,” said Sara with a laugh. “I wouldn’t mind looking like Marilyn.”


  “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”


  I got in my car and called Christina. She wasn’t in, but her husband was. He reluctantly gave me her work phone. I called her and asked where Evan, the real one, went to high school. St. Sebastian Senior High.


  Sweet.


  High schools kept old yearbooks, didn’t they? Sure, they did. I was at the school in fifteen minutes. School was in session and the halls were packed with low-riding jeans and badly done makeup. In the office were the same secretaries that my school had. Where did they find these women? I never saw them on the street, wearing their double-knit trousers, flowered tops, and pin-curled grey hair. As usual, I got nowhere with them. School secretaries didn’t like me on sight. Maybe they could tell I skipped, forged my mother’s handwriting, and rarely did my homework. The principal was friendlier as a politician should be. He gave me free reign with the yearbooks, but I only needed one. 1995. I found Evan Sorbeck quickly. He was handsome, blond and in a ton of clubs. He played football, ran track, and was senior class president. I looked through the rest of the senior class and didn’t see the faux Evan. I started on the junior class and had thumbed through most of it when Lawrence Tisserling caught my eye. Add fifty pounds and it was Claire’s Evan. He was in no club or sports. He didn’t even give a quote.


  I ran out to the parking lot and almost broke my neck on the ice. Once in the car, I removed the gravel from my palm and went home. I found cat and dog in the living room. Pick was on the floor, Skanky was on the sofa cleaning his ears and they were both watching CNN. I was pretty sure I didn’t leave the TV on. I could only hope that Pick hadn’t figured out the stove yet. Uncle Morty was back from his so-called vacation and I got him to nose his way into Tisserling’s life. The best he could come up with was an expired license and a couple of addresses in Reynolds County.


  The next morning I was awakened by the animals watching the Today show. I fed them and gave Skanky a gentle boot in the butt for becoming so fond of a dog. I still couldn’t get ahold of Chuck. I needed to take a drive down and check out those addresses. I was afraid to leave Pick alone for that long. Mrs. Jackson was spending the day at the senior center. Pick’d already eaten all the tissues and pooped on the bath mat. I had to take him.


  I spent the two hours to Lesterville with a drooling snout over my shoulder and occasional ear licking. We stopped for lunch and had the best cream of broccoli soup of my life. Even Chuck would’ve liked it and he avoids vegetables like he does commitment. In the parking lot, Pick scarfed Milk Bones and I decided on my next move. The locals were eyeing us and smiling a lot. I guess they didn’t get a lot of giant black poodles with pink ribbons on their ears. But Pick looked adorable and I knew it would drive Chuck nuts to know I’d been running around with his dog, his male dog, in pink ribbons. What the hell? He deserved it. Chuck, that is, not Pick. The dog didn’t care what was on his ears.


  After Pick got petted about thirty times, I went to the addresses, but they were a bust, so I’d have to ask around. After trips to the Dairy Queen and auto parts store, I hit pay dirt with a liquor store. Larry had an overdue account with them and they weren’t feeling too kindly toward him. I got his work address, a double-wide on the river. The clerk was chatty and told me that Larry’s mom had been in a serious car accident a couple of weeks ago. He’d left Claire prematurely. He could’ve taken her for more, but even criminals have obligations.


  I followed the signs to Swifty Canoe Rental on the banks of the Black River. There were piles of canoes rusting beside a couple of ramshackle trailers with beer signs and what looked like a dead dog by the front door. Pickpocket was barking his head off. The dog didn’t twitch and I had to fight to keep Pick in the car. I walked past the dog, who lifted an eyelid, and went inside.


  A beat-up metal desk and chair was the only furniture in a large room with exposed wallboard and wiring. Piles of life jackets and paddles littered the floor. A couple of empty ice cream freezers droned pointlessly and there was a thin layer of dirt on everything. A kettle belched out steam on a wood stove and filled the air with earthy moisture that felt good in my lungs.


  “I could go to the other trailer,” I said to myself.


  A voice behind me said, “Who are you talking to?”


  I turned and it was a man, thirty-five, with a potbelly and thinning hair. He wore an undershirt tank top, sweatpants and flip-flops despite the cold. It took me a second to recognize him as Evan. Larry was in full redneck mode.


  “Evan?” I said without thinking.


  Larry stood with eyes half open chewing on an unlit cigar. He gave no sign that he heard me.


  “Guess there’s no point in beating around the bush. I’m here about Claire,” I said.


  “Who?” said Evan scratching his stomach.


  “Claire Carter, your wife!” I said more shrilly than I intended.


  “Look, girly. My wife’s Sissy and we’re closed for the season.”


  “Does Sissy know what a jackass you are?”


  “I don’t have to listen to this crap. Get off my property.”


  “Your property! Which wife paid for this?” I kicked an ice cream freezer and gave it a nice dent.


  “Don’t do that!” yelled Evan. He went to the desk and rummaged around.


  “Or else what?” I yelled back.


  “I’m calling the police.”


  “Please do, scumbag.”


  Larry straightened up and held out his hand. There was a revolver in it that looked like it’d been used by Buffalo Bill. He wasn’t exactly pointing it at me, but I didn’t take it as a “let’s be friends” gesture. I pivoted and ran out. When I threw open the car door, Pick leapt out and charged across the gravel lot. The dog that looked dead five minutes ago went bat shit crazy and the two of them lunged at each other with flashing teeth and snarls. Neither Larry or I moved. We watched silently as our dogs danced, he with his hand on a revolver, mine on my heart. Then a spray of blood hit the snow. Larry started yelling, “I’ll shoot that goddamn dog! Get him!”


  There was no way I was getting in-between those two. I got in the car and dialed 911. Larry was as good as his word. He fired one round. He could’ve hit his dog, but he didn’t. He hit Pick. The other dog barked and ran. Pick ran in a circle, nipping at his butt and then chased the other dog into the woods. I guess that butt shot wasn’t too bad, but it still pissed me off. I jumped out of the car, picked up a piece of firewood and launched it at Larry. It hit him square in the chest. He dropped the revolver and I dove for it. Being small has its advantages. Larry was slow. By the time he made a move, I had it and was pointing it at him.


  “You won’t shoot me. You’re a pussy,” he said, rubbing his chest. His wife-beater tee was stained with blood in the shape of a Bird of Paradise.


  “That blood says different.”


  “This ain’t shit.”


  “I’d be happy to add to it.”


  He looked me over, taking note that I wasn’t holding like a sissy. Dad taught me well. “You’re pretty cute,” he said.


  “Shut up, shithead.”


  He looked at the revolver again and made a break for it. I was surprised. I was more surprised that I didn’t shoot him. Larry ran around the corner of the building and jumped into a Trans Am. He squealed the tires and drove out of the parking lot. I followed him in Dad’s car. If Larry could outrun me, I’d eat whatever was left of Pick.


  It wasn’t much of a chase. Neither vehicle went over twenty miles per hour. The ice on the road was begging to send us into a ditch. I followed Larry closely enough to see him flipping me the bird. After fifteen minutes, a county sheriff’s car came around a bend towards us. I started honking and the car blocked the road in front of Larry. Larry jumped out and started running across a field. The snow was up to his shins, but he was making good time.


  The sheriff got out of his car, walked over to mine, leaned on the door, and lit a cigarette. I rolled down the window.


  “You Watts?” he said.


  “Yeah.”


  “I give him five minutes.”


  “Do you think he has a plan?”


  “Probably not. Larry’s never been the brightest bulb on the tree, but he can talk a blue streak.”


  “He shot my dog…in the butt.”


  “Sounds like Larry.”


  Larry stopped at the far edge of the field, his arms flapping in the wind. He turned around, flipped us the bird and started back. He’d lost his flip-flops and was more than happy to get arrested. The only thing he said was, “The only woman I’m married to is Sissy.” I told the sheriff the whole story and he searched Larry’s trailer. He found a stack of credit cards owned by women I’d never heard of. It looked like Larry had himself an off-season job and he was damn good at it. The trail went back to Evelyn. She was his first and his most lucrative. Neither she nor any of the other women had reported him. Larry knew how to pick em.


  I found Pickpocket in the woods and took him to a local vet. The wound wasn’t serious, and Pick was thrilled with all the attention. Skanky gave Pick a head-to-toe cleaning when I got him home. He was still coughing up black fuzzy hairballs a month later. Pick’s rump was completely healed by the time Chuck reclaimed him two weeks later.


  After the paperwork was done, I called Claire and told her the good news. At least I thought it was good news. She cried, not because we caught him, but because she'd been married to a redneck, I suspect. Who knew? Larry put on a good show.


  The next morning I picked up my parents at the airport. I told them about Claire. Mom got teary-eyed over Claire’s misfortune and Dad got red-faced over my giving her the transcription. He got over it when he saw Claire’s work and hired her. I went home to dog vomit on the bathroom rug and Pick snoring in my bed. Before I girded up my loins to clean up the vomit, the doorbell rang. It was Claire, dressed in head-to-toe black. She was, I suppose, in mourning.


  “Hi, Claire. Come in.”


  “No thanks. I was wondering if you’d like to go to lunch?” she said.


  “Sure.” Anything to delay the vomit. “Where do you want to go?”


  “Whatever you would like is fine.”


  “I know what I would like. I want to know what you want.”


  She ducked her head and smiled. “Arby’s.”


  “Arby’s? Really?”


  “Don’t you want Arby’s?” she said with a worry line appearing between her well-plucked brows.


  “Oh I do, but I didn’t think it was your style.”


  “Maybe I need a new style.”


  “I warn you. I might lick the cheese off the wrapper.”


  “Me, too,” she said.


  We went arm in arm down the stairs into the frigid St. Louis air to hunt for faux cheddar cheese and a good man. We’d recognize the cheese when we saw it.


  



  The End


  



  



  <><><>


  


  



  Mercy's adventures continue,


  whether she likes it or not, in


  



  Nowhere Fast


  A Mercy Watts Short


  



  Seven o’clock in the morning on a Saturday and my doorbell was ringing like a woodpecker wanted in. I looked out for a second time: no one. That could only mean one thing: Sister Miriam, my great-aunt. She was the only person I knew who was short enough not to be seen through a peephole and insistent enough to keep trying.


  “I know you’re home, Mercy. Do you know the Hortons?”


  I groaned and opened the door. Aunt Miriam charged in like she was in danger of me slamming the door in her face. She stalked around my living room and attached kitchen as fast as her little legs would carry her. She was probably looking for dirt. Luckily, I went on a cleaning binge after watching Hoarders and the place was spotless. No fault to find.


  Still, she kept going, circling like a black hawk. Aunt Miriam was in her full nun’s habit, something she did when she wanted to intimidate people and by people I meant me. Aunt Miriam wasn’t a mean person, but in her habit, she was more terrifying than a dark alley on the north side of St. Louis.


  “How are you, dear?” she said.


  “Just fine, Sister.” Aunt Miriam didn’t like it when I called her Sister. She preferred Aunt, in private. But if she could pull out the habit at seven o’clock in the morning, I could pull out Sister.


  “That’s Aunt Miriam to you. Did I wake you?”


  She knew full well she did. My PJ’s and ratted hair were a dead giveaway. Besides, who in their right mind got up early on a Saturday?


  “No, Aunt Miriam.”


  She ignored the sarcasm in my voice and got to the point. “I was just at your father’s.”


  Poor dad.


  “He said I should come see you.”


  Silent groan. “What for?”


  “I’m not asking much. Just a token really, a trifle.”


  Now we’re quoting Ursula, the Sea Witch. Aunt Miriam was a great fan of The Little Mermaid, Disney style. It would’ve made more sense if she’d quoted The Exorcist. She scared people on a regular basis.


  “Why didn’t Dad do it?”


  “He says he’s up to his eyeballs in a case right now.”


  I knew my father wasn’t up to his eyeballs. He’d been on the golf course five times that week. My father was a private detective and he’d rather be sniffing out a suspect than playing golf any day. He wasn’t interested in what Aunt Miriam was selling and decided to pass it along. I wasn’t a detective. I was a nurse, but being raised by a detective made me qualified for some scut work.


  “He always says he’s busy. What’s the problem?”


  “So, do you remember the Horton family?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “You know, the Hortons, Tom and Carol.” She knitted her sparse brows and looked more like a spider than usual. Aunt Miriam was seventy, if she was a day, and weighed about ninety pounds. She thought sunscreen was a marketing ploy and it showed in her paper-thin wrinkled skin. When I was little I thought we were related to Plastic Man, because her scrawny limbs had amazing properties. She could reach an unnatural distance to pop me in the mouth for saying a bad word. “They’re in our parish.”


  Right. I went to church twice a year, at Christmas and Easter. And then it was only for the decorations and treats after.


  “I don’t know them. Sorry.”


  “Dear, I’m really worried about you. You’re forgetting the people in your own parish, your faith.” Her expression hardened. “And what you owe to your fellow man.”


  In Aunt Miriam’s world, a little guilt never hurt anyone.


  I sighed. “What’s wrong with the Hortons?”


  “Not them. Their daughter.” She went and sat, gingerly, on my sofa. She set her favorite black, patent leather handbag on her lap and began picking imaginary lint off her skirt. She had no lint. It wouldn’t dare.


  “All right. What’s wrong with the daughter?” Like it or not, I was curious. Some things were inbred. My father was counting on it.


  “First your faith and now your knowledge of the world around you.” She made a tsk noise with her tongue, and I felt like a world-class deviant and so early too. “The daughter is missing, of course. Don’t you watch the news anymore?”


  “Are you talking about Charlotte Horton?” My turn to be satisfied. I didn’t remember the Hortons, but I did watch the news. Every once in a while. A little.


  “Yes and she’s only thirteen. She’s a runaway.”


  “Is that what the cops say?”


  “I don’t know. Chuck won’t talk to me about it. He says it’s police business.”


  “He’s right.” I hated to take Chuck’s side in anything. He was a detective on the St. Louis police force and my cousin by marriage. He was also an annoying, horny pain in the ass. Aunt Miriam didn’t know about the horny part, I hoped.


  “I don’t believe a word he says. He just means they don’t know anything. I want you to look into it.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  Oops.


  Aunt Miriam made a growling noise and I went cold. She couldn’t really do anything to me, but she always made me feel as though she could.


  “What else have you got to do?” she said.


  Work, live my life—you know, stuff like that. “Well…”


  “Good. Then it’s all settled. I’ll expect you at church tomorrow. You can give me an update after Mass.”


  “Tomorrow’s Sunday,” I said. Pointing out the obvious was a speciality of mine.


  “I’m well aware. What is your point, Mercy?”


  “Nothing.” I groaned. “I’ll be there.”


  “That’s what I thought. Goodbye, dear.” Aunt Miriam hopped off the sofa and marched out the door.


  After some fortifying coffee, I took a shower and considered my options. I could do nothing and risk being thrown out of the family. That didn’t sound too bad, but Thanksgiving was close and I wanted food. Or I could do it. A couple days poking around and Aunt Miriam would be off my back. I went into the bathroom and blow-dried my hair. Who was I kidding? I’d do it.


  I considered my makeup options while pulling on my most comfortable sweats. If I had to go out, I might as well be comfortable. Makeup has always been a question for me. With it, I’m the spitting image of Marilyn Monroe. Without it, people stare at me and wonder where they know me from.


  That day there was a complication. My face was discolored from a problem I had while working on another case for dad. That was three weeks ago. My broken nose and cracked jaw had healed, but left a residue of bruises over my cheekbones and under my eyes. My boyfriend, Pete, who’s usually complimentary, said that I looked like I had Halloween makeup on. I hated putting anything on my squeaky-clean face, but I didn’t want to scare the Hortons either. Aunt Miriam wouldn’t like that. She hadn’t mentioned my bruises. She wasn’t much of a mentioner, especially when she was on a mission. But if I saw the Hortons like that, I’d definitely hear about it. I compromised by slathering on some base and powder to cover the bruises and left the rest of my face unadorned. I found the Hortons’ address in the parish directory, and put it into my phone’s GPS since I have direction deficit disorder. I grabbed a pad of paper and headed out.


  Also available for Kindle.


  



  The Perfect Ring


  



  "Cleverly written and an enjoyable, super quick read, can't be faulted for a bit of light entertainment." - The Kindle Book Review


  



  "Had me hooked from the first few lines" - Razberry Juice


  



  Alistair Deacon is on the hunt for the perfect engagement ring for his girlfriend, Emma. When he and his workmate, Dee, find it in a tiny shop in Covent Garden, the old shop woman there makes a startling prediction. Now Alistair may have got more than he bargained for.


  



  ***A short story of 3700 words or about 14 pages***
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