
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Lucy Burdette - Key West Food Critic 04 - Murder With Ganache
        


        
          	Key West Food Critic Mysteries [4]
        


        
          	Lucy Burdette
        


        
          	Signet (2014)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Mystery: Cozy - Food Critic - Key West 
Mystery: Cozy - Food Critic - Key Westttt 
        


      


      


    


    

    

      For better or worse, Hayley has agreed to bake over 200 cupcakes for her friend Connie’s wedding, while still meeting her writing deadlines. The last thing she needs is family drama. But her parents come barreling down on the island like a category 3 hurricane, and on their first night in town her stepbrother, Roby, disappears into the spring break party scene in Key West.

When Hayley hears that two teenagers have stolen a jet ski, she sets aside her oven mitts and goes in search of Rory. She finds him, barely conscious, but his female companion isn’t so lucky. Now Hayley has to let the cupcakes cool and assemble the sprinkles of clues to clear her stepbrother’s name—before someone else gets iced.
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PRAISE FOR
THE KEY WEST FOOD CRITIC MYSTERY SERIES
Topped Chef
“Burdette fills Topped Chef with a fine plot, a delightful heroine, a wealth of food—and all the charm and craziness of Key West. You’ll wish you could read it while sipping a mojito on the porch of a conch cottage in mainland America’s southernmost community.”
—Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Topped Chef is three courses of cozy—romance, humor, and mystery—that will leave you satisfied yet looking forward to another serving.”
—The Florida Book Review
“What’s most fun with this loony crew is Ms. Burdette’s pitch-perfect parody of food talk, as made familiar on Chopped and other popular food programs, where judges and competitors try to top each in their descriptions of preparations, styles, successes, and failures. Sweet and savory, Topped Chef captures Key West’s sensory enchantment, and Ms. Burdette’s bubbly protagonist is once again the main ingredient in a surefire recipe.”
—Florida Weekly
“The descriptions of the coastal cuisine, snappish and temperamental cheftestants, and drag queens all combine to make this a very well-written and tasty mystery, sure to please fans of food, reality shows, and mysteries.”
—Kings River Life Magazine
Death in Four Courses
“[A] yummy sequel to An Appetite for Murder. . . . Anyone who’s ever overpaid for a pretentious restaurant meal will relish this witty cozy.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Breezy as a warm Florida Keys day, Death in Four Courses is a fast-paced mystery that easily combines food and writing with an intricate plot to create an engaging mystery. Lucy Burdette is skilled at creating interesting characters who are very real and familiar… . Lots of food talk, a tropical setting, and a hunky detective provide the perfect backdrop for the second Hayley Snow mystery.”
—The Mystery Reader
“This book was a quick, fun read that held my attention from the beginning… . I will eagerly await other releases in the Key West Food Critic series!”
—Fresh Fiction
An Appetite for Murder
“What fun! Lucy Burdette writes evocatively about Key West and food—a winning combination. I can’t wait for the next entry in this charming series.”
—New York Times bestselling author Diane Mott Davidson
“When her ex-boyfriend’s new lover, the co-owner of Key Zest magazine, is found dead, Hayley Snow, wannabe food critic, is the first in line on the list of suspects. Food, fun, and felonies. What more could a reader ask for?”
—New York Times bestselling author Lorna Barrett
“For a true taste of paradise, don’t miss An Appetite for Murder. Lucy Burdette’s first Key West Food Critic mystery combines a lush, tropical setting, a mysterious murder, and plenty of quirky characters. The victim may not be coming back for seconds, but readers certainly will!”
—Julie Hyzy, national bestselling author of the White House Chef mysteries and the Manor House mysteries
“Burdette laces An Appetite for Murder with a clever plot, a determined if occasionally ditzy heroine, and a wealth of local color about Key West and its inhabitants. You’ll eat it up.”
—Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Florida has long been one of the best backdrops for crime novels—from John MacDonald to Carl Hiaasen—and Burdette’s sense of place and her ability to empathize with a wide strata of Key West locals and visitors bode well for this new series.”
—Connecticut Post
“An excellent sense of place and the occasional humorous outburst aren’t the only things An Appetite for Murder has going for it, though: There is a solid mystery within its pages… . Not only does Burdette capture the physical and pastoral essence of Key West—she celebrates the food… . Although you might want to skip the key lime pie, don’t skip An Appetite for Murder. Let’s hope it is just an appetizer and there will be a feast of Food Critic mysteries to follow.”
—The Florida Book Review
“Burdette cleverly combines the insuperable Key West location with the always irresistible hook, food… . Hayley is a vibrant young character to watch, and she writes scrumptious food reviews as well.”
—Mystery Scene
“Hayley herself is delightful. Exuberant and naive, rocking back and forth between bravado and insecurity, excitable and given to motormouth nervousness, she’s a quick study who has a lot to learn. I’m sure that many readers will be happy to make her acquaintance and follow her through future adventures.”
—Florida Weekly
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I’m in an open relationship with salt and butter.
—Michele Catalano
 
Faster than a speeding KitchenAid mixer, I scraped the freshly squeezed lime juice and lime zest into the bowl and beat the batter to a creamy pale green. Inside the oven, the first set of cupcakes rose gracefully, releasing their sweet-and-sour citrus fragrance into the tiny galley of our houseboat.
Then my cell phone bleated: Jim Snow, aka Dad.
My father isn’t big on phone conversations. My father isn’t big on conversations, period. Clients, he has to butter up because he needs something from them. But I could count on the fingers of one hand the times we’d chatted since my near arrest for murder last fall.
So when his name flashed on the screen, I set down the whisk, abandoning the “do not answer” policy I’d adopted in order to survive the week leading up to my best friend Connie’s wedding. Something had to be wrong.
“Hi, Dad, what’s up?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful, when wary was what I felt.
“Good news, Hayley Catherine Snow!” he said, with the faux heartiness he reserved for business associates. And using my full name, which he reserved for times I’d gotten into trouble. “The whole family’s coming to the wedding.”
I whooshed out a breath of relief—he was just lagging a beat and a half behind his wife. “I know. Allison RSVP’d weeks ago. You’re all set with a corner suite at the Casa Marina. You’ll love everything but the bill.” My stepmother, Allison, was organized to a fault. She had to be, as a chemist. Though why that didn’t translate into an ability to follow a simple recipe was beyond me. Hopeless in the kitchen, my mom called her, when she couldn’t restrain herself from an edgy comment.
The oven timer began to ding. I donned a red silicone mitten, pulled the cupcakes out, and slid them onto the stovetop.
“The whole family,” my father repeated. “Rory’s coming too.”
“Rory’s coming?”
My fifteen-year-old stepbrother. To be honest, I was already stressed about the upcoming week, visualizing how I might handle the family dynamics between my mother and her new boyfriend, whom I hadn’t met except on Skype, and my father and stepmother. Not to mention juggling a high-strung bride while baking two hundred cupcakes for her wedding reception. And attending her husband-to-be’s first-ever art reception.
Rory had been adorable as a toddler. As a teen? Not so much.
A surly, pimply adolescent boy would not, in any way, be an asset.
“I was hoping you could find him a place to sleep,” my dad continued. “Otherwise he’ll end up on the couch in our sitting room.” His voice rolled out ominously like the music from Jaws. I was pretty certain he didn’t care much for Rory in his current iteration either—only he didn’t have the luxury of saying so.
“I don’t think I can, Dad. You guys are arriving today. It’s spring break. The hotels in Key West have been sold out for months. I might be able to get a bead on a bunk in a youth hostel. But between us, I think that’s asking for trouble. You don’t know what kind of roommates he’d get or what they might be into.”
He cleared his throat. “Might there be room on your houseboat? I know he’d love to have some special time with you.”
“No can do,” I said briskly. Rory and I hadn’t lived together enough to bond quite like sister and brother. After my parents’ divorce, I spent only alternate weekends and Wednesdays with Dad. And the weekends dwindled further once he remarried and moved two towns away. Rory and I had never shared a room, or a tent, or, for that matter, a mother.
“Think Airstream trailer on the high seas. The smallest model. Between me, Miss Gloria, two cats, wedding favors, and hundreds of cupcakes, we don’t have room to spit.” Was I being uncharitable? I looked around at the common spaces of our tiny houseboat, the counters in the galley covered with cupcakes, cupcake batter, zested limes, dirty pots and pans, and Evinrude, my gray tiger cat, eyeing it all from a stool beside the stove.
My father fell silent, which made me feel awful.
“What about Eric Altman? Didn’t your mother stay in his guest room in January?”
I groaned. How did he even know this? When I moved down to Key West from New Jersey last fall, I’d assured my old friend Eric I would only ask this kind of favor in case of emergency. He’d insisted on hosting mom, because she’d been so kind to him when he was a troubled teen. It wasn’t fair to foist Rory on him.
But then I pictured messy, grumpy Rory camped out on our single couch not five feet from the room where I’d be desperate to sleep. This was definitely an emergency.
At exactly that moment, I heard a burst of excited yapping outside on the dock. A black blur tore across our deck into the living area and through the galley, followed by a barking gray schnauzer. Miss Gloria’s black kitten, Sparky, launched himself up onto the stool beside the stove, chasing Evinrude onto the counter. The slavering dog yipped at the cats, who were now safely out of reach. The animal leaped higher, nipping at their paws. They sprinted across the two trays of pale green cupcakes that were waiting for icing, tipping them up perpendicular to the counter. The cupcakes crashed onto the floor and splattered into a million pieces.
“Shoo!” I shrieked.
I waved my arm at the schnauzer, knocking into the bowl of green batter, which rocked and then tilted, dumping its contents down the front of the stove.
“Gotta go right now,” I said to my father. “I’ll ask Eric.”
I hung up the phone and lunged for the cats. Evinrude slipped through my fingers and vanished down the hall after Sparky.
“Et tu Brute?” I yelled after him.
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And somewhere, a soufflé has just fallen.
—Charlotte Druckman
 
I grabbed the dog by the collar and marched her out onto the deck. Mrs. Renhart, our next-door neighbor, jumped off her boat and hurried down the dock to collect her. She gathered the animal up and began to nuzzle its neck.
“Oh Schnootie,” she crooned, “where did you disappear to? Were you chasing kitties, you wicked little beastie?” She broke into a wide smile—the biggest I’d ever seen on her face. “Hayley, this is our new doggie. We just picked her up at the pound this morning. Isn’t she precious?”
“Cute,” I said, gritting my teeth, trying to twist my lips back into a smile. I briefly considered describing the carnage the dog had created. But what would be the point? And my own animal was just as guilty. “You might want to keep her on a leash until she gets better acquainted with the cats.”
“Good idea,” Mrs. Renhart said as she headed back to her boat, the dog in her arms. “Schnootie was a little lamb,” she sang, cradling the animal like a baby.
I swept up the bits of cupcake which had scattered like exploded shrapnel, mourning their perfect texture and delicate green color. As I dumped them into the trash, Evinrude peered around the corner into the kitchen, his gray ears and white whiskers twitching.
“Bad kitty,” I said. “You’re supposed to be helping, not making things worse.”
He trotted over and wound his lithe striped body in figure eights around my legs, purring as loudly as the engine that had given him his name. I scooped him up and rubbed my cheek on his head, then set him back down on the banquette against the wall of our little galley kitchen. My smartphone buzzed, clattering across the kitchen table, onto the floor, and into the key lime cupcake batter.
Staff meeting at noon, the flashing text on the screen read.
I groaned, snatched up the phone, and wiped it down. My boss, Wally, had been crystal clear about how at the staff meeting I needed to be ready to pitch story ideas for the next few issues of the magazine.
“We need more structure,” he said. “We’re getting bigger, with a bigger audience. They expect us to act like professionals and produce a professional product. We can’t continue with an editorial calendar that consists of ‘oh crap, we have an issue coming out Wednesday, what can we write?’”
Danielle, his administrative assistant, had giggled. But Wally glared back at her, looking fierce and serious. I was willing to bet the scolding stemmed from his co-owner’s pressure. Ava Faulkner had despised me ever since her sister’s murder last fall. Even after I was cleared of all suspicions, the slate wiped clean, the real murderer jailed, she still despised me. Whenever we met on the street (and since Key West is a small town, crossing paths is inevitable), she looked right past me, her thin lips drawn to grim lines, her eyes the frosty color of Arctic ice floes. If we’d been the only survivors on the island, she’d still have acted as though I didn’t exist. She blazed with a hatred based on a small but piercing connection in our past, and that memory festered inside her like an infected puncture wound.
Eric, my friend since childhood and a clinical psychologist, liked to remind me that her toxicity was eating at her more than it scalded me. I should ignore her. Challenging advice.
I zipped down the hall to change into my Key Zest uniform—a yellow shirt decorated with little palm trees, a pair of clean jeans, and red high-top sneakers—all the while hunting through the scattered snatches of ideas in my head to come up with a pitch. But the only thing that came to mind was the ruined cupcakes.
Cupcakes! Why not kill two birds with one stone by pitching a story on wedding desserts? At the same time, I could pick up samples for Connie and Ray to try in case replacing all these ruined cupcakes became impossible. I had no time to waste, with the wedding only four days away. The thought made my heart rate gallop with anxiety.
I Googled wedding cakes Key West and came up with a list of possibilities that I tapped into my smartphone: Key West Cakes, Amazing Cakes and Creations, and my old standbys for cupcakes and cookies, the Coles Peace Bakery, the Old Town Bakery, and the bakery department in the Fausto’s supermarket. How would I ever have time to do all this? I texted Connie. Cats destroyed cupcakes. Don’t panic. I have a plan! Meet me at the houseboat later this afternoon to taste cakes? Then I packed up six of the lime cupcakes that had survived the onslaught of the cats as bribes for the staff meeting. Even Ava Faulkner might weaken when she saw these beauties.
Finally, I scribbled a note for my roommate, Miss Gloria. “Had a CAT-astrophe in the kitchen, will clean up later. Could you possibly pick up cupcakes for me?” I pinned the list of bakeries to the fridge with a Fast Buck Freddy’s magnet, yet one more Key West shopping landmark that had bitten the dust since I’d arrived in town. It was not that easy to make a living here, whether you were a restaurant owner, owner of an upscale souvenir shop, or especially, a writer. I jogged down our finger of the dock to the parking lot where my silver scooter was parked, and bungeed the box of goodies into the basket behind my seat. Then I slid my helmet on, revved up the little engine, lifted the bike off its kickstand, and chugged over the Palm Avenue hill that led into town.
Once I got to our office, the attic “suite” above Preferred Properties Real Estate on Southard, I dashed up the stairs, stopping at the door to finger-comb my curls and take a calming breath. Which didn’t do much for me, especially once I pushed the door open and heard the not so dulcet tones of Ava Faulkner, already ensconced in Wally’s office. Danielle, sitting at the front desk, rolled her eyes and tapped her watch.
“Better hurry,” she whispered.
I glanced at the clock—only two minutes late. But late was late in Ava’s book, and I should know better. After stuffing the cupcakes into the minifridge, I swung around the corner into Wally’s office.
“Morning, everyone,” I said, my voice quavering with faux cheeriness—I was my father’s daughter after all. I slid onto the metal chair close to Wally and pulled a pen and paper and my phone out of my backpack. Danielle appeared at the door, poised to take notes too.
“Nice of you to join us,” said Ava, tossing a strand of pale golden hair over her shoulder but keeping her gaze pinned on Wally.
“We were about to start with the editorial calendar,” he said, tapping a finger on his computer keyboard. He read off the notes on his screen. “Off the Beaten Track—How to Avoid the Spring Break Crowds.”
“Is that even possible?” I asked and then laughed.
No one joined me.
“That subject’s been done by every publication on the island,” Ava said.
“How about ‘Key Zest Dishes on Cats—Hemingway’s Other Legacy’?” Wally tried. “Everyone talks about his writing, but not about the cats. And there’s been that whole controversy about increasing the height of the fence and whether the cats should be allowed off the property.”
“I heard that story on NPR!” Danielle exclaimed.
“Imagine the great photos we could take to go along with the text,” Wally added, his head bobbing.
Ava shrugged. “It’s a little goofy, but fine.”
Wally jotted my name beside the new article’s title. I could only hope he didn’t need the draft this week. “I’ll let Hayley speak to the food features.” He nodded at me.
“I’ll be reviewing 915,” I said, mentioning a casual restaurant at the far end of Duval, almost at the Atlantic Ocean. “Small plates, reasonable prices, a comfortable window on the Duval Street zaniness.”
“I don’t want small plates for this issue,” said Ava, again looking at Wally. “Especially from a restaurant that’s been here since the stone ages. What else have you got?”
“I’ve been meaning to try Paseo,” I said. “It’s Caribbean food—on Eaton Street where Paradise Cafe used to be?”
She sighed and rolled her shoulders away from her ears, which I took as a yes—the closest thing to enthusiasm I would get from her.
“And maybe I can pull together a sidebar about breakfast on the go. I had the most amazing sticky bun from the Old Town Bakery this week.”
“OMG—those are heavenly!” Danielle said.
Ava delivered her a look that would have melted a weaker woman to a puddle of caramel.
“Let’s go with the sidebar. What else?” Wally asked briskly.
“My bigger feature will be a review of wedding cakes. I was thinking I could include a couple of bakeries plus Fausto’s, Coles Peace—the regulars. Kind of focusing on how you can pull together a gorgeous pièce de résistance even if you’ve decided to get married at the last minute.”
Ava laid her silver pen on Wally’s desk, her perfectly painted lips curling in disgust. “Wedding cakes in March? You’d have to be insane to plan a Key West wedding in March. The island is thick with spring breakers. The streets are disgusting by morning. I won’t even mention what I saw puddled on Duval on my way over. No one in her right mind would choose that for the biggest day of her life. And no one would be interested in reading a piece like that.” She slapped her notepad on the desk next to the silver pen. “Unacceptable.”
I felt my neck and face flush a deep, hot red. My mother and I share the reddish curls and pale skin of her Irish grandmother—and it’s never pretty when we get mad or embarrassed. Now I was both. Wally’s lower lip twitched. He couldn’t side with me directly—he’d spent too much capital simply insisting that I remain on staff.
“If you don’t like weddings, let’s brainstorm,” he said. “What do you think of when you think spring break? I think beer. Wet T-shirt contests. Portable meals on the cheap. Battle of the bands.”
I glanced over at Danielle, who hovered in the doorway, where Ava couldn’t see her. “Wet T-shirt contests?” she mouthed, twirling a finger around the side of her head. “He’s lost his marbles.”
Then I thought of all the samples Miss Gloria was collecting this afternoon and scratched a note on a scrap of paper. “Excuse me a second,” I said to Wally. “I’ll be right back.”
Out in the hallway, I passed the note to Danielle. Then I grabbed the cupcakes from the minifridge and arranged them quickly on a white plate that Danielle used for occasional snacks and various celebrations. They looked gorgeous—cream cheese frosting the pale green color of early-summer leaves with a sprinkle of lime zest on top. I delivered the goodies to Danielle and motioned to her to slide the plate onto Wally’s desk, in between him and the fire-breathing dragon. Then I returned to the office and took my seat again.
“How about ‘Take a Sweet Break with a Cupcake: Find the Best of the Island’?” Danielle read off the note I’d given to her.
Any idea would have a better chance of surviving coming from her mouth than mine. She passed out napkins with dancing hearts on them, left over from our Valentine’s Day party. Which had been a tad morose since we’d had to produce a whole magazine issue aimed at lovers when none of the three of us currently had one.
Wally’s face brightened. “Everything could be key lime. Or maybe some coconut thrown in. That makes the piece obviously tropical and Key West–y for the tourists, but Hayley would of course hit places that aren’t on the tourists’ radar.”
He peeled the paper liner off the cupcake nearest to him and took a bite. “These are amazing. Where did they come from?”
“Fausto’s,” I lied. Ava would never eat something I’d baked. She’d be certain I’d laced it with poison. Or a purgative. And by god, that was tempting.
She picked up a knife from the plate, cut one of the cupcakes in half and then in quarters. She dipped a finger into the frosting and nibbled. “Hmm, pretty good. Though I like mine a little sweeter.”
She’d probably prefer the icing on a chain supermarket bakery cake, chock full of artery-clogging trans fat and overloaded with powdered sugar. I managed to force a smile and say nothing.
A few minutes later we’d agreed on a list of articles including breakfast on the go, the Hemingway cats, Paseo, and the spring break cupcake roundup—all due at the end of this week. Although how in the world I would manage that with my family arriving this afternoon… and Connie’s wedding… I couldn’t begin to imagine. A tiny bubble of hysteria rose up my throat.
“One more thing,” Ava said, laying her palm flat on the folder in her lap. “We’re way over budget on the meals and entertainment line. This month, I want that number cut in half.”
“I can explain that,” I said. “I like to try to visit each place I’m reviewing three times—twice is my minimum.” I leaned forward, grinning foolishly, and tried to meet her eyes. “I feel like I give the establishments a fair shot that way.”
Ava looked at Wally. “We don’t have the funds for multiple visits. If your restaurant critic needs to eat three dinners to make up her mind about whether the food is any good, I’d suggest you advertise for a new employee. Besides,” she added as she slid her papers and her iPad mini into a purple leather case, “a restaurant should always be on its game. After all, if a customer has a lousy meal somewhere once, chances are they aren’t going back.” Now she smiled as my grin faded. “And besides that, negative reviews are good for our traffic. Conflict brings in readers. Even novice journalists know that.”
My jaw dropped in disbelief. How could I count the ways she was wrong? This time, I couldn’t keep quiet.
“What if the line cook broke his arm that night? Or the dishwasher quit midshift? Or the shipment of avocados came in black? Or the steak gray?” I took a deep breath, channeling the yoga that I never seemed to have time to do. “Ruth Reichl used to visit places six times before she wrote a review.”
“Ruth Reichl was the food critic for the New York Times. And the editor of Gourmet magazine. And the writer of umpteen bestselling books. You’re no Ruth Reichl—not even close,” Ava snapped, then focused back on Wally. “Bottom line is, if we don’t have the money, we can’t spend it.”
Then she stood up and stalked off, leaving a cloud of cloying perfume in the office and a sour taste in my mouth.
Wally sighed and reached for a second cupcake, refusing to meet my eyes. “All I can say is we have to pick our battles. At least we got the okay on the cupcake gig, right?”
“And the cats!” Danielle peeled the paper liner away from her treat and began to lick the icing all the way around its circumference. “I can’t stand that woman, though. She makes me so tense. I feel like a wet dishrag every time she leaves.”
I wolfed down a second cupcake, too, which I knew I’d regret as soon as I’d finished. It was hard enough to keep my weight in check as a food critic—anxiety eating was a habit I couldn’t afford. Danielle wasn’t the only one who didn’t do tension well. And between handling the details of the wedding and managing the various factions of my family, I was facing an entire week of eggshell-walking.
My phone buzzed with an incoming text, this time from my stepmother, Allison. Which meant my relatives must have arrived on the island. The cupcakes in my stomach growled and whirred.
FYI, Hayley, Allison’s text read, Rory is dying to ride one of those Jet Ski things. Do you think that’s a good idea?
Of course it wasn’t a good idea. Teenagers and speed—what could be worse? Teenagers and speed and alcohol maybe. But what was I supposed to do about it? I wasn’t his mother. I eyed the remaining cupcake, but heaved a sigh, wiped my lips, and texted her back.
Can you interest him in fishing? Or paddleboarding? Preferably something not involving a motor.
Then I headed out to face the music.
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Although sometimes a chicken breast really is just a chicken breast, it doesn’t take Freud to see that food is a relatively literal stand-in for parental nourishment.
—George Howe Colt
 
Casa Marina Resort sits on the southern edge of the island, its sumptuous grounds and elegant Spanish mission–style buildings sprawled along the Atlantic Ocean like a voluptuous sunbathing woman. I parked my scooter in the lot reserved for two-wheeled vehicles, removed my helmet, and fluffed my hair.
Was it Freud who said “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way”? Or maybe Anna Karenina, who definitely had her finger on the pulse of unhappiness. I loved each member of my family individually—the way I loved both vanilla and chocolate. But taken together, in the same hotel, sharing my attention over the weekend, they promised to morph into a marbled batter of familial drama. Ugh. Marble was my least favorite flavor in all the world of cakes. Pushing away a cloud of dread, I took a deep breath and plunged into the lobby, immediately drawn to a grand vista of the ocean on the outside. Reflecting pools, outdoor dining tables, palm trees, and a bar by the water promised heaven to the customers waiting to check in. I took a calming breath and forced my attention back inside.
Even if I hadn’t instantly recognized my mom’s auburn hair and my stepmother’s yellow-blond, the tension between them would have given them away. Mom and her boyfriend, Sam, sat holding hands on one oatmeal-colored couch in the far corner of the enormous lobby, my father and Allison on the settee catty-corner to them. No friendly body language connected them at all. My stepbrother—or a gawky half-grown-up, shaggy-haired version of the boy I hadn’t seen in months and months—paced out on the patio that overlooked the water, earbuds in his ears, thumbs working furiously on his cell phone’s keyboard.
“Hayley!” Mom squealed, and leaped up to meet me, dragging Sam along in her wake. “We are so thrilled to be here. Isn’t the weather just delicious?”
She hugged me hard and then tugged her boyfriend forward. If “boyfriend” could decently describe any man past fifty.
“I know you two have met on Skype, but here we all are in the flesh.” She clapped her hands together and waited for us to embrace. We exchanged stiff hugs and back-pats, and then I excused myself and hurried over to greet Dad and Allison.
“So glad you made it without any problems. How are your rooms?”
“Exquisite,” called my mother, though I hadn’t addressed the question to her.
“Overpriced and overdone,” muttered Dad.
And they were off…
Allison flashed a tired smile. “You look great, Hayley. Have you lost a little weight?”
“You’re an angel,” I whispered, and gave her a hug. She had wrestled with an extra twenty pounds since I’d known her—she understood exactly how hard it was to scrape them off.
“What’s on the agenda today?” she asked.
“Connie and I have planned cocktails on the beach and then the bridal shower and dinner at Salute!, but that won’t start until five thirty. If you’re not otherwise engaged, I’d love to take you to lunch,” I said, checking my watch. It was a little late for lunch, but going to a restaurant would eat up some time. And I was always hungry, especially under stress.
My mom piped up. “Sam has some work to do—he’s got a big trial coming up at the end of the month, so it was hard to get away.” She glanced up at him, batted her lashes, and grinned. “I had to promise I wouldn’t get mad if he spends half his island time on that silly computer.” He leaned down to kiss her, and I couldn’t help looking away. Although I wouldn’t say I actively missed my latest boyfriend candidate, Detective Nathan Bransford, it was a tiny bit hard to have my mother’s love life going better than mine.
“Lunch sounds great,” said Allison, who, on closer inspection, appeared exhausted and exasperated. Her gaze followed her son’s path as he paced back and forth across the patio outside the double doors, his phone now pasted to his ear. “But poor Rory is dying to see the island, so I’ll have to pass.”
“Are you going to rent him a scooter?” Mom asked. She turned to address Allison. “I had sooooo much fun on mine when I visited Hayley in January.”
“No!” said Allison and I in unison. Had my mother lost her mind completely? Since when did you set loose a fifteen-year-old boy without a driver’s license on a scooter during spring break?
“How about if I take him to Margaritaville for a cheeseburger in paradise?” my dad asked. “And you ladies go get something more civilized?”
“You’re a darling man,” said Allison. She laid a hand on his cheek and smiled. “Sold.”
He tipped his head, got to his feet, and lumbered out to break the news to Rory.
This was a thoughtful gesture from my father, offering to take an antsy teenager off our hands. But as I led the two mothers out the door, nearly dizzy with the force fields stretching between them, it occurred to me that having lunch with these two must have seemed even worse.
“Tell him that it’s Jimmy Buffett’s restaurant,” I called after Dad. “And if he doesn’t bite, the Hard Rock Cafe is a little farther down Duval Street on the north side. Teenagers love that place.”
He grimaced and waved his fingers over his shoulder. “I’ll figure it out.”
“We rented a car, so I’ll be happy to drive,” said my mother. She signaled for the parking valet, a good-looking young guy in creased khaki shorts and a blue Casa Marina polo shirt that brought out the yellow flecks in his brown eyes. When he arrived, she dangled the keys in front of him. “My other car is a Porsche,” she teased. “So sorry about the Kia.”
He looked surprised, then laughed and trotted away to fetch her rental.
“So,” I said brightly, swiveling my gaze between the mothers. “What shall we have for lunch?”
“Could we eat somewhere on the water?” Allison asked. Her eyes lit up. “This might seem a little ghoulish, but I’d love to see the harbor where that poor fellow was hanged earlier this year. I’m so proud of you for solving the case.”
“It wasn’t all my doing,” I said, trying to sound modest.
“A little ghoulish?” my mother muttered. “You choose, Hayley; you’re the one who knows the local food.”
“We can try something on the harbor,” I said. “I haven’t eaten many meals over there, so I can’t personally guarantee what you’ll get. But this way you’ll have a chance to see the other side of the island.”
The valet drove the car up and hopped out, ushering my mother into the driver’s seat. He shook her hand, angling for a big tip at the end of the stay, I suspected. “I’m James. Do you need any restaurant recommendations?”
“Oh no,” Mom said. “My daughter is a food critic.”
“Nice!” he said, as I cringed. “Where are you eating?”
“Somewhere over by the harbor,” Allison told him.
“Excellent,” he said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you ladies during your stay.”
Allison climbed into the backseat of the rental car. “I love this hotel,” she said, sinking into the used-car-smelly upholstery with a happy sigh. “It’s so pleasant to have people waiting on us for once. I don’t care what your father says about the cost.”
Mom whisked us across town and we parked in the metered lot adjacent to the Cuban Coffee Queen. As we strolled along the catwalk that hugged the perimeter of the harbor, I pointed out the highlights—the party boats for sunset cruisers and daytime snorkelers, the windowless concrete building rumored to be Jimmy Buffet’s recording studio, Kermit’s Key West Key Lime Pie Shoppe, and the dock where Sam Rizzoli’s boat had been tied up when he met his maker. We paused to watch two tortoiseshell cats gobble fish heads tossed from a boat to the dock by a swarthy sea captain.
“You ladies interested in deep-sea fishing? I have one morning open this week.” He smiled, teeth white against his deep tan.
“Absolutely not,” said Allison, backing away from the water. “I get deathly seasick on even the stillest of days.”
“That sounds like so much fun, but we’re here for a wedding,” Mom explained. “Maybe another time.”
Then I described the dining options, four different restaurant/bars with views of the water. I hadn’t reviewed any of these waterfront eateries yet—they struck me as the kind of places that catered to tourists, focusing more on rustic quaintness, view, and lots of booze, than food. Or sanitation. Against my better instincts, my stepmother chose the restaurant smack closest to the harbor. On the plus side, the windows and doors had been thrown wide open to make the most of the water view and the soothing sounds of lapping wavelets.
Inside, a large U-shaped bar dominated the room, surrounded by wooden booths. A powerful smell of industrial cleaner infused the air, barely covering the fishiness underneath. Allison chose a booth near the back of the room and slid onto the bench facing out. I sat across from her and gestured to my mother to take the seat next to Allison. This way I could look at both of them at once without playing favorites. As we got settled, several pigeons flew in through the doorway and began to peck around the legs of the tables. My mother wrinkled her nose and leaped out of the booth to shoo the birds away.
“Roosters are one thing,” she said, brushing her hands off on her slacks as she returned to the booth. “But pigeons? They’re filthy!”
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” I said cheerfully. “Just pretend you’re in New York City and the pigeons won’t bother you. What’s the soup of the day?” I asked the waitress who’d approached us and slapped three menus on the table.
“Lobster bisque,” she said with an automatic smile. “Can I get you ladies something to drink?”
“Iced tea for me,” I said.
“Coffee with skim milk,” said Allison. She picked up the container of sugar packets that sat next to the salt and pepper. “And some skinny sugar. Either yellow or pink is fine.”
Mom tucked a loose curl behind her ear and touched a finger to her lips. “We’re in Key West. Don’t you think we should celebrate? How about a toast to Connie? A toast to lovers everywhere?” Allison and I stared at her. “Looks like these ladies aren’t ready to party, but I’ll have a glass of white wine,” my mother told the waitress sweetly. “Pinot Grigio if you have it.”
Once the server returned with our drinks, we all three ordered the lobster bisque, my mother and I with a house salad on the side and Allison, the Caesar. I could imagine what my mother was thinking: She orders skim milk and skinny sugar and then a salad loaded with fat?
“It will be so nice to get reacquainted with Rory,” I said, after the waitress gathered the menus and headed toward the kitchen. I fished an ancient wedge of lemon out of my tea, deciding that the desiccated citrus would not improve the beverage. And who knew what microbes might be clinging to that peel? “I can’t remember the last time I spent more than a few hours with him.”
“Two years ago,” said Allison flatly. “That’s the last time I had you both for Christmas.”
“That’s right,” I said. “I think I gave him a Harry Potter book and his tastes ran more to graphic horror novels. So he decided to come down at the last minute?”
“At this age, no teenager wants to go on vacation with his parents,” Allison said. “Rory hears the words ‘family vacation,’ and his input channel shuts down. But when he finally seemed to understand that we were coming to Key West, he got interested. And I’m grateful for some extra time with him, even if it’s a little stressful.”
Her voice ached with a longing that made me feel tearful. I missed him too, that adorable, cherub-faced kid with blond ringlets who used to follow me everywhere. I’d wanted to hate him when I heard my father was marrying a woman with a kid, but he was too cute. And he worshipped me without reservation. Having an older stepsister had lost its luster when he approached double digits.
“Hayley said he’s going to a military academy in the fall, right?” Mom asked.
“Correct,” said Allison, a blank expression on her face now.
“I imagine a boy in his teens must be a special challenge,” Mom added. “Hayley and I had our moments.” She reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “But thank goodness she never lapsed into anything truly awful when she was a teenager.”
I blinked my eyes in warning. Sore subject for my stepmother. Obviously. I’d love to know more about what was going on with Rory, but I’d never ask in front of my mother. I scrambled for a subject that would take the heat off Allison. “You didn’t care for me running away to Key West with a guy I barely knew,” I said to Mom.
“And I was right on that one, don’t you think?” Mom said. “Chad was a loser—I could tell from his shifty eyes and clammy handshake the first time we met.”
I heaved a big dramatic sigh. “You were right again, Mom. He was a loser. Though I personally didn’t notice the clammy handshake.”
“Yes, but how much hand-shaking did you do?” Mom asked. We both giggled.
“But the outcome is a dream come true,” Allison said wistfully. “You seem to love it here. You’ve had a real adventure starting over. You’ve blossomed, Hayley, I can see it.”
“Thanks. I’m having a ball.” No point in mentioning my troubles at Key Zest. They’d both be vibrating with worry and spilling over with advice.
“I’m going to run out and get a copy of the Citizen,” Mom said. “That’s the local paper,” she explained to Allison as she slid out of the booth. “It’s a real hoot.”
“I hope Rory enjoys this week,” I said to my stepmother once Mom was gone. “I remember that age—I remember I was a piece of work then, too. Let me know if I can help.”
Allison sighed, started to say something, but bit her lip and stopped. “You’ve done enough. Thanks for finding him a place to stay. Your father was not happy about any of this.”
I patted her hand. “You’re welcome.”
We watched out of the window as my mother crossed the dock and headed for a metal newspaper box on the corner. When she returned, she smoothed the paper out on the table and turned to the second page.
“This is my favorite part. They call it the ‘Citizen’s Voice.’”
Hard to say whether my mother was simply making pleasant conversation or showing off about her knowledge of Key West with another insider explanation directed at Allison.
She began to read aloud. “Mallory Square has become a seedy flea market. Bubbas are not to blame. I’m a Bubba and I approve this message.”
She looked up and smiled and then continued with the next blurb: “This caller is warning everyone that Bubbas are trying to get rid of Mallory Square. Mallory Square is no longer a Sunset Celebration. It looks more like a flea market every day.”
“What’s a Bubba?” Allison asked.
“Part of the old boys’ network, right, Hayley?”
I nodded. “And Mallory Square is where the cruise ships come in. There’s a party every night to watch the sun go down. We’ll make sure you see it before the end of the week.”
“And have a visit with our friend Lorenzo,” said Mom. “Have you ever had your cards read?”
She knew darned well that Allison was a diehard scientist. If it couldn’t be proven with the scientific method, she didn’t believe it. Mom turned her attention back to the paper and read an item from the crime report page:
Owner of controversial emerald cache reports theft. An amateur treasure hunter who claimed to have discovered a cache of uncut emeralds on the floor of the Gulf of Mexico off Key West and then filed a motion to have his alleged booty certified as court-validated sunken treasure, has reported a theft from his yacht.
 
“That sounds complicated,” my mother said as she turned the page. “Oh look at this, Hayley: They’re advertising for fortune-tellers to join a psychic fair at the BottleCap Lounge Friday night. Too bad we’ll be busy with last-minute wedding stuff. That sounds like a blast.”
Allison looked at her as though she spoke a different language, something Slavic or Arabic, with a new set of letters maybe. Totally incomprehensible.
“Look here,” my mother said, tapping the right-hand page of the paper. “Your friend Officer Torrence got a promotion to lieutenant. He’s going to be the Criminal Investigations Unit Commander now.” She squinted at the picture and then passed the paper to Allison. “That’s him with the chief and Hayley’s old boyfriend Nate.”
“We didn’t go out long enough to warrant calling him a boyfriend,” I said.
Mom ignored me and took the paper back to read aloud. “The newly promoted lieutenant says that two of the major problems the Key West police face are vagrancy and prescription pill abuse. ‘We are actively working to manage them both.’”
“Geez, Hayley,” Mom said, “he’s got his hands full.”
The bleep of an incoming text message buzzed and we all reached for our phones. The sound had come from mine, a text from Jai Somers, the director of the local teenage drop-in center, Project Lighthouse. We’d met at the gym a couple of months ago and become fast friends while lifting weights and sweating laps on the treadmill.
One of our travelers is missing since yesterday. Mariah. Barely five feet, with blond dreadlocks and a red heart tattooed on her shoulder. If anyone sees her, let her know we’d love to hear from her?
Mom widened her eyes, curious.
“That was from a friend who works with homeless teens. One of the street kids is missing. They come and go, so it’s hard to know when to get worried. But everyone’s a little jumpy since the remains of a body were found last week in an abandoned shed. We all suspect it was a homeless kid. And Jai wouldn’t be texting us if she wasn’t concerned.”
Then Allison’s phone beeped.
“Shoot,” Allison said as she scanned the message on her screen. “It’s Jim. They gobbled their cheeseburgers in record time, and now your father doesn’t know what to do with Rory.”
“Do you think he’d enjoy the butterfly conservatory?” asked my mother.
“It’s so peaceful in there,” I said. “He might like it.”
“Only if they issue him a flyswatter,” Allison said.
Mom looked shocked, then started to laugh. Which got me laughing too, and then Allison followed.
“Is he interested in history at all?” I asked, once I caught my breath.
Allison shook her head. “Bor-ing.”
There went my two best and standard sightseeing suggestions: the Little White House and the Custom House Museum.
“How about pirates and their treasure?”
Allison pursed her lips. “Maybe. He definitely likes money. He talked about it all the way down—what kind of job he could get that would earn him a wad of cash fast. He’s not interested in minimum wage, my son.”
“Tell Dad to try Mel Fisher’s museum. If all else fails, there’s a Ripley’s Believe It or Not museum at this end of Duval.”
“Jim would die before he set foot in there.” Allison snickered and texted my father back as the waitress arrived with our lunch. I studied the orange-colored soup, then stirred it up and let the thin liquid tip back off my spoon. No sign of lobster, at least in my bowl.
“This soup is very salty,” my mother said after taking her first bite. “And I like salt.”
I sipped from my spoon and had to agree.
“Maybe you should call the server over and let her know,” Mom said.
“You should talk to the chef directly,” Allison said. “I doubt that young woman would pass anything on. I don’t get the feeling she’s very interested in our dining experience.”
My mother nodded vigorously. This might be the only thing they agreed on during the entire week.
I sighed, weighing the pros and cons of speaking up, thinking of the last time I’d filed a negative review and how closely on its heels a murder had followed. Not that there had been any true connection between the two events, but it still felt that way. “They don’t want advice from me. Besides, I’m not on duty today. I had no plans to review anything except cupcakes. I’d rather let it go.”
My mother raised her eyebrows and nibbled at her lettuce. “The salad’s not too good either. I’m lucky I thought to order a glass of wine. The alcohol will blunt the trauma.” She snickered, replaced the fork on her plate, and turned her focus from the lunch to Allison.
“So Rory doesn’t spend much time with you and Jim? I don’t think I could have stood that much separation from Hayley.”
Allison blinked. “You make the choices that you think are right for your child. And sometimes they are right for him and not necessarily for you.” She looked away, then slurped another spoonful of the salty soup, her eyes moist.
“Take it down a notch, Mom,” I warned quietly. My mother wasn’t usually this pushy. On the other hand, how many times had I been alone with her and Allison? How many times had they sat next to each other and shared a meal? Maybe never. It probably felt as uncomfortable to them as it did to me.
The waitress floated back over to our table. “How’s everything here, ladies? Can I get you anything else? Dessert? A slice of our world-famous key lime pie?”
Allison tapped her fingers on the table and gave the girl a tight smile. “You know, this soup is very salty. Almost too salty to eat. We all agree. I bet the chef will want to know.”
“Oh yes, definitely, I will tell him,” said the server with a silly grin. She cleared away our plates and headed back to the kitchen.
“Not a chance in hell she’ll say anything,” I said.
“How are things going with your Wally?” Mom asked.
“There is no ‘my Wally,’” I snapped, then forced a smile, determined to stamp out my smoldering irritation. If I started getting annoyed at everything anyone said this early in the week, I wouldn’t survive until the wedding. “You know he’s my boss.”
“But he’s so adorable,” my mother said. She turned to Allison. “He’s got this cute little butt and the nerdiest glasses. And he insists that everyone in the office wear yellow shirts with little palm trees on them. Can you imagine, Hayley in yellow?”
“Hayley looks good in everything,” Allison said. “Will I get to meet him?”
I shrugged, trying to block out the image of my mother noticing—and then commenting upon—my boss’s butt, and signaled to the waitress for the check.
“Is Connie still happy with her dress?” Mom asked me. She pivoted back to face Allison without waiting for an answer. “I swear, she tried on every gown in Miami. She started out saying she’d find something in the secondhand shop, and then I reminded her she might end up with a dress that was a product of divorce without even knowing the story behind it. What kind of bad luck would that be? So we persuaded her to at least look at the J.Crew line.”
“J.Crew makes wedding dresses?” Allison asked.
“They have cute things for bridesmaids and some simple bridal gowns. But then”—Mom leaned forward, elbows on the table and eyes shining—“once we got her into a full-length gown, her eyes got all starry.” She drank the last of her wine and sighed with satisfaction. “My theory is that in her heart, every girl wants a fairy-princess-style dress, but not every girl can carry off wearing one. And not every girl believes she deserves to wear one.”
“And not every girl can afford it,” said Allison.
Mom waved that comment off. “It’s so hard for Connie not to have her mother around at a time like this. So I insisted on paying for it,” she said. “It’s the least I could do.”
“You mean my husband paid for it,” Allison said, aka my father, aka my mother’s ex, the prior source of her alimony.
“Party’s over,” I said, slapping the newspaper on the table. I slid out of the booth and headed for the door.
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She cracked two eggs into the bowl with a one-handed flourish and began to beat them with the fury of a half-crazed thug.
—Bob Spitz
 
I escorted the mothers back across the island, and we pulled under the portico at Casa Marina. The valet who’d helped us earlier trotted over to open my mother’s door and take her keys.
“I hope you ladies had an excellent lunch,” he said with a grin.
“Actually, it wasn’t very good,” said my mother.
“Possibly the worst lobster bisque I’ve ever eaten,” Allison added.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. “Next time let me offer you some suggestions.”
Restaurant recommendations from the valet parking staff? I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. Though to be fair, his choices couldn’t have been much worse than what we’d endured. By the time I’d said my good-byes and retrieved my scooter, it was close to four p.m. and I was emotionally fried. I zipped back to houseboat row, taking a series of one-way back streets to avoid the traffic funneled over from the long-standing and utterly annoying construction on Roosevelt Boulevard. I hoisted the scooter onto its stand and trotted up the dock to Miss Gloria’s boat.
My roommate had set up her card table, swathed in a blue-checked tablecloth, on the front deck. The surface was covered with plates of cupcakes, each plate labeled with a sticky note about the provenance of the goodies. The bride- and groom-to-be, Connie and Ray, were slouched in lawn chairs, covered in crumbs and icing. Miss Gloria had really come through collecting baked goods from across the island.
“Ahoy, Hayley!” she said. “You’re just in time for the crescendo.”
“We saved a little bit of each so you can try them all,” said Connie. “None of them measures up to yours, but if we have to get them made, these are our favorites.” She pointed to a plate covered in plastic wrap. “I’m afraid we’ve got cupcake fatigue. Except for Miss Gloria, who’s on a super sugar high.”
Miss Gloria grinned. “Hey, how did it go today? I’m so excited to meet the rest of your family.”
I grimaced and sank into the fourth deck chair. “They’re all yours. That is, if they don’t tear each other to shreds by the time we get to the party.”
“That bad?” Connie looked sympathetic. “At times like this, I don’t miss having a family.”
But as soon as she said the words, her face fell, which instantly made me feel bad. Even her attempt at a smile couldn’t hide the sadness in her eyes. Maybe she was just tired. Planning a wedding—even something on the simple side of the scale from elopement to Bridezilla—could feel stressful and overwhelming.
“You’ll have a family by the end of the week,” said Ray. “Actually, no. You’re mine already.” He picked up her hand and squeezed her fingers and then kissed them.
My family might drive me nuts, but they were my family. For better or worse. Any one of them would stand up for me if I was in trouble, as often as I needed it. Remembering that, I might manage to be more patient and sympathetic this week.
“I guess they weren’t completely terrible,” I admitted. “But Mom needled Allison all through lunch. I didn’t expect that—it’s not like her. I finally had to ask her to back off.”
“Maybe she’s having a hard time sharing you with her rival.”
“Maybe. Not that they really are rivals—not for me anyway. I guess I’ll have to work harder not to show any favoritism.”
“Or give your mother just a smidge more attention,” Miss Gloria advised.
I groaned.
“We need to get dressed for the shower.” Connie flashed a lopsided grin and pointed at the plate they’d saved for me. “The coconut from Fausto’s is out of this world, though we think the icing is on the sweet side. I liked the key lime from Key West Cakes, but in the end, Ray prefers the sticky buns from the Old Town Bakery.”
“Sticky buns at a wedding reception—that’s a new one.” Miss Gloria chortled.
“None of them are as good as your key lime cupcakes though,” Ray said.
“If only Schnootie and Evinrude hadn’t trashed so many of them. If only I had time to bake all the replacements,” I said with a sigh. “We’ll see. We still have a couple days. Maybe Mom can help me. You guys go ahead and get ready for the party. I’ll clean up here when I’m finished tasting.”
Once they had gone and Miss Gloria was in the shower, I began to sample the remnants of each of the cupcakes, making notes about texture and icing and color for the “Sweet Break with a Cupcake” article due tomorrow. Then I photographed the untouched sample cupcakes they’d saved as I requested, and worked on the all-important first line. Of course every word counted in a short review, but the first line carried the most weight of all. That—along with mouthwatering photos that weren’t fuzzy or amateurish—had to draw readers in and make them want more. Because god knew Ava Faulkner was checking the stats to see how many seconds subscribers spent perusing my articles. She was poised like a prep chef with a new knife to lop me off the Key Zest masthead at the first sign of weakness.
Does it seem to you as it does to me that the world is in the grips of cupcake mania? I wrote. As if reducing the size of a cake and slathering it with colorful icing will persuade a diner to overlook dry texture or a lack of flavor. However, Key West cake lovers can rejoice! There are several bakeries that serve delightful cupcakes, and your roving Key Zest food critic has sacrificed herself to bring you this report.
 
I sat back in my chair and rolled my shoulders backward and forward to wring out some tension. The sun was dropping low on the horizon, and the waves had picked up just enough to set the boat gently rocking. I’d have given Evinrude—my firstborn—to stay home and sip a glass of wine on the deck of our houseboat. Alone.
The cat trotted past me tail hoisted high, looking outraged, as though he understood exactly what I was thinking. “Not really,” I told him. “Just kidding. I wouldn’t trade you for anything.”
I carried the leftovers into the galley, scraped the remains into the trash, and rinsed the plates. Then I finished cleaning up the mess I’d left this morning. Living in the tropics, on the water, we had to be scrupulously careful about crumbs that might attract ants, roaches, and other undesirable houseguests.
I hopped into the shower when Miss Gloria was finished, then worked some hair product through my curls and pulled on the dress my roommate had insisted on ironing for me, pressing the wrinkles away from each of the rhinestones that studded the front of the navy blue sundress. Then I glanced in the mirror, fearing that I looked like a teenager. Or like I was trying to look like a teenager. Which was exactly how I felt with my family in town. Pressing down a sense of dread, I went out to the living area. Miss Gloria emerged from her cabin, smiling shyly.
“How do I look?” She twirled in a small circle, displaying her white cabled sweater, pink-and-white patterned skirt, and pink sneakers, the same shade as the flowers in her skirt. She’d braided her white hair and piled it on top of her head. It was possibly the first time I’d seen her out of a sweatsuit.
“Beautiful,” I said, clapping my hands. “Perfect! You could model for Lilly Pulitzer.”
“Geriatric division.” She giggled. “Lilly’s company would have to start a whole new line of clothes for us old ladies.” She stopped twirling, staggered a little, then peered at me. “You look so pretty. Will Wally be at the party?”
“Not you too!” I groaned. “You’ve been talking to Mom. Just to be clear, he’s my boss, not my boyfriend.”
“I can’t wait to see Janet,” she said, ignoring my protest. “Talking on Skype just isn’t the same.” She grabbed her helmet and followed me out to the end of the dock, where my scooter waited. Springing onto the back, she seemed eighteen rather than eighty.
We buzzed across the island and parked alongside the beach. Since the restaurant faced southeast, the sun had pretty much disappeared from our view. Even so, the fairy lights that wound around the windows and the porch of Salute! made the place glow with a golden light. A steel guitar and fiddle played in the background—the sound of Ray’s school buddies who, for a wedding gift, had offered their music at all the events. Their notes blended with the rhythmic crashing of the waves on sand—even I could imagine relaxing. Then I heard a peal of laughter I’d recognize anywhere—Mom. We rounded the corner to the restaurant and spotted her holding forth to a cluster of family and friends, a flute of champagne in one hand and Sam’s hand in her other. Wally and Danielle stood directly in front of her, both laughing. What were the chances she could stay away from the subject of my love life? Not good.
I squared my shoulders and marched into the fray, guiding Miss Gloria ahead of me like a perky little human shield.
“Gloria!” Mom shrieked.
“Janet!” Miss Gloria shrieked back. Mom passed her drink off to Sam and they barreled into each other’s arms.
“They’re so sweet,” Connie said, coming up from behind to hand me a flute of champagne. I grinned and nodded. They were.
I turned to Wally. “Please accept my blanket apology for anything inappropriate my mother might say this entire week.”
He ducked his head and adjusted his glasses. “I like her. And you look pretty tonight. I’m not used to seeing you all dressed up.”
I blushed and stammered out a thank-you. “You look nice too. I’m not used to seeing you in anything other than yellow. Come meet the other side of my family.” I drew him over to the far side of the porch and introduced him to Allison and my father. They immediately fell into a discussion about the prospects of the Yankees in the coming baseball season. Sipping my champagne, I slipped away to chat with Connie’s friends from Paradise Cleaning and a couple of Ray’s artist buddies, and finally began to unwind.
As we’d planned last week, at six thirty my father tapped a spoon on his water glass and the chatter died away. He beckoned Ray and Connie forward. Connie sparkled in a pale blue strapless silk dress, her hair curling softly almost to her ears, and her eyes shining.
“I’d like to propose a toast to a young lady who feels like a daughter to me.” He smiled over at Connie, who looked as though she might dissolve into tears. When I graduated from college, Dad had planned a two-week whirlwind trip around Europe and to my surprise, he’d insisted on including Connie. They’d bonded over café au lait, Wiener schnitzel, and hiking. Not bonded the way a mother and daughter do, but bonded all the same.
“When a person finds his or her soul mate,” Dad continued, “it is truly something to celebrate.” His voice trembled just a hair and he lifted Allison’s hand and pressed it to his lips. “And it appears that these young people have done just that. Young man”—he turned to face Ray—“you’d better treat her well or you’ll have me to answer to.” He clapped him on the shoulder and the tipsy crowd tittered. “Here’s to Connie and Ray, living happily ever after.”
The guests erupted into applause. I struggled to recover from the shock of hearing my father waxing romantic. I was sure my mother was equally surprised; she wore a frozen smile, which I suspected was related to the public naming of Allison as his soul mate. Much as she loved her new life, she had never wanted to get divorced and his desertion—and later remarriage—still rankled.
I slipped through the friends gathered around the bride and groom and circled an arm around my mother’s shoulders. “He’s finally growing into himself, don’t you think?” I asked.
“I’m speechless,” she said.
“But you and Sam seem like a much better match. He’s quite darling, and he’s so devoted to you.” I leaned over to kiss her cheek and she smiled.
Suddenly, a look of astonishment and joy flooded Connie’s face. I turned to see what she saw. A tall man, with dark hair except for the white at his temples, stood in the doorway, his gaze searching the guests.
“Dad!” Connie yelped. She dropped Ray’s hand and sprinted forward to hug her father. He picked her up and twirled her like a girl.
His voice boomed over the cocktail chatter. “I’m sorry to be late. That damn puddle-jumper from Miami actually waited for an incoming passenger. What don’t they understand about a scheduled departure?”
“Get used to it down here. We’re on island time.” Connie laughed and beckoned Ray over. “This is my fiancé. Ray, meet my father, Keith Arp.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Arp,” Ray said, and shook his hand.
“Call me Keith,” Connie’s father insisted. “It looks like the party has started without me. I may be late, but I hope I’m in time to toast my princess.” He waved down a passing waiter. “Champagne all around.” When he’d received a glass, he tapped the rim with a fork. “I’d like to propose a toast to my gorgeous daughter. I don’t know this young man well—yet.” A few of the guests chuckled. “But I know her taste is impeccable. And besides, he’ll have me to answer to should he fail to treat her like the princess she is. To Connie and Ray.” He raised his glass and then clinked his with Connie’s and took a sip.
“Connie and Ray,” the crowd echoed.
I was too stunned by his sudden appearance and the repetition of the toast my father had given only minutes earlier to do anything but murmur along with them.
Just then, my stepbrother, Rory, muscled his way through the crowd to approach my stepmother, who was standing nearby. He was wearing the same clothes he’d arrived in this morning—faded jeans and the white T-shirt with PURPLE MOAN written across the back in script, dripping with purple blood. Who or what the heck was Purple Moan? Allison reached out to smooth a curl off his forehead but he jerked away from her touch.
“When is this damn party going to be over?” he asked in an irritable whisper.
“It’s a bridal shower, honey,” she said. “When everyone’s eaten and Connie finishes opening her presents, then we can talk about leaving.”
“Showers are for girls,” he said in a disgusted voice, kicking at the sand with his flip-flop. “I don’t want to be here. You didn’t tell me about this.”
“I’m sorry; it must have slipped my mind. But you knew we were coming for a wedding.” She smiled. “It’s a Jack-and-Jill shower, sweetheart. Connie planned it this way so all the men would feel included too.”
I edged closer to them, trying to think of a way to lighten the moment.
“You probably don’t remember when my dad and your mom got married—they wanted us both to be in the wedding. They thought it would help us begin to feel like a family. You were the star of the show, carrying the little pillow with the rings tied to it. But I thought everything was so queer. I hated the junior bridesmaid dress, and I’m sure I behaved like a brat.” I grinned at Allison. “Have you forgiven me?”
She smiled back. “Of course. I knew it was hard on you, honey.”
But Rory wasn’t interested in old wedding history either. “This is so boring,” he said. “Why can’t I walk down Duval Street? Just half an hour. No one will miss me.”
Allison frowned and I backed away a few steps to give them some privacy to negotiate. “By yourself? I don’t think that’s a great idea.”
“You treat me like a baby,” he said. “And then you wonder why I don’t want to visit you and Jim more.”
I studied him from my safe distance: the shoulder-length strawberry blond hair and pale blue eyes, the small scar bisecting his right eyebrow, the grumpy, surly teenage feelings worn so close to the surface. I tried to find the Allison in him, but as far as I could see, aside from the similarity in their coloring, her delicate features and careful manners were absent. The longer he stayed at the party, the worse I imagined his attitude would get. I moved closer.
“Why not let him explore a little?”
Allison bit her lower lip. “But you told us all about the crime on the island this afternoon. Do you think it’s safe for him to go walking around alone?”
What did I really think? I thought she had her hands full with a petulant teenager nagging her. And I wasn’t sure why they’d agreed to bring him. But clearly, the party would be a lot more fun for her and my dad over the next couple hours without him badgering her in the background.
“We really don’t have as much crime as other cities this size,” I said. “And especially for spring break—they bring in tons of extra police. It can’t hurt to walk and look,” I said. “Stay out of bars, of course.” I grinned. “Watch out for the panhandlers—there are a couple scammers on this island who love a tourist sucker.”
“I’m not a tourist,” he said. “I’m not a sucker.”
Allison frowned, then reached into her purse and handed him ten dollars. When she saw his displeased expression, she rustled back in her bag to find another twenty and gave that to him. “You need to be back by eleven so Eric and Bill can pick you up and take you to their home. They’ve gone out of their way to host you. Please don’t be late—it’s very rude.”
“Fine.”
“Is your phone on? Call or text me in half an hour and let me know where you are, okay?”
“Mom,” he said. “I’ll be here by eleven.”
“Text me when you’re on the way back,” she said. “Don’t go in any bars. Don’t accept any drinks.”
“I’m not a baby,” Rory said, his voice defiant.
“Those are the house rules,” said my father, stepping forward. “You can do it your mother’s way or you can settle in at this lovely shower with the rest of us fellows. Your choice.”
“Tomorrow we’ll do something more fun for you,” Allison said.
“Jet Skis?”
“The ghost tour maybe, or the duck boat. Hayley says that’s more fun you’d ever think it could be when you see it rumble by.” She flashed a tremulous smile.
“If you’re a dork or a baby,” he muttered.
“Unfortunately the duck boat is defunct,” I said. “The city rescinded its license. But you’re not quite old enough to rent a Jet Ski by yourself. Can you imagine how much you’d hate riding with your mom or my dad?”
He didn’t laugh, but at least looked at me. “How about if you take me?”
Now I’d stepped in it. “No promises. I have a ton of work to do. And you know I’m Connie’s maid of honor. She’s my best friend in the world.”
“Why bother with all this stuff?” he asked. “They’re only going to get divorced.”
“Oh honey.” Allison reached out for his hand but he spun around and shambled down the street toward town. I hurried after him to show him a map of the island on my phone and mark off the way to Duval.
“Thanks for trying to help, Hayley,” Allison said when I returned. “I’m a little bit at my wit’s end.”
“He’ll come around,” I said. “A couple of years, and he’ll be back to his own sweet self.” I gave her an extra hug and we floated back to the party, where the servers were bringing out plates of Key West pink shrimp cocktails with a remoulade sauce and urging the partygoers to take seats on the indoor/outdoor patio.
My mother came up beside me. “She let him go off on his own?” she asked with a frown, glancing at Rory’s disappearing form and then back to Allison.
“I agreed with her,” I said. “In fact, I suggested it. He was losing his mind at this party. There’s no one within ten years of his age.”
“I know you don’t like me to talk about them, but you wouldn’t believe what Linda Macy back home heard about him—her sister lives in their neighborhood and—”
“Mom,” I said, issuing a warning glare. I could tell she was bursting to share some good gossip, and in truth, I would have liked to hear it. Linda Macy was not one for spreading unreliable or unkind rumors. But after sixteen years of living two separate lives with my father and mother, walking a tightrope between them, I’d learned that listening to critiques of the absent parent bordered on treason. Especially with my parents seated at the same table, as they were this evening.
“I had no idea Connie’s father was coming,” Mom said, shifting gears and lowering her voice. “I thought they were estranged.”
“Beats me. They were for a while,” I said, glancing over to one of the tables where Connie was introducing her father to some of our friends. Obviously, now was not the time to hash over those bleak days when Connie’s mother was dying. Her dad had moved out before she’d taken sick. After the diagnosis, her mother insisted the divorce was for the best. Who would want an ex-husband hanging around like a stray dog? What use was a man who wanted to be somewhere else—anywhere but beside a sickbed, when what you needed was a reliable, kind nurse?
If Connie had gotten past all that and invited him back into her life, then I would too.
“If she’s happy, so am I,” I said.
My mother slung an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “You are the perfect maid of honor.” She kissed my cheek. “This place is cute, but a little funky,” she said, looking from the terrazzo-tiled floor to the walls painted yellow and purple and blue, to the blue oilcloth on the tables.
“Yes, but the food is amazing,” I assured her. “And the owners love Connie and Ray, so the price was right.”
I sat down with Connie and Ray and Wally and Danielle, sucked in a big breath, and swore off family drama for the rest of the night. After the shrimp and another course of seafood gumbo, a waiter slid a platter of yellow snapper sliders with tropical fruit salsa and another of hamburger sliders topped with blue cheese onto our table.
“Congratulations,” Danielle said to Connie. “You’ve snared a good one.”
“Truth or dare?” she continued, obviously a little tipsy. “Who else at this table almost got married?”
“Does in my mind count?” I asked, but then clapped my hand over my mouth. “Forget I said that.”
“I was engaged once,” Wally said. “But we never made it this far.”
Danielle shrieked: “You? You were engaged? What in the world happened?”
First Wally’s neck flushed red; then the color spread across chin, cheeks, and forehead like spilled tomato juice soaking into a paper towel.
“It’s the champagne talking,” I said. “You don’t have to answer any of our questions.”
He grinned at me and ducked his head. “But I blurted it out, so I guess I should play. I was dating a girl who was perfectly nice and quite pretty. And lots of fun, really. But when she asked me to marry her, I was floored. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, and I couldn’t think how to say anything but yes. It took about six months for me to back myself out—luckily before we lost too much in deposits. Though I did lose a friendship.” He looked a little sad and definitely sheepish.
Note to self: Do not ever, ever, ask this man out. Let him do the asking, if there was asking to be done. Which there probably wasn’t. I shut down that thought train and concentrated on the food. When Connie got up to go to the ladies’ room, I followed.
“Are you having fun?” I asked, once we’d emerged from our stalls.
“The best,” she said, leaning over the sink to slick gloss on her lips. “Thank you for all your help.”
I met her eyes in the mirror. “I had no idea your father was coming.”
“We’ve been texting,” she said, sounding a little defensive. “I didn’t want to say anything in case he couldn’t make it.” She flushed and tensed, as if I’d argue. “He’s changed. We’ve had some wonderful conversations. He really believed that Mom didn’t want him to come home when she got sick. He says he offered but she turned him down.”
“That puts a different spin on things,” I said. “I’m happy for you. A girl’s father belongs at her wedding.” People could change and grow—I was a living, breathing example. Hopefully Keith had evolved from the man who left his family in a dark moment into a decent human being.
When we returned to the table, the waiters had removed the empty dishes and delivered slabs of white cake frosted with pink icing and more champagne. I carried my dessert across the room to sit with my parents for a few minutes. Connie’s father was wedged in between my father and Sam. By now they looked like old friends, though I imagined the free-flowing champagne had helped here too. Keith Arp looked tan and fit in comparison to my father, who’d gotten a little pasty and pouchy over the winter.
“You were right about this restaurant,” my mother said. “The food was delicious.”
“Tell us about the Topped Chef contest,” Allison said. “That sounded like such fun—except for the murder, of course.”
“Was a drag queen really one of the contestants?” my father asked. “Can you kindly explain why in the world a man would dress up in women’s clothing?”
It would take more than the half hour remaining in the party to explain that phenomenon to him. In truth, I could spend a lifetime yakking, and he’d still be confused.
“That’s his job at night—he’s an entertainer, but he’s also a wonderful home cook,” I explained. “He told us that his very best recipes came from his grandmother’s kitchen.”
“That makes total sense to me,” Mom said. “It’s so important to have a culture of food in the home. I don’t care whether it’s Portuguese or Chinese or North Dakotan. Kids need to understand how food connects the people in their lives and connects us to the world.” She leaned forward, both hands on the table. “Martha Hoover once said life develops around the kitchen table, and I think she’s right. Isn’t it wonderful that foodie people are finally getting their due?” She clapped her hands. “And I give a lot of credit to the TV cooking shows.”
“That’s absurd,” Allison said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Celebrity chefs have become a way for narcissistic macho men to tell the rest of us we don’t have the skills to feed our families. So what if we don’t make everything from scratch? So what if we use a cake mix or serve macaroni with powdered orange cheese from a box? Some of us don’t like to cook. And some of us aren’t good at it.”
“But everyone can learn,” said Mom.
“Some of us are doing important things out in the world,” Allison snapped back. “If you ask me, life develops at work.”
I flinched. This was a broadside hit at my mother, who’d only recently dabbled in starting a small catering business. Before that, she’d concentrated her considerable energy on an immaculate home, gourmet cooking, and me. Which had never been enough for my father. In his mind, she’d showed a lot of early career promise, like her film idol and my namesake, Hayley Mills. But then she’d flamed out royally.
“Oh really?” my mother asked sweetly. “I would have said life develops in bed.” She reached over, picked up her boyfriend’s hand, and kissed it.
I felt a rush of color flood my pale Irish skin. “Too much information!” I begged, and then lowered my voice. “Can’t you two try to play nicely? This is Connie’s moment.”
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Because the meat is seldom pricked during cooking, the fat accumulates, sizzling and bubbling. Slice, and the drama unfolds. Think of a bursting water pipe. Better yet, imagine a Brahman bull exploding from the gate at a rodeo.
—Alan Richman
 
A couple minutes before eleven, my good friend Eric pulled up alongside the restaurant in his Conch car, a vintage Mustang painted with coconut palm trees and parrots and fish and mermaids by a local artist. The same car I’d wrecked last fall. Lucky for me, the damage to the car was mostly covered by insurance. And the artist, Rick Worth, had restored the painting to better than new, adding a red iguana that Eric adored. Eric cranked down the window, and I hurried over to greet him.
“We could have used a shrink in there,” I said. “First, Connie’s long-lost father shows up. Now the mothers are at each other’s throats. That makes two times today I’ve had to throw in the penalty flag and insist they change the subject.”
“They haven’t really had the opportunity to spend time together over the years, have they?” Eric asked. “That makes for a stressful transition.” He glanced around me, looking for his teenage charge.
“Rory hasn’t gotten back yet. Allison let him walk around town because he was bored to death,” I explained as I sent my third and tersest text message to the kid’s phone. A strong gust of wind whipped by, and I wrapped my pashmina tightly around my shoulders and shivered. “Feels like that weather front is really charging through. Why don’t you come in for a minute? I’m sure he’ll turn up.”
Back inside the restaurant, most of the guests had cleared out and the staff was busy wiping down tables and straightening the room. My two sets of parents were helping Connie and Ray gather up and pack the loot they’d received at the shower. When she spotted Eric, Mom dropped her armload of gifts on a nearby chair and rushed over to hug him.
“My goodness, you look so much better than you did in January!” she said. Then her eyes bugged wide and she clapped her hand to her mouth. The last time Mom visited, Eric had been accused of murder and spent time in the county slammer in the company of a smattering of drunks and other miscreants. “That sounded awful, didn’t it?”
Eric smiled and squeezed her hand. “I knew what you meant. The jailhouse look didn’t really suit me. Orange is definitely not on my color wheel.”
She grabbed his wrist and tugged him across the room to introduce him to Sam, surging right past my father and Allison. Which gave the unfortunate impression that she was marking her turf. Again. Sam patted Eric on the back and shook his hand.
“Janet has told me so much about you. I feel as though we’ve already met,” Sam said.
“Look at all the loot Connie and Ray scored,” Mom exclaimed. She pointed to the set of saltwater fishing lures on the top of the pile of gifts Sam had been carrying.
“This is not the kind of thing we registered for when we got married back in the stone age,” she said. “I was desperate for a full set of Revere cookware, the kind with the solid copper bottoms. And Egyptian cotton towels, monogrammed with my new initials. And sterling silver in the Chantilly pattern with an ornate ‘S’ on the handles.” She turned to my father. “Remember those days, Jim? You probably don’t.”
“Oh me too,” cried Miss Gloria, clapping her hands and saving all of us from an awkward divorced-parents moment. “I knew I was really grown-up when the silver arrived with my married-lady initials engraved on every piece.”
“Your mom loved the Battenburg lace tablecloth from Aunt Minnie,” said Connie’s dad. “She said it went perfectly with our good china. Even though we only had one setting.”
Connie laughed along with the rest of us and then cupped Ray’s jaw in her palm and reached up on tippy-toes to kiss his chin. “He’s worth every silver spoon I have to sacrifice in exchange for his fishing doodads.”
Then she introduced her father to Eric. The two men shook hands.
“I hope you enjoy your visit,” said Eric. “Where are you staying?”
Connie and Ray exchanged a glance.
Ray said to Keith: “If it’s okay with you, I have a foldout couch in my living room. It’s got your name on it. We can call around tomorrow for a hotel room.”
Keith nodded. “Perfect. I’ll enjoy a little extra time getting to know my son-in-law.”
Then I introduced Eric to Allison, explaining that we were old neighborhood friends from back home and that he was the good sport who’d agreed to put Rory up in his guest bedroom. More like had his arm twisted by me after I had mine twisted by my father, but I didn’t put it that way.
“I’m so sorry to hold you up like this when you’ve been so kind to take him in,” Allison said to Eric. “He swore he’d be back right at eleven.” She looked flattened, like she might be ready to weep, she was so tired.
Now that I was paying attention, I noticed that all four of the parents seemed bushed from the full day’s activities. And Eric, I knew, had an early patient appointment in the morning. And besides, I was the one who’d persuaded Allison to let Rory go.
“How about all of you go home and I’ll wait for Rory?” I suggested, and then turned to Eric. “If you wouldn’t mind dropping Miss Gloria off back at the boat. I have the key to your house.” I jangled my key ring and smiled confidently. “I’ll scoop the kid up when he gets here and tuck him in. He probably stopped to listen to some music on the strip and lost track of time.”
“But what if he’s in trouble?” Allison asked, her worried gaze flickering from my father’s frown back to me. “I should stay.” She rubbed a hand across her face, smudging the gray eyeshadow that echoed the half-moons under her eyes.
“You look exhausted,” my dad said. “Let Hayley take care of this.”
“That’s not really fair—she has plenty to do this week,” Allison said.
“Hayley can handle it,” said Eric. “We’ll be up awhile and will make sure Rory gets settled in the guest room. Do you have plans in the morning? We can wake him up and feed him breakfast. Or let him sleep.”
“Thank you.” Allison’s shoulders slumped with relief. “You’re so kind. Let him sleep in. Maybe he’ll wake up on the right side of the bed tomorrow. Thanks so much. I could kill that kid about now.” She smiled at Eric and then me. “If you really don’t mind.”
I hugged her and then my father and Eric and Miss Gloria and shooed them off into the chilly darkness. My mother and Sam came out of the restaurant loaded with the last of the gifts. “We’re going to run these over to Connie’s place. Sam can’t wait to see houseboat row. Do we have plans tomorrow?”
“I’ll call you and we’ll see what everyone feels like, okay? I promised to help with Ray’s show at the gallery, if he needs me. And I have to spend some time writing. Other than that? Free bird.” I pecked her on the cheek and waved at Sam before either of them could comment on the rudeness of Rory’s tardiness.
I paced down to the water a hundred yards from the restaurant, where the breeze had picked up to something that more resembled wind, stirring the ocean into an inky chop. A group of kids swathed in blankets were huddled in a gazebo located between Salute! and the water, laughing and drinking in the pale circle of light thrown by a lantern. I headed over, thinking of the warning that Jai, the director of the homeless teen drop-in center, gave to all her new kids: “You can nap on the beach or anywhere in daytime, but not with a blanket and pillow. That’s considered camping. And that isn’t welcome in this town.”
Maybe these kids hadn’t gotten the message. Or more likely, they didn’t care. I edged closer. Judging from the expensive-looking bathing suits and board shorts under the blankets, I guessed that this was a group of spring breakers. And based on the decibel level and profanity in their conversation, they appeared to have spent most of the day hitting the hops.
“Excuse me,” I said when there was a break in the chatter. “I’m looking for my brother. He stands about so high”—I reached eight inches above my five foot four—“and he’s got strawberry blond hair and kind of a peach fuzz on his chin. He was wearing jeans—a little faded, but still presentable, no holes or anything—and a white T-shirt that said Purple Moan on the back.” I remembered the details because Allison had told me how they’d fought over him dressing up for the party. She lost.
“What is she, some kind of retard?” one of the alcohol-sodden boys asked, glancing at me.
“Oh, dude, I love that group,” said another of the boys. He got up and began to stagger around the circle, crooning: “‘When the sun drops low and your life does too, baby, I just want to be close to you…’” He thrust his hips suggestively at one of the girls.
“Be nice,” said the girl next to him, tugging at his shirt, trying to get him to sit. She glowed absolutely red with sunburn in the light of their small Coleman lantern, except for two narrow white lines where the straps of her yellow bikini must have shifted. “I didn’t notice anyone like that,” she said to me. And then giggled and pulled the blanket around her shoulders and leaned into her boyfriend’s chest. “But we haven’t exactly been looking either.”
I thanked them (for nothing) and backed away, trying not to think of all the ways Rory might have found to get in trouble. On Duval Street. With kids like these. Like anywhere in the world, there were drugs and underage drinking and Lord knows what else if you knew what to look for. What fifteen-year-old boy wouldn’t be looking? Why in the world had I thought it was okay to send him off into the darkness? Oscillating between annoyed and worried, I texted him yet another time. When nothing came back, I tried calling.
“Rory, this is Hayley. I’m waiting for you at Salute! You were supposed to be here”—I stopped to check my watch—“an hour ago. Call me.”
Nothing.
I debated whether to wait beside the darkened restaurant or cruise on my scooter along the path I’d marked out for him on my iPhone map of Key West. I was uncomfortable about standing around alone outside Salute!, not to mention freezing. And getting madder by the minute. Cruising the street seemed like a more useful option—at least I’d be doing something. I dashed to my scooter and started it up.
Duval Street stretches across the island from the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico, starting at the Southernmost House and ending near Mallory Square. Each block has its own personality, from the drag bars and cabarets toward the south to the hard-drinking tourist destinations, such as Sloppy Joe’s and the Bull and Whistle, at the north end. I doubted that Rory would have the nerve to sample the drag scene, even if he made it past a bouncer. Lots of first-time visitors didn’t venture into the 801 Bourbon or Aqua nightclubs, finding the gussied-up drag queens a little intimidating. Not that teenage boys would even think to go into a drag bar. But on the other hand, what did I really know about the kid and what he might be interested in? My memories were pretty much located back in the days when he’d been addicted to LEGO and Where’s Waldo? and then Star Trek.
The street was electric with spring break crowds and the noise level seemed twice as loud as usual. There was a lot of yelling and cheering—at what?—and low-cut halters and skirts short even by Key West standards. All this despite the fact that the temperature must have dropped fifteen degrees in the last hour—and I was freezing. I was probably only five or six years older than a lot of these kids, but it might as well have been twenty.
I putt-putted along even more slowly than the pedicabs, risking the cursing of impatient motorists and stopping whenever I saw a friendly face to ask if they’d seen my stepbrother. This might have gone better if I’d had a photo on my phone, but no way would I risk a full-blown panic by texting Allison to send me one. I parked my scooter on Applerouth Lane and threaded through the crowd until I reached Willie T’s, an open-air bar where a rock-and-roll band played Rolling Stones music with a country twang. I searched the premises, thinking Rory might have found the roof papered in dollar bills and the young crowd appealing. The band wasn’t half bad and I might have stayed longer if I hadn’t felt so worried and annoyed. I trudged to the west end of Duval, stopping in at the Bull and Whistle, whose Elvis impersonator had a rowdier audience, a little older than that at Willie T’s or the Hard Rock Cafe. I couldn’t picture Rory here. And he would have been too embarrassed to go upstairs where the sign proclaimed clothing to be optional.
By twelve thirty I’d covered the entire street and come up empty. I swung back around to get my scooter and make a second circuit along the road that hugged the beach, but I found no sign of him there either. Now I started to worry in earnest.
Catching sight of two cops deep in conversation with three drunk boys, I thought of calling my newly promoted friend at the police department, Lieutenant Torrence. Either he’d be asleep or he’d be working. One way or the other, I thought I could count on his sympathy. I thumbed through my contacts until I located his cell phone, then punched in the number. Good sign—he answered on the first ring.
“Hey, it’s Hayley Snow. So sorry to call this late. I hope I didn’t wake you.” I rushed on because whether I had or I hadn’t, I couldn’t think of another option. “My stepbrother arrived in town today and he’s disappeared. On the island less than twelve hours and already gone missing. I’m checking in on the off chance there’s been a report of any kids in trouble.”
Torrence laughed. “During spring break? Kids in trouble is our middle name. What does he look like?”
I described his appearance and where we’d last seen him and what he might be interested in—girls and beer and loud music. “I know that’s not very helpful.” I caught a breath, trying not to whimper.
“You know kids wander off a lot around here and parents panic and it almost always ends up being a false alarm,” he said in a soothing voice. “Is there a particular reason you’d expect him to be in trouble, other than his sex and age?”
“I don’t know how to answer that,” I said. “Over the past few years, he’s mostly lived with his father, so I rarely see him. I gather he’s being shipped off to military school, but I don’t know what he’s done to deserve that. Or I should say, whether he’s done something…”
“Where are you?” Torrence asked. “I could call one of my officers on duty and let you ride around with him for a little bit. It might be easier to spot him from the car. And when he turns up, we’ll have the officer put the fear of god in him by making him ride in the back of the cruiser in handcuffs.” He laughed so I couldn’t tell if he was serious or joking. “Half an hour back there and he’ll act like an angel for the rest of the weekend.”
I thanked him profusely and he arranged for a cop to pick me up on Virginia Street outside Eric and Bill’s cottage in the Bahama Village. A few minutes later, a police car glided to a stop. I opened the front door and slid into the passenger seat. “Thank you so much for this,” I said, extending my hand. “I’m Hayley Snow.”
“Officer Ryan,” he said, shaking hands over the computer, large mug of coffee, and thick red book of Florida statutes that sat between us. He had intense blue eyes, short hair gelled so it stood up in half-inch peaks, a cute dimple in his chin, and coffee-scented breath. Then I twitched my nose, assaulted by faint odors of vomit and pine-scented cleaner that wafted from the backseat, even closed off as it was with a Plexiglas shield.
“Yup,” said Officer Ryan when he saw my grimace. “You’ll get used to it. Gotta love the spring break crowd. I’ve already carted two people to the jail tonight and written out Marchman papers on them.”
“Marchman papers?”
“That gives them eight hours to sleep it off in jail without legal charges being filed. Trust me when I tell you that puke is the least of our worries in some of those cases.”
He tapped on his computer and a list of addresses and incidents came up on the screen. “I need to head over to the Custom House and do a quick sweep for vagrants; then we’ll ride along that end of Duval Street. What does your brother look like?”
I described Rory again and explained how he’d left Salute! several hours earlier, but failed to return as we’d agreed. And then because he was so sympathetic, I gave him the CliffsNotes version of all the family drama that had rolled out over the first day of their visit.
“So you’re the last man left standing,” he said with a smile. “Not that you’re a man. Not at all.” He grinned as we reached the distinctive redbrick building that housed the Custom House. “Back in a jiff,” he said, hopping out of the vehicle with his flashlight in hand. “I have to make sure no one’s sleeping here.”
Was he flirting with me? I was too tired to figure it out and way too tired to do anything about it. But with my mother’s voice in the back of my mind—you should always be ready, Hayley, because you’ll never know when and where Mr. Right might turn up—I slicked on some lip gloss just in case, and then watched Officer Ryan circle the wraparound porch and emerge from the shadows on the other side of the building. When he returned to the vehicle, he reported in to the dispatcher and we set off across Duval Street again, the radio crackling every few minutes with word of trouble or police action in other quadrants of the city. I kept my gaze pinned on the sidewalks, hoping to catch a glimpse of my stepbrother among the partying spring breakers.
As we reached Truman Street, the dispatcher reported a possible grand theft by the old harbor. “Ten-four, on the way,” Officer Ryan said, then skidded into a U-turn and raced back toward Greene Street. On the computer screen, a more detailed report of the complaint flashed up. According to its owner, a Jet Ski had been taken by two teenagers.
“BOLO for a young man with blond hair and jeans and a white shirt and a girl with dreadlocks and pink shorts,” the dispatcher said before the sound faded away.
“Ten-four,” said Officer Ryan as my whole body stiffened.
“That’s what he was wearing,” I said, my stomach grinding. “And he was obsessed with Jet Skis. He was so mad when no one agreed to take him riding.” I skipped ahead in my mind to the worst-case scenario: How would I ever tell Allison her precious son had landed in jail?
“Don’t panic,” said the cop. “There have to be a couple hundred blond boys in jeans in this town right now. Maybe even thousands.”
He whooped the siren to move a gaggle of tourists out of the road and we lurched to a stop at the bight.
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Centers should resemble creamy custard and not be rubbery. Tarts are done when an inserted toothpick (like a good alibi) stands up on its own.
—Cleo Coyle, 
Mystery Lovers’ Kitchen
 
The wind gusted through the boats moored in the old harbor, causing the masts to clank and sway. Officer Ryan parked the cruiser near the Conch Republic restaurant, and we hustled down the finger of the dock where another policeman was conferring with a civilian. They stood looking at a slip in between two fishing boats. One Jet Ski had been pulled onto a little floating platform and tied up. Next to that, a sawed-off rope tied to nothing trailed into the sheen of oil that topped the murky water.
“What’s the situation?” Officer Ryan asked.
“This man saw a girl this afternoon walking along the docks. Thin, dreadlocks, a blue fleece,” said the other policeman, pointing to a small, wizened man wearing a faded Yankees cap and a wool fisherman’s sweater.
“You saw the girl and what about her stood out?” Officer Ryan asked the man.
“First of all, she had on the shortest pair of pink shorts I’ve ever seen.” He smirked but the policemen glared back at him. “She was sitting on the dock with her legs hanging over, like she was going to drop down onto one of my skis,” the man continued. “I should have called the cops right then instead of chasing her off myself. This is the third time this month one of those damn kids have ripped off private property in this neighborhood. You people need to keep better watch.”
Officer Ryan nodded sympathetically, which seemed to make the fisherman madder.
“Personally, I’m sick to death of these little bastards,” said the old man. He coughed right at me, expelling a gasp of breath stale with garlic and beer. “They can’t be bothered to stay home and finish school or get a job. Their damn parents didn’t teach them the difference between right and wrong. And then this town coddles them like welcome guests. Of course they’re going to help themselves if they see something they want. And then you’re surprised when they take advantage.” He hawked up some phlegm and spit it onto the dock near my feet.
I took a step back and Officer Ryan cut off his rant. “Did you actually see this girl with the dreadlocks on the Jet Ski tonight?”
“I was sleeping below in my cabin.” The man gestured at the nearest boat, which had a handwritten sign advertising good rates on fishing expeditions and Jet Ski rentals. It was hard to imagine his cabin being much bigger than a coffin and difficult to believe that, out of all the captains in the harbor, anyone would choose this disheveled, querulous man to lead their vacation expedition.
“Then I heard the motor start up. I knew it was mine because she coughs and misses when you start her cold. But by the time I got my pants on and got up the ladder, she was gone.” He waved a hand out toward the channel. “There was a boy riding on the back. At least I think it was a boy.”
“What did he look like?” Officer Ryan asked.
“Some kind of jeans, white shirt. Hair to his neck like a hippie,” the old man said. “And none too clean-looking either. Never saw nothing but his back, tearing off across the harbor with my property.”
“Plain white shirt?” asked the cop. “Short sleeves or long?”
“Short, something written on the back. Like the name of a rock band. Yeah, something no reasonable person ever heard of, and certainly wouldn’t want to listen to.” He chortled at his own humor.
I felt sick to my stomach. The description was vague, but everything about it matched Rory. Though where he would have picked up this girl and why he would have helped steal a Jet Ski were beyond me.
“Wouldn’t they need a key?” I asked. “How would they start the machine?”
“The motor on this one was giving me fits,” the man said, casting an angry look at me, as if I had no business doubting his story. “I’d fooled around with it, but I couldn’t fix the damn thing. So I called for a mechanic to come and take a look. He said he’d be by later this week so I left the safety key there on the floor of the watercraft below the instrument panel.” He pointed to a small compartment on the second Jet Ski jammed with old ropes, a faded pink flip-flop with the toe-hold blown out, and a couple of empty beer cans. “In case I was off the water when he came by.”
“We’ll find them,” Officer Ryan said. “We’ve alerted the Coast Guard too. Once it gets light enough to see, they’ll be out looking.” They exchanged phone numbers, Ryan advised him to call if he saw or heard anything more, and I followed him off the dock. Back inside the cruiser, he turned off the blue lights and scanned his computer screen.
“What now?” I asked, feeling both revved up and exhausted.
“There’s not much we can do in the middle of the night. The Coast Guard will be looking and the police boat will be out in the morning too. I’d suggest you go on home and get some rest. We’ll put on a full-court press tomorrow.” He looked at my face, which must have shown my despair. “The thing is,” he added gently, “we don’t even know if the kid on the Jet Ski was your brother. Maybe he’s gone home in the meantime and tucked himself into bed. Kids disappear all the time in this town. Usually they show up once they’ve slept the fun off.”
I looked at my phone. No missed calls. No text messages.
“What would you do?” I asked. “Should I tell my stepmother now that he’s missing?”
He ran his hand over the hedgehog peaks of his hair and took a sip of coffee. “I can’t answer that one for you. He’s not been gone long enough to be officially missing. We’ll be looking for him though, I’ll make sure of that. And I’ll let you know the instant we hear anything.”
Which didn’t really answer my question.
“Understand, there’s not a thing she could do, except stay up all night and worry herself sick.”
I nodded, pressing my fingers to my cheekbones and hoping I wouldn’t cry.
“But you make the call. If it was my kid, I’d probably want to know. At least after another hour or two went by.” He tapped his palm on the steering wheel. “Not that I have any. Kids, I mean. Not even close.” He grinned, showing two dimples that matched the one on his chin, and pulled away from the curb.
Officer Ryan dropped me back at Eric and Bill’s place on Virginia Street where I’d left my scooter. Lights glowed from the living room window and on the front porch, which looked cozy and inviting with its matching red-cushioned rocking chairs and the graceful fronds of tropical foliage. Somehow this peaceful scene gave me a tiny bit of hope that Rory had come in late, maybe drunk or stoned, but safe. As soon as I rattled the key in the door, I heard the resident dogs yapping frantically. At the same time that I pushed the door open, Bill appeared, wearing striped flannel pajamas, his hair standing up in a series of sleep-induced cowlicks.
“Is he here?” I asked.
“Rory?” He shook his head and wiped the sleep from his eyes. “I was hoping you were him. Eric went on to bed because he has a long day tomorrow. I said I’d stay up and read the kid the riot act. Come on in.”
He took my arm and led me to the back of their house, which opened out to their eating porch, and beyond that, the hot tub and garden. Tonight, because of the encroaching chill, the glass doors had been pulled shut. I sank into the nearest couch, feeling hopeless and beat.
“What happened?”
I told him how I’d searched Duval Street and checked back at the beach and then called Torrence. “A Jet Ski was stolen from a slip on the harbor. A nice cop gave me a ride over there. Unfortunately, the description of one of the thieves matches Rory.” I closed my eyes, pressed a hand to my forehead. “I can’t decide whether to call Allison or let her sleep.”
Bill sat beside me, patted my knee. “Chances are he shows up here any minute now and you would have worried her for nothing. Don’t you think?”
I nodded. “Okay if I wait for him? I think I’ll set my iPhone alarm for an hour. If he hasn’t come in by then, I’ll have to wake them.”
“Of course.” He got up and disappeared into the guest room, returning with a pillow and a crocheted afghan in shades of purple. “Tap on the door if you need us.”
I texted Torrence about what had happened and asked him to call me the minute he heard anything. Then I snuggled into the couch to close my eyes for fifteen minutes.
•   •   •
 
I woke as a few rays of gray light filtered in from the back porch—bright enough to bring me out of my scrambled dreams, but by no means actual sun. I could smell the welcome aroma of coffee brewing and the sound of Eric and Bill’s dogs lapping water and gobbling morning kibbles. The memory of last night’s search took shape in my mind, and I sat up abruptly. Crap. I’d slept right through my alarm. Toby, a brown Yorkie, shot across the room, caromed onto my lap, and began licking my chin.
“Good morning,” Eric said, grinning. “Would you like coffee with your doggie kisses?” He carried a large mug over from the kitchen and set it on the coffee table in front of me.
“He didn’t come in, did he?”
Eric shook his head.
I groaned and picked up my phone and quickly thumbed through the new alerts. Still no texts or calls or e-mails from Rory. And nothing from Torrence either. I set my mug back down and pushed the tangled hair out of my eyes and the dog from my lap. “I have to go tell them.”
•   •   •
 
I buzzed off on my scooter, a borrowed fleece pulled over my party dress, and the pashmina wrapped around my neck. I took one last lap down the length of Duval Street, where men with leaf blowers blew trash into the streets, trailed by stumpy street-cleaning machines that lumbered along the curbs, spraying water on the dirty pavement and gobbling up detritus from the previous night’s parties. The only other signs of life were dog walkers, joggers, and a few homeless folks who’d already made their early journey from the overnight shelter on Stock Island into town. Or from whatever nook they’d found where they could curl up for the night.
No sign of Rory, but I hadn’t really expected to find him. I rode over to Casa Marina, parked the bike, and finger-combed my hair, trying to figure out how to frame the news. “Your son is missing, possibly involved in a burglary,” sounded just plain harsh. I left my scooter, glad that I didn’t have to chitchat with the overfriendly valet, and went inside.
Though I’d hoped they were sleeping in so I could put off the bad news a little longer, Allison and my father sat at a table facing the water with newspapers, a laptop, cups of coffee, and a plate of croissants covering the space between them. Allison smiled, looking rested and refreshed. But her smile faded when she took in my appearance.
“Oh my gosh, what’s wrong?”
I explained what had happened the night before, including my trip up and down Duval and the scene at the harbor. I chose the best of Officer Ryan’s reassuring words, and shaded them even further toward “this happens all the time” and “I’m sure he’ll show up.”
“Oh my god,” Allison said, tears filling her eyes. “Rutherford is going to kill me.”
“When that boy turns up, I will personally wring his neck,” my father said through clenched teeth.
“That isn’t helpful,” said Allison. “You have no idea who might have snatched him or whether he’s hurt or—”
He patted her hand and tried a lame joke. “No criminal in the world is going to want a teenage boy.”
“Oh my god, Hayley, why didn’t you wake me right away?”
I was in the middle of explaining how I’d searched the entire downtown and planned to wait just another hour but then slept through my alarm when my mother and Sam emerged from the lobby, headed to the breakfast room. When they spotted me, they changed course and started over to Allison’s table.
“What’s going on?” my mother asked. “It looks as though someone died.”
Avoiding Allison’s stricken face, I gave another brief synopsis of Rory’s disappearance. My mother’s lips curved downward and I could imagine the worst of what might be running through her mind.
What kind of mother goes to bed in a strange city without knowing where her child is? And then lurking not too far underneath: What kind of mother loses custody of her kid in the first place?
“I think we should go directly to the police station,” said my father. He folded the newspaper he’d been reading, pushed his chair back, and helped Allison to her feet.
“I’ll drive you,” said my mother. “Hayley, should you call ahead and let them know we’re coming?”
“There’s no need for all of you to drag along,” my father said. “Enjoy your time here.”
“We insist,” said my mother, taking Sam’s hand. “I have the car, and I know my way around town. We’re not going to enjoy anything until we help you sort this out.”
My father put two fingers in his mouth and whistled as soon we stepped out of the hotel. The valet approached slowly, wearing sunglasses and looking tired, as though he’d spent the night on the town too.
“We’re in a hurry,” my father said in a gruff voice, jingling the keys. “Our son is in some trouble.”
“Of course,” said the valet, squaring his shoulders. “What happened?”
“Could you just get the damn car?” my father said.
The valet saluted and trotted off to retrieve it.
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She assimilated her grief by cooking her way through her husband’s favorite recipes, extruding the sadness into the pot roast with mashed potatoes and gravy, the coq au vin, the beef stew with beer and onions…
—Lucy Burdette, Topped Chef
 
Mom’s little red Kia followed me to the police station located on Roosevelt Boulevard, directly above Bayview Park with its half acre of tennis courts, which were already busy with early-morning players. Over the hum of my motor, I could hear the thwack of ball against racket. The ten-minute ride gave me plenty of time to flog myself for how I’d handled the night before. Not that I thought waking Allison a couple of hours earlier would have resulted in a different outcome, but it felt awful to see her so desperate and angry. But if I’d discouraged Allison from allowing Rory to go off on his own, things would have turned out differently for sure. He might have dampened the party atmosphere with his surliness, but at least he’d have been safe.
I parked my scooter next to one of the brand-new (and often maligned as extravagant and unnecessary) police cars and trotted across the open-air vestibule, past the nonworking fountain tiled in pastels. A flock of chickens, heavy on the roosters, pecked in the weedy garden near the front door. One rooster puffed up and let out a forceful cock-a-doodle-doo that caused Allison to startle and shriek.
“He’s warning you to stay away from his girls,” I said, forcing a smile, then picked up the phone receiver attached to the station wall.
“This is Hayley Snow,” I said to the woman who answered. “We’re here to talk with someone about a missing boy? And a Jet Ski,” I added because they’d know the truth anyway so why try to sugarcoat it?
“I’ll send someone over to let you in,” the receptionist said. “And I’ll let Detective Bransford know you’re on the way up.”
My heart sank. Just our luck to draw Bransford for this interview. Back in January, we’d briefly flirted with dating but nothing much had come of it. In fact, I hadn’t seen him since he’d come to tell me he was reuniting with his ex. Though he didn’t exactly say reuniting, that was the way I heard it. And the way it looked from an outsider’s perspective—the way the sparks had flown the last two times I’d seen them together.
Within minutes, Officer Ryan let us in through the front door, looking tired. “Sorry to see you again so soon. Your brother never turned up?” he asked.
I shook my head and explained to Allison that Officer Ryan had helped me look for Rory the night before.
“And you’re still on duty?” Mom asked. “You must be exhausted.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a warm smile. “I had some paperwork to finish up. When I heard you all were coming in, I wanted to stay and see if I could be of assistance.”
“Thank you for your kindness,” Allison said in a whisper.
We followed him down the hallway, around to the back where the elevator was located. My mother nudged me as we walked. “He’s cute,” she mouthed.
I rolled my eyes. Nothing would thwart Mom’s drive to make me a match. “The police department is set up like a big square,” I explained, just to break the silence, “with offices and interview rooms outside of the square and a state-of-the-art gym inside.” I ushered them into the elevator, and Officer Ryan pressed the button for the second floor. We waited, facing the door, our worried expressions reflected in the stainless steel.
“We’ll be talking with Detective Bransford,” I said, continuing to try to make some kind of lame conversation.
“Nate?” My mother wrinkled her forehead. “How—”
“Detective Bransford,” I said firmly, meeting her gaze as the door slid open. “Please don’t call him Nate while we’re here.”
She held her hands up. “Fine, honey. Whatever you say.”
Bransford was standing in the hall outside his office, dressed in sharply pressed khaki pants and a crisp white shirt, not slightly rumpled as I was used to seeing him. Maybe his wife, Trudy, enjoyed ironing. Yet another way I came up short.
“Hayley Snow and her family to see you,” said Officer Ryan to the detective.
I waved my fingers in greeting. “These are my parents,” I said. “My father, Jim Snow, and his wife, Allison. You remember my mother, Janet, and this is her friend Sam Cooper.”
“So nice to see you,” Mom said brightly, but then frowned. “Though not under these circumstances, of course.”
Bransford shook hands all around and led us to a conference room located at the front of the building. Officer Ryan followed us in, closed the door, and stood at attention just inside. “Officer Ryan will be assisting with the interviews,” Bransford said.
“We so appreciate that, Officer,” Mom said brightly. “It’s been a long night for you.”
He nodded and smiled, flashing those killer dimples again—at least one of us could manage to be gracious. We took seats, Mom and Sam on one side of the table, Dad and Allison on the other, leaving me the seat at the end where I could not avoid looking at Bransford. Where I could not avoid noticing his green eyes and full lips without appearing to be a shifty-eyed criminal.
Bransford looked around the table, making eye contact with each one of us in turn. “Let’s talk about your son. Your son, right?” he asked Allison with an encouraging smile.
She nodded and sniffled. “Rory.”
“Rory,” he said, jotting the name on a yellow pad in front of him. “Is his last name Snow also?”
“Michaels.”
He wrote that down too. “Does Rory know anyone in Key West?”
“No one,” said Allison. “Other than Hayley, of course. And Jim, my husband, knows her friend Connie. Besides that, no one. None of us had ever set foot on the island before yesterday.”
“Except for me,” said my mother, and then blushed and ducked her chin. “But you knew that.”
Bransford nodded. “So, as far as you are aware, Rory had no contacts here prior to his arrival.” Allison shook her head. He tapped his pen on the notepad, rubbed his fingers over his chin. “Tell me how the day went yesterday, everything you can remember. Don’t try to sift anything out. You never know what detail might help us find him.”
Allison sniffled again and reached for my father’s hand. “Nothing was unusual.” She described the trip down from New Jersey, with the stopover and plane change in Miami. Then she cataloged the rest of the day—Rory’s outing with my father, the naps they took, Connie’s party. And then how she’d allowed him to go over to Duval Street, with a curfew of course.
“Is he an outgoing youngster?” asked Bransford. “Would you expect him to make friends quickly?”
Allison hesitated, looked over at my father. “I wouldn’t have thought so. Though he’s been mostly living with his biological father for the last couple of years. Actually, away at boarding school more than anything. So I see him during vacations and some of the holidays.” Her eyes watered and she patted her face with a crumpled tissue. “I’m saying maybe I don’t know him as well as I should.”
My father stroked Allison’s hand and turned to stare at Bransford. “He’s a typical teenage boy. He wasn’t too happy about vacationing with his family, and he most definitely was not interested in wedding activities. Though I would say he seemed excited about the idea of seeing this town. When he heard we were headed to Key West, he quit fighting us about coming. In fact, it was quite a turnaround.”
“He was eager to see Hayley, too.” Allison managed a smile in my direction. “It had been a while since he’d visited with his sister.”
I flashed an automatic smile back. That sounded more like a wish than a reality. We were step-siblings, and not close ones, not lately.
“So the last time you saw him was at the party. Did he converse with anyone before that? On the trip down or at the hotel?” Bransford asked.
“Wasn’t he talking to a man when he got off the plane from Miami? The puddle-jumper? Do you remember?” my father asked Allison.
“I was so excited to finally be here,” she said. “And the weather was so pretty yesterday. We’ve had an awful winter, with tons of snow. So I was thrilled with the temperature and the sun. Everything was perfect, not cloudy and cool, the way it is this morning. And then we saw that taxi driver with the parrot on his shoulder…” Allison hiccuped into a sob. “I didn’t take the time to listen to him.”
“But you noticed something,” Bransford prompted my father.
“He mentioned the man from the plane when I took him to lunch,” my father said, sounding more definite. “Someone who lives here in town was seated next to him on the trip down from Miami. I think he works at a hotel on Duval Street. Or was it a bar? He was encouraging Rory to drop by. Why in the world would you ask a young boy to visit a bar? Don’t you think he would recognize that the kid was way underage?” Dad scowled. “But I didn’t pay too much attention because then Rory started badgering me about the Jet Ski thing.”
“The Jet Ski thing?” asked Bransford, sitting a little taller.
“He wanted to rent a Jet Ski,” I explained. “I told him he couldn’t go alone and that I’d take him if time allowed. But our week’s pretty well booked, what with Connie’s wedding and Ray’s show at the Gallery on Greene.”
Bransford nodded and scribbled. “So he talked with someone on the plane. We don’t know who, except he might work at a bar. Anything else?”
“Rory and I visited the Mel Fisher Museum yesterday after lunch,” said my father. He lifted his shoulders to his ears and let them go with a big sigh. “Then he napped all afternoon until it was time to go to the party. He was so bored at the shower. He kept badgering us about leaving—he was driving us crazy. So Allison agreed to let him explore Duval Street on his own.”
“I suggested it. I thought it would be fine,” I said, feeling the weight of that decision settle heavily into my chest, narrowing my breath to a whistle. “He swore he’d be back by eleven.”
“But then he was late, and we were all so tired,” Allison said. “Hayley offered to wait for him and make sure he got to Eric and Bill’s house, where he’s supposed to be sleeping. You know the rest.” A tear spilled from her eye and zigzagged down her cheek.
“Is it possible that he went to speak with the man he met on the plane?” Bransford asked.
“I have no idea,” Allison admitted, looking at my father. “I didn’t realize that he’d met anyone.”
“I wouldn’t say he met someone,” my father said stiffly. “They chatted on the plane ride. That’s it.”
Bransford turned to look at Sam and my mother. “Anything you noticed?”
My mother tapped a finger on her lips. “I don’t know Rory that well. We’ve met a couple of times over the years since Allison and Jim were married. He was such a darling little boy with those strawberry blond curls. He still has them—I bet the girls are crazy for those.” She grinned and shook her head. “But yesterday, he seemed, well, keyed up. He had trouble sitting still. Wouldn’t you say, Hayley?”
I shrugged. “Yes, he seemed antsy. But not like crystal meth antsy, if you get what I’m saying.”
Allison looked at me, her expression horrified. “But he never—”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Has he been in trouble before this?” Bransford asked. “Drugs? Alcohol? Theft?”
“Look here,” my father blustered, “we don’t know that he’s in trouble now.”
“But he is missing,” Bransford said. “And a witness has placed him on a stolen Jet Ski.”
Allison began to cry.
“Would his father have any information about his whereabouts?” Bransford asked. “I assume you’ve been in touch.”
Now Allison looked like an animal with its foot caught in a trap. There was an awkward silence. My father said coldly: “We felt there was no reason to alarm him until we had some real facts.”
“I’d like that contact information,” Bransford said.
“Rutherford Michaels,” Allison said. She took her phone from her purse, scrolled through the contacts, and then rattled off his phone number. “That’s actually Rory’s name too—he’s Rutherford the second. But hates that name, and he’s never used it.”
Which surprised me—I’d never heard he had another name. But apparently there was plenty I didn’t know about my own family. I’d met Rory’s dad once, at Rory’s matriculation into boarding school at the beginning of sixth grade. It had been a grim day for all of us. Rory was furious about being sent away, so it had been hard to sort out whether his father’s coldness was basic to his personality or a stoic shield from his son’s rage.
“Would you say there has been conflict recently in your family, between the two parents maybe? Or Rory and one of you?” Bransford asked.
“His father is insisting that he transfer to a military school at the end of this year,” Allison said. “Rutherford had hoped that Rory would attend high school at the boarding school where all the men in his family went. But his grades have slipped, and he’s been truant a number of times. So my ex signed him up for the military academy. Rory has been fighting the change all along, but Rutherford won’t budge. I’m not crazy about the idea either. It doesn’t suit my son’s personality.” Her voice dropped so I could hardly hear her. “He’s not a fighter. Unless someone’s in trouble—he will go to the mat for an underdog. But by nature, he’s sweet and soft. He’d rather walk away than stay and fight.”
My father patted her hand and all but rolled his eyes. None of us except his mother would have described the kid as sweet. Or soft. Not at this age.
Bransford took down the pertinent phone numbers and had Allison e-mail him a recent picture of Rory from the snapshot gallery on her phone. Then he shook hands around again. When my turn came, I looked him in the eye and thanked him for helping my family. “He is a decent kid,” I said. “I can’t imagine he’s done anything awful.”
The detective looked back at me for a moment. “I hope not.”
Officer Ryan ushered us to the police station lobby. He patted Allison’s arm. “I bet we find him soon. You take care.”
She snuffled her thanks.
He turned to my mother and Sam. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “I’ll be in touch,” he added, and smiled at me.
We staggered out into the chilly morning, my family looking flattened. The skies had lightened a little, but it promised to be a gray day to go with our gray mood. In addition to my worry about Rory and concern for Allison, I was worried about the wedding chores that weren’t getting accomplished and the articles for Key Zest that weren’t getting written.
We needed caffeine and sugar. Pronto. At the same time, I could do research for an article.
I punched Connie’s number into my phone. “I’m going to bring everyone over to Miss Gloria’s for breakfast. Swing by a little later and we’ll make a wedding to-do list, okay?”
“Miss Gloria said you never made it home last night,” Connie said. “Is there something I should know?”
“Nothing happy. Rory’s missing,” I said. “And the cops suspect he stole a Jet Ski last night. We’ll see you shortly, okay?”
Then I called Danielle at the office. “Would there be any way you could order a dozen assorted doughnuts from Glazed Donuts and some pastries from the Old Town Bakery and have them delivered to my houseboat? I’m going to enlist my family to help with the breakfast article. I’m so far behind. And we’ve had a little blip with the wedding.” I’d explain the bigger problem to her when I got to the office. “And coffee, lots of coffee.”
“Cuban Coffee Queen?” she asked.
“Yes, please. Six large café con leches, one sugar each. You’re a doll. I’ll be in later, okay?” I hung up, already feeling a little better at the prospect of all those carbs.
•   •   •
 
Miss Gloria had set up her card table out on the front deck of the boat and she flitted around arranging paper napkins and spoons and her family china, sprinkled with pink roses and rimmed in gold. She hugged everyone in sight and then took Allison and my father on a tour of our boat. “My husband loved the water so much,” I heard her tell them. “He wanted to live as close to it as he could get without actually getting wet.”
“We’re going to need some protein to get through this day,” my mother said, watching them go. “How many eggs do you have?”
I joined her in the galley kitchen and pulled eggs, cheddar cheese, scallions, and a big red pepper from the refrigerator. We diced the vegetables quickly and she scraped them into a pool of butter that was melting in my cast-iron frying pan.
“Why is it that cooking always makes things feel a little less hopeless?” she mused as the vegetables softened.
“At least we’re doing something,” I said, as my mother whipped the eggs with a splash of water and stirred them into the pan. “We feel like we’re taking care of people when there’s really nothing to be done.” I grinned. “That’s what you taught me anyway.”
The food arrived as Miss Gloria returned from the back deck, Allison still exclaiming over her beautiful jungle of tropical flowers and herbs and tomato plants. I arranged the doughnuts and the sticky buns on two platters. Then a familiar figure approached the houseboat from the parking lot. My boss, Wally, in blue jeans and the trademark Key Zest yellow shirt, loaded down with café con leches in paper cups imprinted with the Cuban Coffee Queen logo.
“Come on aboard. New part-time delivery job?” I asked. “Are things going that badly at the magazine?”
“Danielle said you had a crisis.” He chuckled and set the coffees on the table. “I figured I’d just pick the stuff up and run it over. Make sure everything was okay.”
After he’d said hello to everyone and declined multiple offers to join us for breakfast, I walked him back to his scooter, explaining the situation with Rory. “I may not make it in today, but I’ll e-mail this article either way. And I’ll try to start on the cat piece too.”
“Take your time,” he said. “If you can’t manage, we’ll put something together.” He placed his hand on my shoulder, squeezed gently, and smiled. “Family first.”
By the time I got back to the boat, my mother was delivering the bowl of steaming eggs to the table. She patted her own rear end and winked at Allison.
“Is he cute or what? Didn’t I tell you he’s got the cutest butt?”
“Knock it off, Janet,” said my father. “That’s her boss.”
She made a face and began to scoop eggs onto the plates for her and Sam. “How about that nice Officer Ryan then?” Mom asked. “He seemed kind. And he’s simply darling.”
“Janet,” my father rumbled, “leave it alone.”
“Hayley doesn’t object to me making suggestions about her love life. Do you, Hayley? If you hadn’t noticed, our daughter has a tendency to choose men who aren’t nice to her. I can’t imagine why that might be.”
“Time to get to work,” I said, passing around the thick, sweet coffees. “If you don’t mind, I need some opinions on the pastries. I’m so far behind—this is probably my one chance to taste this stuff for my article. I know I can count on you guys.” I grinned at all of them, trying to appear more cheerful than I felt.
“Oh, this will be fun!” my mom exclaimed as she bit into a doughnut, then chewed and swallowed. “Are you ready?” She waited until I picked up my pen. “I don’t even like doughnuts, but this is amazing. The dough is so light, not cakey or stale. And I love the glaze—sweet but not cloying. Mmmm, I’d put this up against Dunkin’ or Krispy Kreme any day.”
I jotted down a few notes on what she’d said and chugged a third of my coffee, feeling the caffeine sweep through my system and surge toward my tired brain.
“What do you think about the candied bacon?” I asked, pushing a plate filled with specialty doughnuts across the table. She cut off a corner and nibbled.
“Divine,” she said. “Inspired. Although on the other hand, perhaps the bacon gilds the lily.”
“But this sticky bun is better than anything I’ve ever eaten,” said Sam. “It’s got the most amazing caramel crust.” He passed the other half to my father, who nodded his thanks and began to eat. Possibly the first time I’d seen them actually interact.
I noticed that Allison wasn’t tasting anything. “Are you okay?”
“That detective seemed so sure Rory did something bad,” Allison said, placing a hand on her stomach which gurgled loudly enough for the rest of us to hear. “Those questions about whether he used drugs or stole things…”
“He had to ask. Don’t take it personally. That’s just him doing his job,” I said. “I pretty much always feel guilty around him.” I forced a little laugh. “He may look small town, but he’s damn good at what he does. They will find Rory, and he’ll be fine. I’m sure of it.” I dished a scoop of eggs onto her plate, added a few pastry samples, and pressed a fork into her hand. “You need strength in the meanwhile.”
The chatter about the food continued, and I listened with one ear, taking notes and zipping through my iPhone inbox. Then I buzzed over to my Facebook account, looking for messages. Nothing there I couldn’t deal with later.
Then I glanced over at Allison. “Does Rory have an Instagram or a Twitter account?” I asked. “I wonder if he might have left a trail of virtual crumbs last night.”
“I don’t know about those, but he does use Facebook,” Allison said. “We argued about whether he’d accept me as a friend.” She grinned, but then the smile faded away. “At first, he said he wouldn’t post anything if he thought I’d be looking at it. But we’ve reached a little détente: As long as I look and listen and don’t comment, he kind of forgets I’m there.”
I logged into Allison’s account and surfed over to Rory’s page. Front and center was a photo, date-stamped last night. Rory sat entangled with two girls on the Courthouse Deli bench across from the Green Parrot Bar. He had a goofy grin on his face and looked as though he’d been enjoying the Duval Street party. If he hadn’t known anyone in Key West before he came, he’d made friends fast. And one of the girls was dressed exactly as the creepy Jet Ski owner had described her.
My phone rang.
Connie.
“Ray was able to borrow his buddy’s boat for the morning,” she said. “Meet us over at the marina on Stock Island, and he’ll take us around Key West. I know the Coast Guard will be looking, but Ray knows the mangroves and the reefs like nobody’s business.”
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She’d always loved setting the table: the fork was the mom, the knife the dad, the spoon the child. The plate was the family’s world—the mother and father partnering up on the tough parts, the child dipping into the sweetness of dessert at the end.
—Jennie Shortridge, Love and Biology at the Center of the Universe
 
At Miss Gloria’s insistence, we left the breakfast dishes to her, and the rest of us darted out to the parking lot. Mom let Sam drive so the three of us women could cram in the backseat, me in the middle on the hump. The subcompact felt like close quarters with my mother, father, and stepfather, even if we were united by the crisis.
I brought Rory’s Facebook photo up again on my iPhone and tried to explain to Allison and my mother why a bench in front of a deli would have a Facebook page. “It’s a novelty,” I said. “One person set the page up, and now the bench has thousands of friends. People take pictures of themselves on the bench when they’re visiting, drinking Cuban coffee in the morning or beer at night. The bench herself posts about the weather and the bands playing at the bar across the street. It’s just a crazy, fun Key West thing.”
“But what was Rory doing there and who are these people?” Allison asked, peering at the screen. Her eyes were wild with worry and confusion.
“We’re going to figure all that out,” I said, patting her leg. “We’ll find him.”
I directed Sam to turn right out of the parking lot and follow the back streets across the island to avoid the North Roosevelt Boulevard construction. Finally we hit the road that looped along the Atlantic Ocean, and he took a right over the bridge that dumped us onto Stock Island.
Stock Island is scorched black coffee to Key West’s café con leche, housing a lot of people who work in Key West but can’t afford the price of a rental there. A ragged line of homeless folk had begun their daily trek along the outer edge of the golf course, heading over the same bridge we’d just crossed, and from there into town.
“Who are all those bums?” asked my father, craning around to watch them as we skimmed by.
“The homeless shelter is located out this way,” I said. “But we don’t call them bums anymore, Dad—it’s not politically correct. Anyway, they have to vacate the premises by seven a.m.”
“To do what?” he asked, a look of incredulity on his face.
“Some of them go down to Mallory Square to work the panhandling zones,” piped up my mother. “Or over to Higgs Beach, where they hang out on those gazebos we saw yesterday near Connie’s party. It’s a free country. You can’t tell them not to come to paradise.”
“People should pull their own weight,” he said to her.
I shot her a warning glance. Now was not the time to get into a discussion about social justice with my father.
“Some of them are Hayley’s friends,” Mom added with a big smile. “Tony was a big help to her in January when she almost drowned.”
I shrugged, uncomfortable with her need to show him how well she knew me and my world. And honestly, a little uneasy about his reaction. He probably didn’t have the opportunity to meet many homeless people in the gilded New York City suburb of Summit, New Jersey.
“Turn here,” I told Sam, pointing to a marina on the right hand of the road. Not a marina in the sense of a country club—it was more a hodgepodge collection of Jet Skis, paddleboards, kayaks, and beat-up motorboats. Connie and Ray were already standing on the dock, bundled like Eskimos against a colder-than-expected Key West March morning. My father flung the back door open and helped Allison from the car. I scrambled out after her.
“Sorry about the weather,” Connie said as we trooped down the dock. “It’s not what we hoped for.”
“None of this is what we hoped for,” my father muttered. We stopped in front of a battered powerboat minus all frills except a center console with a steering wheel attached.
“I was expecting something a little bigger,” my mother whispered. She’s like me—a cat rather than a fish when it comes to water.
Sam put an arm around my mother’s shoulder and drew her forward. “What’s the plan, Captain?” he asked Ray.
“No plan, really,” said Ray. “The Coast Guard will already be out looking. But with all of us watching as we cruise around, there’s a good chance we might spot something they overlook.”
“But where do we even start?” Allison asked, clutching her arms to her chest and looking as though she might cry again.
“We can’t know where they were headed. Or why,” I said. “But Ray knows this water—he’s lived here all his adult life. He’ll take us around through the mangroves and out toward the live-aboard sailboats. Any place where kids might hide out, right, Ray?”
He nodded and helped the ladies to board. When we were settled—Mom and Sam and me in the bow, and my father and Allison perched on the tiny bench in front of the console—he passed around faded orange life jackets.
“I’m going to point us out toward the Atlantic side first,” Ray said. “Y’all let me know if you see something. You said he was wearing a white shirt, right?”
Allison nodded, looking hopeless. And I had to admit that looking for a white shirt in the vast area surrounding the island did feel a little daunting.
Ray started up the engine and steered the boat out of the little channel into the big channel that fed into the ocean. A thick layer of gray clouds hung down like a quilt of cotton batting, blending into the steely water and obscuring the horizon. The choppy waves spanked the hull. Contrasting with her orange life vest, Allison’s color changed from merely pale to gray like the clouds. She gripped my father’s hand and pinched her lips together.
“You okay?” my dad asked quietly.
“Yes,” she said. “No.” She shot up from her seat, bolted to the side of the boat, and heaved her breakfast into the water. Connie rustled through the little compartment under the console and produced a roll of paper towels. She handed these to Allison along with a bottle of water. Ray throttled back the engine and shouted over the noise of the waves and wind.
“I’m happy to run you back over to the marina.”
“I’ll be fine,” she said, looking more miserable than I’d ever seen her. Except maybe earlier this morning in the police station.
“It’s her son,” said my mother. “She needs to be right here with us.”
Allison flashed her a grateful smile, and Ray accelerated again. My mother pointed to my father and indicated that they should trade places. She took the seat next to Allison and circled her arm around my stepmother’s shoulders, murmuring something that I couldn’t hear over the motor’s roar. I looked away to give them some privacy, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. Nothing could draw mothers together like a child in danger.
We roared past Fort Zachary Taylor State Park and its gorgeous beach, practically empty this gray morning, and then into the channel that funneled cruise ships, sailboats, and yachts into the Hilton marina. One cruise ship was already docked at Mallory Square and another at the Navy’s Outer Mole. In the distance, I saw columns of tourists like ants, marching off the gangplank to the pier and loading onto the Conch Tour Train to be ferried into Old Town.
Ray headed away from the harbor out into the sea, pointing toward lumps of green in the distance. “I’m going to circle around these mangrove islands. You all keep your eyes open and let me know if you see anything.”
He slowed the boat down, explaining that we were in a section of shallow water called the flats. The shadow of a small hammerhead shark with its distinctive Neanderthal-ish head flitted beneath us. Stripes of sea grass alternated with bare sand where unskilled and unlucky motorists had dragged their engines.
Connie and I stood up, taking turns peering through the binoculars that she had brought from home. In a small cove off the mangrove islands, we spotted one of the Danger party boats, and then several kayaks full of shivering day-trippers. Ray veered over to speak with their captain.
My father lurched to a stand. “We’re looking for a missing boy,” he shouted, his words echoing loudly after Ray idled the engine. “Light hair, fifteen years old, wearing a white T-shirt and jeans. He’s been missing since last night,” he added in a voice tight with anxiety.
But none of the boaters had seen him. Allison began to weep, her shoulders shaking in my mother’s arms.
Ray maneuvered the boat out of the flats and we surged past Sunset Key with its perfect pastel houses, home to those with lots of money and a desire for a little separation from the funkiness and accessibility of Key West.
“That island is the ultimate gated community,” Ray explained.
“They say Oprah rented the whole island for her friends and family when she turned fifty,” I added, thinking a little chitchat might help calm my family. “Apparently she had a Conch Tour Train brought over so none of the guests would have to walk a step. There’s a fabulous restaurant on the island that I haven’t reviewed yet. We should all go.”
No one answered. We chugged past a pure white sand beach, pocked with lounge chairs dressed in teal upholstery and shaded by thatch-roofed palapas. The mangroves shimmered in the distance behind us, the only sign of life a paraglider floating above the motorboat that towed it. I’d seen too many dead bodies lately not to imagine it was yet one more hanging from the parachute. I shook that image out of my mind and trained the binoculars on Wisteria Island. Bare sticks of tree trunks protruded from the island, a stark contrast to the tropical foliage on Sunset Key.
Ray slowed the boat again and steered toward a forest of masts on the lee side of the island.
“What is this?” my father asked.
“The city mooring field,” Ray said. “Cheapest rent in town.”
As we drew closer, I saw that the boats farthest out were abandoned, listing and rusted on their moorings. Others were inhabited, decorated with a strange hodgepodge of clotheslines, coolers, and just plain junk. A black cat lounged on the deck of a flatboat that was lashed to two others, creating a floating condo.
“What in the world do they do about kitty litter?” my mother asked with a laugh.
No one but me joined her. Allison still looked gray, the cords in her neck protruding with the tension of focusing on the horizon. And, even though no one mentioned it, the great, intimidating expanse of water.
Connie pulled the binoculars away from her eyes and pointed to a rusty blue sailboat about a hundred yards to starboard. “There’s something on the deck of that one. Probably more trash but worth a look.”
The color drained from Allison’s face as we sputtered closer. First it looked like a pile of rags, but then the shape of a person emerged. A person dressed in blue jeans and a white shirt.
Allison keened like an injured animal—an awful wailing noise that came from deep down in her chest. She fell into my mother’s arms, boneless. Just as quickly she bolted to her feet, and begged Ray to pull closer to the rusting sailboat.
“Wait until we tie the boat off,” said Connie, sliding an arm around her waist and stroking her hair. “Let’s not think the worst until we have a chance to check him out.”
“Oh please god, let him be alive. Oh please god,” Allison whispered.
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Battered, beaten, I’m obsessed
with flour water butter heat.
I’m addict, artist, marbled meat,
and you, the passion I’ve repressed.
—Sophie Strauss
 
Ray bumped our boat alongside the sailboat. Connie took the helm, and Ray leaped onto the second boat and tied ours off to one of its rusted cleats. Then he reached a hand out to help Allison hop across the gap and come aboard. The old boat shivered and rocked with the addition of the extra weight. Allison crab-walked over to her son and crouched down beside him.
“Probably be best if the rest of you stay where you are,” said Ray. “I don’t know how sturdy she is, and we’d hate to sink her.” He went over to Allison, knelt down, talking softly, and pressed his fingers to Rory’s wrist, and then his neck. He whispered something else to my stepmother, then walked back to our boat.
“He’s unconscious but breathing,” he said.
“Oh thank god,” said my mother, struggling to extract her phone from her purse. “We should call for help right away.”
Ray nodded at Connie, who was already on the radio, explaining our situation to the Coast Guard. “Connie’s got that covered.”
The radio crackled back with instructions to pull into the old harbor alongside the Yankee Freedom. EMTs would meet us on the dock, a plan that flooded me with relief.
“What the hell happened to him?” my father asked. He clenched his fists, scanning the horizon as if searching for someone to blame. “What does it look like? Did he fall or what?”
“He’s got a gash in the back of his head that looks nasty. It’s clotted up a little, but still oozing. And he’s soaking wet. He’s got to be freezing. The faster we get him some medical attention, the better.”
Then I noticed the pink footprints that Ray had made on the deck of the sailboat. Rory’s blood. My stomach pitched and I swallowed hard. Ray climbed into our motorboat.
“And,” he said, lowering his voice so Allison wouldn’t hear—though she could surely see it for herself as she crouched beside him—“his palms are marked up, like he was pulling on a rope or a chain. His face is scratched up and his neck is red too, almost as if someone tried to strangle him, drown him like an unwanted kitten.”
Connie and I gasped. Now I felt really sick.
“We could wait until they get out here, but as long as we’re careful, I think I can get us to land faster than a rescue boat would find us. The emergency medical folks will be waiting for us at the dock. But I’ll need someone’s help,” he said. “I don’t think it’s smart to leave Allison over there.” He smiled apologetically at my father. “She isn’t much of a sailor.”
Sam and my dad rushed to the side of the boat, which rocked and sloshed, nearly capsizing all of us.
“Easy, fellas,” said Ray, holding up a hand and then waving them back to their seats. “Hayley, maybe I can get you to scamper over and apply pressure to his wound. You’re smaller than the guys.” He stripped off his Windbreaker, followed by the T-shirt he had on underneath. He handed the shirt to me. “Keep the pressure steady, but don’t move his head. I’ll tow this tub into the harbor.”
“Got it,” I said.
My father removed his jacket too. “Cover him up with this, Hayley. God knows how long he was in the water.”
I boarded the sailboat and explained the plan to my stepmother.
“I’ll take good care of him,” I promised.
As we changed places, I hugged her, watching a mixture of despair and fatigue wash over her face, taking the place of the elation that had shone there once she saw that Rory was breathing. She crawled back to the motorboat and Ray helped her to board. After tucking my fleece and my father’s coat around Rory’s unconscious form, I pressed the T-shirt to his head, trying not to imagine what might have been exposed by the three-inch gash. Bones? Brains? I didn’t dare look too closely for fear of what I might see. I took a deep breath of cold air, and tried to find a place to pat him where the flesh wasn’t bruised and scraped. I picked up his hand, studying the palm. Impressions like the metal links of a chain were imprinted in his skin.
Springing back on the old sailboat, graceful as a cat, Ray tied it to the back of the motorboat. Then he weighed in the anchor, the chain clanking and complaining as he pulled it aboard. Once the sailboat was floating free, he returned to the wheel of the powerboat. Then the motor sputtered to life and I flashed a thumbs-up. He checked the towrope one last time, and began to guide our craft through the live-aboards, around the far side of Wisteria Island, and straight toward the old harbor.
“We’ll get you home safe,” I said to Rory, determined to keep up a comforting stream of chatter, whether he could hear me or not. Even though a parade of questions ran through my mind about what he’d gotten into and why, and why no one else had seen him lying injured on the boat, I tried to keep my words only positive.
“We’ll get that cut sewed up and you’ll be good as new. Your hair will cover it so no one will ever notice the scar,” I babbled as I stroked his arm. “Ray’s towing us in with his friend’s boat—he’s an excellent captain.”
By the time we chugged into the marina, an ambulance and two cop cars, lights flashing, were waiting in the cul-de-sac where the Yankee Freedom and Hindu boats were tied up. Two EMTs stood on the dock with a gurney. A small flock of seagulls and pigeons huddled on the roofline of the ticket booth; one of them flapped away, loosing a mournful cry. The police corralled curious onlookers who had gathered behind the paramedics—morning people holding steaming cups of coffee, dog walkers, crews from the Fury and Sebago pleasure boats. A charter captain helped Connie and Ray tie up to an open slip and pull the sailboat close to the dock. Within moments, the medics had boarded the boat and taken my place beside Rory. They braced his head and neck with a collar, shifted him onto a stiff board, and strapped him down.
“You did good,” one of them said, patting my back, as the other inserted an IV. They replaced the bloody T-shirt I’d been pressing to Rory’s skull with sterile packing. “We’ve got it now.”
Then they slid the board holding my stepbrother across the hull of the sailboat, transferred him to the stretcher, and rolled the stretcher to the ambulance. Allison scrambled into the back with one of the EMTs, and my father climbed into the cab with the other.
“We’ll call you,” he said as he slammed the door.
“We’ll be right behind you,” I yelled back. “Crap, I can’t believe this,” I said to the others. “Did you see the chain marks on his hands? Who the heck did he run into?”
“Someone bad,” my mother said. “I don’t think they planned for him to live to tell about it either.”
Officer Ryan emerged from the crowd and questioned us about where and how we’d found Rory. “We’ll take it from here,” he told Ray when we’d finished, gesturing to the old boat. “We’ll have our detectives look her over and try to determine what happened. Which of you boarded this craft?”
“Just me and Ray and my stepmother,” I said, pointing to the empty spot where Allison had been loaded into the ambulance with my brother.
“One of our detectives may call you in for fingerprints,” he said. “Good luck with your brother.” He touched my back and tipped his head, a worried frown on his lips. “And you take care of yourself.”
“You too,” my mother said. “Are you working a double shift?”
“I’m fine,” he said, and flashed her a thumbs-up. “We’re a little short-staffed. Spring break, you know.”
We left the sailboat in the old harbor for the police to investigate and puttered back to Stock Island in stunned silence. Once we reached the marina, my mother, Sam, and I sprang out of the boat and hurried over to the rented Kia. I directed Sam past the golf course and the animal shelter to the Lower Keys Medical Center, not far from where we’d landed.
“I’ll wait for you right out here,” Sam said as my mother and I rushed into the emergency department. Once inside, I hesitated, overwhelmed by the strong odor of disinfectant and unpleasant memories of other visits I’d made here.
Mom forged forward and explained to the desk clerk that we were relatives of the boy brought in fifteen minutes earlier. “We’re not blood relations. But related by marriage, you know? He might as well be blood—he means that much to us.”
“Take a seat, and I’ll see what I can find out for you,” the woman behind the desk said with a kind smile.
Ten minutes later, my father emerged from the patient care area. “He’s in X-ray right now, and then they’re going to transfer him to intensive care.”
“Will he be all right?” my mother asked.
“He’s in a coma.” My father shrugged, his face sagging with worry. “They aren’t making long-term predictions until they see the results of the CT scan. But he’s breathing on his own; that’s a really good thing. He went into shock and lost a lot of blood. As you know.” He waved at my T-shirt, stained from my stepbrother’s blood, and tried to smile. The matter-of-fact report did not match his crumpled expression. “The good news is they don’t feel that they need to airlift him out to Miami.”
“Poor Allison,” I said. “What can we do to help?”
“There’s nothing to do here. You should go get some rest, write your magazine piece, help Connie with the wedding. Maybe you can take a shift later. If I can convince her to leave his side. It might be a long haul.”
“I’m so sorry,” said my mother and moved forward to give him a quick hug before he could fend her off. At first he looked surprised and tense, but then he hugged her back.
“What did Rory’s dad say when you called?” I asked him.
“Shit!” my father said. “We totally forgot. That will tip Allison right over the edge. If you thought we had a bad relationship in our low moments”—he looked at Mom—“compared to their divorce, we were bosom buddies.”
The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Rory’s demanding and unpleasant father. But the urge to be of some use to my family was stronger. “I’ll call him,” I said.
“Thanks, but that’s my job,” said my father.
“Let Hayley do it, won’t you, Jim?” Mom said. “You have enough to worry about.”
My father glanced from her to me, and then slowly nodded. “Thank you. Tell him where we are and that Allison will speak to him later.” He blew me a kiss and then hurried away.
“That was sweet of you, honey,” Mom said. She tucked a loose curl behind my ear and leaned over to kiss my forehead.
“I feel terrible for them.”
“Darling, you don’t even want to imagine.” She fanned her face with her hand. “It would feel unbearable to have your own baby hurt like that,” Mom said. “It’s kept me up many, many nights, worrying about you…”
I squeezed her hand and cracked a smile. “After a while, you need to let go or go crazy, right?”
My phone rang as we exited the lobby.
Lieutenant Torrence’s name flashed on the screen. “You found him?”
“We’re just leaving the hospital. He was laid out on one of those wrecked boats off Wisteria Island with a head injury. He lost a lot of blood.”
“Tell him about the chain,” my mother prompted.
I cleared my throat and swallowed. “Your guys should be sure to look at his hands. It’s like he was fighting with someone who had a chain.” I got goose bumps saying the words out loud, remembering the clanking noise Ray made as he reeled in the heavy rusted links attached to the sailboat’s anchor.
“We’ve got forensics working on the boat now,” Torrence said. “And another team headed out to the mooring to canvass the other live-aboards. Usually in a case like this, somebody saw or heard something, though they may not realize its importance at the time. Anything else?”
“Tell him how kind Officer Ryan has been,” said my mother.
“Mom says to tell you Officer Ryan has been a peach.” I blushed, feeling silly and exposed. If I followed my mother’s lead, I’d run through all the eligible bachelors in the police department in no time.
Torrence laughed. “A peach. I’ll make a note of that in his personnel file.”
Suddenly I remembered the photo on Facebook. “Take a look at the Facebook page for the Courthouse Deli bench,” I told him. “Rory was there last night with some other kids—you’ll see him in the photo, the guy with the strawberry curls.”
“Your brother posted the picture?”
“No, it was someone else, maybe one of the girls. But she tagged him.” The Facebook equivalent of introducing someone to your friends or pointing them out in a photo album. I did not mention that Rory looked completely looped—he’d see that for himself. Sam pulled the Kia up to the hospital entrance. Mom got in the passenger seat, and I slid into the back, then slammed the door, still holding the phone to my ear.
“Recognize anyone else?” Torrence asked.
“No. But one of the girls in the photo did resemble the description the guy gave us last night. The girl he thinks stole the Jet Ski.” Was that only a few hours ago? It felt like days.
“Bransford’s on his way over to the hospital to interview your stepmother again. And Rory, of course, when he’s able to communicate. We’ll stay in touch.” He hung up abruptly.
“Any news?” my mother asked.
“Not really. Bransford’s headed over to harass them.” I held up my hand. “Don’t even say it. I know he’s doing his job.”
Then it occurred to me that my friend Jai at the homeless teen drop-in center might have some ideas about the kids in the photo. But I kept that to myself, thinking it might go better if I made those inquiries without an inquisitive entourage in tow.
By the time we returned to Tarpon Pier, Miss Gloria, Connie, and Connie’s father were on Miss Gloria’s deck waiting anxiously as we came up the dock. The women hurried up to greet us. “How is he?” they both asked.
We explained what little we knew as we returned to the boat.
“Thank goodness you found him. He could have been lying there for days,” said Miss Gloria.
And he would have been dead if it had been much longer, I thought but didn’t say.
Mom turned to look at Connie. “Are you feeling all right? You look pale.”
“We’ve called off the wedding,” Connie blurted out.
I gaped at her, stunned.
“Oh no, sweetie, don’t do that,” said my mom. She put her hands on Connie’s shoulders, and looked right in her eyes. “I just know Rory will be fine.” Now she cupped Connie’s cheeks in her palms. “And we’ll need something happy to take our minds off what happened.”
Connie backed away from my mother, bit her lip, and shook her head. “It doesn’t feel right. What if—?” Tears filled her eyes and she blotted them with her sleeve. “You’ve come all this way to help me get married—and what if Rory doesn’t make it?”
“She’s already left a message with the caterer,” Miss Gloria said, wringing her hands. “I couldn’t convince her otherwise.”
“This was the last day we could pull out without losing our shirts entirely,” Connie said. “I’m not throwing a big party when Rory’s so badly hurt and everyone is sick with worry. Ray’s gone back home to call the florist and rental company and the justice of the peace. It’s all decided.”
“Why don’t we call the vendors and let them know we might need to push things back a day or two?” Mom suggested.
“The wedding is off.” Connie’s voice and face turned stony.
“Oh honey,” said my mother, and folded Connie into her bosom. I folded myself in with them for a group sniffle. But hugging Connie felt like trying to comfort a fence post—no give at all.
She pulled away and pasted on a tremulous smile. “You have more important things to take care of right now.” She shouldered her backpack, hopped onto the dock, and strode up the finger to her boat. Her father, Keith, watched her go, then turned back to us, looking apologetic.
“What in the world is going on?” my mother asked.
Keith shrugged. “I hate to say anything but… it’s really not all about Rory. I’m afraid Connie’s fella and I haven’t exactly hit it off.” He closed his eyes and grimaced. Opened them back up. “I’m afraid he’s asked me to leave.”
Now I noticed he was dressed for traveling—creased khaki pants, his blue blazer, a battered leather briefcase with the strap slung over his shoulder.
“Ray asked you to leave?” I stammered.
“How could that be?” Mom asked.
“I shouldn’t have come,” Keith said. “I wanted so much to be here—to walk her down the aisle and make up for the time we’ve lost.” He looked at me. “I let go of her once, and I never wanted that to happen again. But I’m afraid Ray got jealous of my sweet baby’s old man.” He sighed and picked up an overnight bag that had been sitting on the dock next to our rolled-up hose. “Anyway, I’ll let her tell it when she’s ready. But I know it’s not right to make her choose.”
“Why in the world would Ray ask you to leave?” I repeated, stunned. “That makes no sense at all.”
He shrugged, an anxious, puzzled expression on his face. “But he did. And I figured her new life is with him, if she chooses that. So I’m going. But I wanted to stop by and thank you for your hospitality. And say good luck with your brother.” He shook my mother’s hand and then mine, holding mine for a little longer than hers. “I’m glad she’s got such a good friend. She’s likely to be down about everything for a while. But better she figure this out now, than in a couple of years when they have a kid and a dog and a mortgage.”
He nodded at Mom, Miss Gloria, and then me. “My door is always open if you get to Dallas.” He loped away to the parking lot.
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I am the best version of myself when there is less on my plate.
—Elizabeth Gilbert, Eat, Pray, Love
 
“Wow,” I said, watching him disappear into a waiting cab. The door slammed shut and the cab lurched off. After the morning we’d had, this final twist left me confused and numb. “I don’t understand this. What did she say to you?” I asked Miss Gloria.
“When they got back from the marina, Connie’s father was waiting for them in the parking lot,” Miss Gloria said. “I saw the three of them talking and then Ray drove off in a big hurry. Connie was practically hysterical. I offered to make some coffee and talk things through, but she said no, the wedding was off. She insisted that Ray go home to start making calls. Her father tried to argue her out of it, but she wasn’t listening to any kind of reason. You saw the rest.”
“Did she say she was postponing or canceling?” I asked. “There’s a big difference.”
“Off,” said Miss Gloria. She settled her hands on her hips. “Which sounds like canceled to me. And although she said they decided to cancel the wedding, from where I sat, it looked like all her decision. Ray had nothing to do with it, other than slink off to make those phone calls.”
My mom sank into one of the folding chairs we’d set up on the deck and Sam perched beside her, holding her hand. “Maybe she’ll change her mind,” he said, rubbing her back.
“Do you think she has cold feet and the conflict between Ray and her father was a good excuse to bail out?” Mom asked.
I blew out a breath of air. “I know she loves him. I know that. But she loves her father too, even if he did jump ship like a stinking rat. I guess Ray was used to having her to himself, but I never imagined he’d be this jealous.”
“Have there been signs of her getting nervous that we might have overlooked?” Sam asked. “What did she act like when you girls met in Miami to pick out the dress?”
“Excited. Right, Hayley?” Mom looked at me, her hazel eyes worried. “You don’t think I pushed her too hard on all this? Maybe she really wanted to elope—”
“You can’t blame yourself,” I told Mom. “I think she was delighted to have our help with the party. She looked so beautiful in that gown. And then you said how proud her mother would be.” I nibbled on my lower lip. “That made her cry.”
“We all cried a little, but it seemed mostly like happy tears,” Mom explained to Sam. “Of course it’s hard for a girl not to have her mother help with a big transition. But she seemed thrilled when Keith showed up at the party last night. Didn’t she?” She leaned against him and closed her eyes. “I can understand Ray feeling rivalrous when her father suddenly materialized. But throw him out? That seems a little off.”
“More than a little off,” I said. “It’s downright weird. I’m going to talk to Ray. Maybe he can be persuaded to apologize. Maybe he could even catch Keith before he boards the plane. And it could be she’s overreacting. We’re all stunned about Rory. Maybe after a good nap, she’ll reconsider,” I said.
“Don’t forget to call Rory’s dad,” my mother said. “Unless you want me to?”
I considered that offer for one relieved moment. But how would she explain that Allison’s current husband’s ex was calling with bad news about his son? “No. I think it’s better I tell him. At least I’m nominally in their nuclear family. I’ll call once I’ve written a draft of this breakfast piece.”
While I worked up enough nerve to phone Rutherford Michaels, I scribbled some notes on the breakfast goodies that we’d sampled earlier this morning. The maple-glazed doughnut studded with candied bacon was definitely tastebud overkill, though it looked amazing. Irresistible, really: All the breakfast food groups in one sugary, fat-laden package. The passion fruit reminded me of an old-fashioned jelly doughnut from childhood—the fat tubes of sugary dough with jelly squeezing out both ends that my father and I would sneak when my mother wasn’t around to head us off. Only this one was even better. The doughnut with the chocolate ganache glaze was pure heaven. Once I’d roughed out a paragraph extolling the virtues of all those, winding up with the chocolate Boston cream stuffed with Earl Grey–scented pastry cream, I moved on to try to describe the sticky buns from Old Town Bakery.
“Does this sound accurate?” I asked my mother and then read aloud: “Light as air sticky buns striated with currents of cinnamon and walnut, and crusted over with a caramel coating for which you might well be willing to trade your mother.”
“So funny,” she said with a grimace. “But also true. I might even swap you for another bite.” She grinned and then rubbed her eyes and stood up. “Sam and I are starting to feel like drowned rats. Or chilled iguanas. Or something. Okay if we go back to the hotel to take a shower and a catnap?”
“Absolutely,” I said, getting to my feet to see them off. I felt about the same, only without the time to spare.
“Are we still going to Ray’s art opening later? It all seems so awkward,” she added.
“I think so—it’s a big deal for him. I’ll call you if anything changes.”
She took hold of both my hands and squeezed. “I’ll leave my phone on. Call if you need anything. Anything at all.” She hugged me hard.
“Anything at all,” Sam repeated and then helped my mother hop to the dock from the houseboat.
I watched them go, his arm slung over her shoulders. Her head tipped toward him. A good match, I thought. I liked the way he backed her up without forcing himself on her—or for that matter, any of us. He was respectful and pleasant with my father—not acting like one of the roosters that strutted the streets of Key West, crowing over the rights to their hens. I sighed, feeling a twinge of envy, and dialed up Rory’s father.
“Who’s calling?” he answered, his voice frosty like a man who suspected an onslaught of telemarketers, or political pollsters.
“It’s Hayley Snow,” I stammered. “Your son Rory’s stepsister?” Sounding weak and uncertain, as if there was some question about whether that relationship even existed, I scrambled to regain my composure. “I’m sorry to have to call you with some bad news. Rory’s been involved in an accident.”
I heard him suck in a big breath.
“Is he all right? What kind of accident?”
I gave him the stark details of finding Rory on the boat, his transfer to the hospital, and his coma, leaving out the fact that we’d lost him on Duval Street less than twelve hours into the visit.
He began to pelt me with questions. “What are the doctors saying? Do I need to come down there? Is his life in danger?” And most infuriating: “I knew it was a bad idea to let him go. How the hell did she let this happen?”
“Allison or my father will call you a little later with more up-to-date information,” I said, my voice tight with forced politeness. “But if he had been in serious danger, they would have airlifted him to Miami immediately. The worst cases always go out that way. I suspect the police will be calling you shortly.”
“Why in god’s name are the cops involved?”
I paused to breathe and summon up more nerve. “He may have been involved in the theft of a Jet Ski.”
“He stole a goddamn Jet Ski?”
I squirmed silently, wondering how much to say, deciding to ignore that question and try to turn the tables. “What was his frame of mind before he left on the trip?”
Rory’s father snorted. “His frame of mind? He’s a teenager for Christ’s sake. Grouchy. Rude. Uncooperative.”
Which sounded an awful lot like the man I was speaking with, only he lacked the excuse of puberty. I cut off another piece of glazed doughnut for moral support and popped it into my mouth. “Was there anything in particular he was looking forward to about the trip?”
“Look, I have no idea what you’re trying to get at here. Exactly how did he get hurt?”
Was there any chance of making a connection with him so I could learn more about what was in Rory’s mind before he hit Key West? Slim to none, but I had to try.
“Honestly, we don’t yet know what happened,” I said. “I suppose he could have tripped and fallen and hit his head. But they have to consider that someone might have attacked him and fled. There’s too little information to be able to say right now. But the police are very good on this island, and they are looking over the boat very carefully and making inquiries at the mooring where we found him. They will find the person who did this—bet on it.” I paused. “Allison says you’ve enrolled Rory in military school next fall. How was he feeling about that?”
Silence. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I didn’t care how he was feeling about it,” he said. “He needs discipline. A lot of it. This little stunt just reinforces that decision. Except I never should have allowed him to go on this junket. His mother has no idea about setting limits. Never has.” He hung up abruptly.
Poor Rory. Poor Allison. My father was right—his relationship with Mom looked like a Woodstock lovefest compared to that of Allison and her unpleasant ex. And this was what I found baffling and frightening about marriages. How did smart people manage to make such lousy choices? Which reminded me about Connie and Ray, one choice that didn’t seem lousy. And yet she seemed determined to throw it away. I dialed Ray’s number.
“Hi, Hayley.” His voice sounded morose. I swallowed back the questions that I had planned to ask about the wedding—better to ease into that sensitive subject.
“Do you need any extra hands with the show this afternoon?”
“We’re in good shape,” he said. “Nance from the gallery is handling everything. I’m still in shock that they wanted my paintings.”
“Your paintings are amazing,” I said. “It’s just taken a while for the world to realize that.”
“Thanks,” he said. “The reception starts at five. You’re welcome to come by earlier.”
He wasn’t offering anything about Connie or her father or the wedding. But I had to know.
“I’m worried about Connie. Can you tell me what’s really going on? I know she’s concerned about Rory, but canceling the whole wedding? That seems extreme. Won’t you guys lose a fortune?” Which wasn’t what I meant to say at all. I meant to ask why he’d fight with her father. Had something gone terribly wrong between them? But I let the words sit.
“The money doesn’t matter.” After a pause, he said in a small, sad voice: “I can’t talk about it.”
I gave it one more shot. It probably wasn’t fair for me to be furious with him, but I was. “At the shower last night she glowed—she seemed like she was floating, she was that happy to see him.”
Subtext: What the H-E-double L, Ray?
He said nothing.
“Could you call Connie’s dad, maybe apologize and ask him to come back?”
“No. And I can’t talk about it,” he said, sounding even sadder. “You’ll have to ask Connie.”
I heaved a big sigh. “Have you already called the vendors?” I asked. “At least let me do that for you.” I scribbled down the numbers he gave me and assured him we’d be at the opening, unless Rory took a horrible turn for the worse. Or unless Connie threw down the gauntlet and suggested that to be her friend, I couldn’t be his. I’d feel bad about cutting him off, but if sides had to be chosen, I’d choose hers.
Once we’d hung up, I started making calls, beginning with the caterer, Jennifer Cornell aka the Small Chef at Large, whom I knew slightly from her work at several other parties. She had always struck me as professional and reasonable. This morning, I was hoping for a strong showing on both counts.
“It’s Hayley Snow,” I said when she answered. “I’m calling about Connie Arp’s wedding?”
“I’m sorry to hear it’s off,” she said. “We always feel bad when that happens.”
“Here’s the thing,” I said. “I’m still trying to figure out why she’s canceling. A lot of people are already in town for the week.” I sighed. “And Ray’s parents arrive today from Idaho. Supposing she changes her mind in a day or two and wants to go forward. Would that even be possible? Could we put the cancellation on hold?”
“Sadly, I can’t refund the money anyway,” Jennifer said. “We’ve already bought the food and hired the staff. I can certainly wait a bit and see if they change their minds.”
“Sounds like this isn’t the first time you’ve had a wedding canceled.”
Jennifer laughed. “Definitely not the first. I’ve seen cases where the man freaks out and can’t go through with it,” she said. “Or an old flame shows up. Or a serious affair is exposed. Or a family member pulls the plug on the funds, something like that. But every once in a while, one of the parties has been feeling uncertain for a while. When the reality of the wedding sets in, they bail out. And better sooner than later, I always say.”
Jennifer agreed to hold off on trying to sell anything she’d purchased—at least for a couple of days. I thanked her for her flexibility.
None of her theories seemed to match what had happened with Connie. I puzzled over all the boyfriends I’d heard Connie talk about since I’d known her. Yes, there was a boy in high school who broke her heart and took another girl to the prom. Yet I’d never heard one yearning word about him, only sadness for the jilted girl she’d been back then. And for the prom gown she’d bought for the dance but didn’t get to wear. And she’d dated a few guys during our college years, but most of her energy then had been taken up with supporting her mother as she struggled with virulent cancer. And then facing the reality of her death, pretty much alone, except for my family and me. Her dad had moved out during her senior year in high school and her parents were divorced before the cancer struck. As angry as she’d been, Connie mourned her father’s absence in her life. Ray had to know that. He had to know how much Keith’s presence would mean to her now.
Shoulders slumping, I started on the other calls to cancel the flowers and the rental china, all of which had been my mother’s idea anyway. Connie would have been happy with paper plates and a nosegay of daisies. Finally, I called the justice of the peace, who was sympathetic but unwilling to keep the date on hold. He had two other couples on his waiting list and he had to be fair with them.
And finally, I dialed the event planner at Fort Zachary Taylor State Park. This was the call that killed me, because Connie and Ray and I had walked the beach months ago to pick out the perfect spot: R2, the one Key West locals called “the point.” It had a perfect view of the sunset, and cruise ships and sailboats passing by in the channel. And a waiting list a mile long of anxious brides who wanted their married lives to begin right there. When I reached the event planner, she offered perfunctory sympathy and then excused herself to begin dialing the names on the waiting list to fill Connie’s slot. I hung up and dropped my head to my hands.
“What’s left?” Miss Gloria asked, hovering anxiously at the door to our boat.
“Pretty much just the dress,” I moaned. “Maybe we can sell it off on eBay. Surely there are brides on a budget who would be willing to accept a dash of bad wedding history in exchange for an excellent price.”
She nodded. “There’s no hurry on that though, right?”
But I felt mournful thinking of how perfectly the gown skimmed Connie’s figure and how thrilled she’d been when she’d first tried it on. How could this week possibly get worse?
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Better to enjoy a sliver of the finest French cheese, than to devour an entire frozen cheesecake that tastes like the cardboard wrapping it came in.
—Peg Cochran, Allergic to Death
 
As soon as I’d gathered myself together, I left the dock, hopped on my scooter, and headed over to Truman Street to talk with Jai Somers at Project Lighthouse, the teen drop-in center. Inside, Jai, a don’t-mess-with-me redhead in a sleeveless leopard-patterned top and jeans, called out a greeting from her seat on an overstuffed green couch. “What brings you here?”
“I was hoping you’d be able to chat,” I said, glancing around at the busy, messy room.
“Can you hang out ten minutes?” she asked. “I’m finishing up a conversation with a newcomer.” She patted the shoulder of the teen perched next to her. “Have a seat and some coffee if you like.” She waved me to an oval table that looked like it had been scrounged from a tag sale at a real estate office.
I crossed the room to the small kitchen and poured myself a cup of strong, bitter brew, and then took a seat opposite a girl who had disassembled her Rollerblades and spread the pieces out on a newspaper. I studied the room’s cheerful chaos—school textbooks crammed on shelves next to paperback mysteries, a drum set, jumbled boxes of first aid supplies, art equipment, paper towels, and toilet paper. In a dark cubby off the bigger room, two kids sorted piles of used clothing and towels. In the farthest corner near the window, a small Norfolk Island pine was still dressed for Christmas in red bows and small glass balls.
Snatches of Jai’s conversation with the newcomer drifted over from the green couch. “I’m going to review some of the house rules here and tell you a little about the town, okay? It will sound like a lot at once, but the guidelines help everyone get along.”
The new girl blinked and drew her thin, bare legs up onto the couch. I wondered if she’d run away from trouble with her parents at home. And if so, why would these rules seem palatable? I tried to picture Rory in this space, feeling so cut off from his world at home in New Jersey that he’d seek comfort or company at a homeless-teen center.
“We can’t operate as a storage unit,” Jai was saying. “If you leave stuff around, it’s up for grabs. No sleeping here—if you nod off, I have to wake you. You need to clean up after yourself. If you are cooking something, don’t take your eyes off the stove. We’ve had two fires, and I have no interest in another. Got it?”
The girl nodded, eyes wide. She looked dirty and disheveled, but definitely not emaciated. And the blond streaks growing out in her hair looked professional, not done with a home coloring kit or a bottle of peroxide. I wondered again where she had come from and how she had reached this place.
“No drugs or alcohol. Period,” Jai continued. “If we think you’re under the influence, we’ll ask you to leave. No horseplay, no fighting. If you’re having trouble with someone, let me know.
“The only legal place to sleep overnight in Key West—besides hotels and all that if you have the dough—is KOTS out on Stock Island.” The girl on the couch was beginning to look glazed. Jai patted her knee. “We can talk more about that. It’s important to remember, no open alcohol containers in town. You’ll look around and see all those tourists carrying beers and drinks, and you’ll think it’s legal. But it’s not.”
A heavyset dark-skinned girl piped up from her seat at the computer. “Legal for rich folks,” she said, an army of piercings bristling around her nose and mouth as she spoke. “The cops enforce the laws selectively.”
Jai shrugged. “I just tell you the facts so you know what you’re dealing with. There are more homeless people here per square inch than most places in the country, and yet there is a high standard of living, which makes it hard to get off the streets. And the town wants to encourage tourists—you can understand that scary street people aren’t a selling point for a tropical vacation getaway.” She smiled. “For your own benefit, stay off the cops’ radar. Don’t hang around in the same place every day. Be cooperative and polite. Your best bet is to have some goals.”
As she continued to talk with the girl about jobs and college, I watched the young woman at my table put her skates back together.
“Do you mind if I show you a picture?” I asked. “My stepbrother got into a little bit of trouble last night and we’re trying to figure out what happened.”
The girl’s eyes narrowed, but then she shrugged and wiped her hands on an old towel. The young woman at the computer stopped what she was doing too and rolled her desk chair over to our table. I pulled up the Facebook photo on my iPhone screen. “This is him,” I said. “Rory.”
The two girls peered at the phone and then back at me. “Who did you say you are?” asked the computer girl.
I paused, wondering how much to say. If I told them he’d been attacked or involved in a theft, would they be less likely to tell what they knew? “I’m his stepsister. He flew down with our folks yesterday for my best friend’s wedding. But last night, he went out for a walk on Duval Street and well, he ended up in the hospital this morning. He’s only fifteen. So we’re worried. Obviously. If we could figure out who these kids are that he met, maybe they would know what happened.” I tried to sound pleasant and concerned, not hysterical or judgmental.
“I don’t know those kids,” the bigger girl said, though the set of her lips suggested that might not be so. The Rollerblade girl nodded in agreement.
I got the feeling we were all fibbing.
“What would you say is the worst kind of trouble a kid could get into in Key West?” I asked.
“That’s easy,” said the big girl. “Drugs.”
“Human trafficking,” Jai added from across the room. She got up from the couch and came over to look, the keys on the ring clipped to her belt jangling as she walked.
She peered at my phone. One girl in the photo wore pink short shorts, hitched up by a chain link belt with a miniature skull dangling from the end. She’d slung her arms around Rory’s neck, her filthy feet rested on his thigh, and her breasts pressed against his chest, which may have partially accounted for his loopy grin.
“That’s Mariah,” Jai said, pointing at the sylphlike girl with blond dreadlocks. “See the heart on her shoulder? She’s the girl I texted you about yesterday, whom we hadn’t seen in a couple of days. I wonder where in the world he ran into her. I hope she’s okay.”
She took the phone from me and studied the screen again. “The girl with the pink hair is Daisy—she’s Mariah’s bestie.” She frowned. “She told me yesterday that she hadn’t seen Mariah. What’s up with that?”
I sighed, tucked my phone into my backpack, and got up to leave.
“Is your stepbrother all right?” Jai asked as she escorted me to the door.
I lowered my voice. “He’s in a coma in the ICU. We found him out by Wisteria Island after he took off on a stolen Jet Ski last night.” I wondered how much more to say, deciding to leave the rest of the details until we knew more ourselves.
“I’ll let you know the minute I hear anything,” she said.
Outside, the midday sun had finally burned through the clouds and the sidewalk shimmered in the heat. I perched on the seat of my scooter and dialed my father’s cell phone. He answered on the fifth ring, sounding breathless and annoyed.
“Nothing new,” he said before I could ask. “No better. No worse.”
“Shall I come over and take a shift?” I asked.
“She won’t leave him,” Dad said. “Why don’t you take care of your work and swing by tonight?”
“I could bring lunch. Aren’t you starving?” I would be. My mother and I both react to crises with a powerful urge to eat. Or cook. Or both. On the other hand, if food had been Dad’s primary motivator, he would have stayed married to Mom. Mom produced miracles from her kitchen. With Allison, honestly, it was a miracle if she cooked an edible meal. “If there’s anything at all I can do to help, I want to do it.”
“She won’t eat anything. Between getting seasick and worrying about Rory, she has no appetite. I found some doughnuts in the family lounge and scarfed a couple down.” He laughed, a sound so devoid of humor, it frightened me. “We’ll be okay until later. Thanks.” He hung up.
I hated to imagine the pastries that would have been left in the hospital waiting room—heavy, dry, and tasteless. Nothing that would make it into my article alongside the designer glazed doughnuts we’d had this morning—that was for sure. Feeling worried and discouraged, I shifted my scooter off its kickstand and started down Truman toward Whitehead.
I couldn’t do anything for my family right now. And Connie’s decision was also out of my hands. The only thing I could control was my job: I might as well take a run at the Hemingway cats. I called my friend Donna and told her I was heading over.
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I can promise you that if someone close to me had been murdered, I would not be producing cupcakes for a banquet the following day.
—Krista Davis, 
The Diva Frosts a Cupcake
 
It’s almost impossible to enter the grounds inside the wall surrounding Hemingway’s house without feeling your blood pressure drop a few points. The house is gorgeous—a two-story white structure with tall arched windows flanked by lemon-colored shutters and porches that wrap all the way around both floors. And the landscape is green and tropical, a haven for the fifty plus glossy, polydactyl felines that make their home here. I’d started visiting once a week back in the fall when my relationship with Chad was tanking. And I’d made friends with one of the cat caretakers, Donna Vanderveen, who introduced me to many of the kitties. My favorite vacillated between Rudy Valentino, an orange tiger, and Duke Ellington, a gray striper who spent his afternoons stretched along a railing near the entrance so visitors could admire him. Evinrude hated it when I came home smelling of Hemingway cats, and turned up his nose and whiskers at my feeble explanations.
In the garden to the left of the house, event staff buzzed around setting up for a wedding. I sat on a bench off to the side and watched them wind greenery and white roses through the latticework arch that stood in the center of the space. I felt a rush of sadness for Connie. And Ray, too, who seemed unable to breach the chasm between them. How had they gone from delirious anticipation to dejection in the space of twelve hours? It was almost like Connie had flipped an internal switch.
After a few more minutes of watching the workers, I texted Donna to let her know I’d arrived for the interview. She appeared soon after and plunked down on the bench next to me, a rangy, tanned woman in shorts and an orange tank top, her long brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail.
“Sorry to be late,” she said. “All the young cats have to be put away when there’s a wedding or event. It gets a little too crazy for them.”
On the way over, I had scrambled to think of a news angle that would please Wally. And Ava. Though to be honest, Ava would never be pleased with me, only satisfied enough that she couldn’t find a reason to pressure Wally into firing me.
“Have there been any interesting effects of the lawsuit to bring the cats under the protection of the Department of Agriculture?” I tried.
“Not really,” she said. “They came out to investigate and found a passel of fat, happy cats, living a life most cats could only dream of.”
I sighed and rolled the cricks out of my neck. “Any funny stories about individual cats this week?” It was a silly question, nothing a decent journalist would ask. But the worries about my family and Connie were gathering in my mind and sinking to my stomach, and I felt as though I had very few brain cells flickering.
Lucky for me, Donna grinned and began to chat about how the cats were named.
“The staff votes for names when the kittens are only a few weeks old—each one is named after a celebrity. It’s way too early to know what kind of cats they’ll turn out to be, but it’s amazing how the names end up fitting their personalities.”
I jotted notes into a little black notebook. “Can you give me an example?”
“Take Howard Hughes,” she said. “He’s a recluse, like his namesake. Spends almost all his time in the cellar. We don’t always have a cat named Hemingway, but right now we do—he’s a big guy with gigantic paws who loves to brawl. The female cats don’t like him much because he plays so rough.”
A brown tiger cat with white paws like boxing gloves jumped up onto the bench and then sprawled across my lap. “This is Captain Tony,” Donna said. “He loves the ladies.”
I stroked the purring cat and watched the workers roll two large planters filled with ferns up to either side of the wedding arch and maneuver them into place. A third man began to set up rows of chairs dressed in white skirts with big white bows tied in back.
I sighed. “It’s going to be so lovely. And the day is shaping up so much better than it started out. This morning we were absolutely freezing.” I shivered, thinking of the horror of that boat ride, and how shocked and afraid we were, finding Rory injured.
“How are the plans coming for your friend’s wedding?” Donna asked.
“Don’t ask. Disaster has struck.” And then, because her face looked so kind and concerned, I spilled the whole hideous story. Or part of it anyway. It didn’t feel right to air every detail of Connie and Ray’s dirty laundry.
“First of all Connie and Ray seem to have had a fight about Connie’s dad.” I pushed some hair out of my eyes. “Even worse, my stepbrother took off with some street kids last night and got in way, way over his head. I never should have talked my stepmother into letting him go off alone. Because truthfully, I don’t know him well enough anymore to have predicted whether he would find trouble.”
“But his mother would have known, right?” Donna said.
“Not really,” I said. “His pain-in-the-butt father has had physical custody ever since I’ve known them.”
“Unusual,” Donna said. “Seems like most judges don’t like to separate kids from their moms. Even if they’re crazy.”
“Allison’s not crazy. Maybe everyday garden-variety neurotic. But who isn’t? Welcome to my world.” I laughed, raising my hand. “Growing up, I never thought that much about why Rory didn’t live with Allison. When my father married her, Rory was only two. It was fine with me, to be honest. I liked being an only child and the idea of adding a full-time toddler into the mix made me nuts.”
“But now you feel guilty about letting him go last night,” she said.
I nodded, thinking it was a toss-up about who would be feeling more responsible, Allison or me. Then I pulled out my iPhone and showed Donna the Facebook photo. “This is the girl who supposedly helped him steal the Jet Ski.” I pointed to Mariah. “But why? To get money for drugs? Or just a lark?” I frowned. The dreadful possibilities were endless. “I don’t think Rory’s involved with drugs.” But what did I really know? Not much.
My phone rang and Jai’s name came up on the screen. I accepted the call. “That was fast. Heard something already?”
“You’d better be sitting down,” she said grimly. “You remember Mariah, the girl on the bench with Rory? They found her in the mangroves near Cow Key Channel. Floating facedown. One of my kids just texted me the most horrifying picture.”
“Floating?” My voice came out croaky and strained. “Horrifying?”
“She may have drowned,” Jai said. “I’m on my way over now. Where are you? Do you want me to pick you up?”
“I’m at the Hemingway House. I’ll meet you there,” I said.
“Head out toward Smathers Beach—she’s on the right, past the East Martello tower and the airport,” she said. “Our kid said the cops aren’t there yet. None of them wanted to call it in. They always think they can handle something better by themselves. I just dialed nine-one-one, so I’m certain the lights will be flashing soon.”
I hung up and squeezed my head between my hands. “Bad news about the girl Rory was hanging out with last night,” I said to Donna. “I’ll come back later this week to finish up, okay?”
“Of course.” She hugged me and I slapped my notes together and shoved them into my backpack. Then I took off toward the exit, nearly plowing over a few gawking tourists taking pictures of a preening polydactyl cat.
On my scooter, I buckled the strap of my helmet under my chin and roared east on Whitehead toward the Atlantic Ocean, trying not to think about the floating girl and what this might mean for Rory. Could it be that she was unconscious, not really dead? I whipped around a sightseeing trolley that was blocking the curve at the Southernmost Point and buzzed past the Casa Marina Resort, where my mother was probably napping. Finally I reached Atlantic Boulevard, with its wide sidewalk, long stretch of beach, and array of food carts and water sports to tempt the spring breakers and weekend warriors. This early in the day, Smathers Beach was clear of trash and practically empty of people.
A couple hundred yards past the airport and catty-corner from the Key Ambassador hotel, I spotted bicycles sprawled on the sidewalk. Fifty feet or so into the waist-deep water, a few kids clustered around something floating along the roots of the mangroves. I parked my scooter and trotted toward the edge of the channel, where several joggers and homeless men had gathered.
“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice tight with worry.
“We don’t know. I’ve called the cops,” said a man in blue spandex, holding up his phone as proof.
A stiff breeze was blowing from the north, kicking up small waves in the deep green channel and carrying the sound of the kids’ weeping across the water to the highway. Without giving myself a chance to think too hard, I sat on the cement wall, shucked off my sneakers, and dropped into the drink, gasping at the shock of the cold. In the distance, police sirens shrieked.
Fording across the channel to the kids, I noticed the pink shorts first. Then, the girl’s fuzzy dreadlocks, which fanned out around her face like the snakes of Medusa. And then her green eyes, staring sightlessly into the sun. A motorboat churned by on the other side of our mangrove island and the body bobbed in the waves of its wake, tinting the water pink with blood. One of the girl’s dreads caught in the mangrove roots, making it look like she was nodding her head. And also moving the chain that was wrapped around her neck.
“Is she breathing?” I asked, feeling my own life breath catch in my throat.
The small knot of teenagers clutched one another and wailed. The girl’s body bobbed loose from the mangroves and started to wash away with the fast-moving current. I splashed after her, caught one clammy hand, and towed her toward land. On the shore, Jai screeched her scooter up onto the sidewalk, plunged into the water, and waded toward us.
“Let’s get her to land,” I said, and, more for the benefit of the mourning teens than from any hope for the girl: “Let’s get her some help.”
Jai took one of her arms and I took the other—my body sensing the chill of her flesh, my mind refusing to absorb it—and we guided her in. As we reached the concrete wall, two cruisers screeched to a stop, their lights flashing. An ambulance roared in from the other direction. A police officer burst out of his car and trotted over. With the help of the officer from the second cruiser, the girl’s body was dragged out of the water, onto the sidewalk.
I watched the EMTs work on her, but they seemed to lack the surge of energy and urgency I’d seen when they recovered Rory from the sailboat. Focusing on small things to keep from getting sick to my stomach, I noticed the scraped skin on the back of Mariah’s calves and two nail tips broken off on her right hand. And I remembered how her green eyes had shone in the picture on the Courthouse Deli bench as she looked up at my brother. How flat they looked now.
Meanwhile, a young woman in black pants, a black jacket, and a turquoise shirt emerged from an unmarked car and conferred with the two cops who were marking out a wide perimeter around the scene. She had a camera in her hand and a gun at her waist. She approached the girl on the sidewalk, spoke softly with Jai and the EMTs, and then began snapping photos. Another car pulled in behind hers. Detective Bransford got out of the vehicle, his eyes shielded by gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses. He had to have seen me, but he stood several yards away and did not acknowledge my presence.
Finally Mariah was loaded into the back of an ambulance, which drove off with lights flashing but no siren blaring. I was quite certain she was dead.
Jai collected the teens into a comforting huddle, rubbing backs, handing out tissues, and murmuring soothing words. “The police will need to speak with each of us,” she said. “So we can find out what happened to Mariah.”
“Can we go be with her in the hospital?” asked one girl. “She’ll feel so scared if she wakes up alone.”
Tears stung my eyes. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and whirled around, startled. Detective Bransford.
Since his face looked almost sympathetic, I asked: “Do we know how this happened?”
“Not yet. Not until the medical examiner gets a look.”
“But did you notice the scrapes on her legs? Do you think she drowned, or was she strangled?”
He scratched his head and adjusted his sunglasses. “The medical examiner will answer that. Doesn’t look like a straight drowning to my eyes.”
Which was how it looked to me, too. My mind leaped to the worst possible scenarios, because who drowns on a perfectly flat sea in shallow water? Unless maybe she’d been drugged to the gills. Unless the boy she’d run off with had gotten stoned or drunk and attacked her and wrapped her chain belt around her neck. And left her for dead.
“This is bad news for my stepbrother, isn’t it?”
He stared at me. “Not such good news for her either,” he said, gesturing at the place where the girl had lain. “If you know anything more than what you’re saying, it’s important that you tell us.”
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As my parents’ marriage wore on and she grew angrier, the eggs were medium boiled, their firm yolks like thick golden velvet, with spots of remaining tenderness just barely discernible.
—Elissa Altman, 
“Angry Breakfast Eggs”
 
Once the female detective had taken my statement and my contact information, she dismissed me for the time being. Jai’s traveling kids, the ones who’d found Mariah, were not so lucky. They were loaded into an unmarked car and transported to the station for further questioning. I buzzed back over to Tarpon Pier and called Lieutenant Torrence from the parking lot to fill him in on the latest, which he’d probably already heard.
“I feel bad for those kids,” I told him, “finding their friend dead and now scared to death and dragged into the police department.”
“The detective has to make sure she gets everything she needs from them while the story’s still fresh,” he said. “Once they calm down a little, they may remember more about the situation than they were able to tell her on the spot.”
“Like what?”
“Like what shape the body was in when they found it. Anything unusual they might have noticed around the mangroves. And so on. You—we know how to find later if we need to. With those kids, you never know.”
“I guess,” I said, thinking of how Rory had vanished so quickly into the Key West spring break party scene. And he was a “normal” kid with a loving family. Nothing to run from. As far as I knew.
“At a crime scene,” Torrence added, “you never know whether a witness was more involved than they tell us at the beginning. It’s not uncommon for someone who looks like one of the victims initially to end up having been the attacker.”
Which stabbed a jolt of fear to my gut. Was he talking about Rory? I thanked him for his help and trotted up the finger to our houseboat.
Miss Gloria was snoozing on the couch, the cats curled up on either side of her, Evinrude’s motor idling. He blinked in sleepy recognition. I would have loved a nap myself, but I knew better than to think I could fall asleep the way my mind was racing. Instead, I took a long, hot shower, dressed in dry clothes, and set out across the island to the Casa Marina. I took a back way over, up Flagler to South Roosevelt Boulevard and along the beach. Other than the yellow police tape marking off the area, most of the traces of the crime scene that I’d left only forty-five minutes earlier had been cleared away, as if none of it had happened.
A little farther down the beach, the food trolleys catering to spring breakers had opened for business and I could smell the tantalizing odors of tacos and hot dogs. Though how I could be hungry after what I’d witnessed this morning was beyond me. I pulled into the hotel parking lot, so distracted that I almost ran down the valet. He leaped from the driveway to the sidewalk.
I parked my scooter and ran over to apologize.
“No problem, I’ve got quick reflexes.” He grinned and pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head. “How are your folks enjoying their visit?”
“To be honest, there’s been a little more excitement than we bargained for,” I said. “My brother was injured last night and he’s in the hospital.”
“I’m so sorry,” he said, frowning. “You mentioned something about him this morning. I wasn’t quite awake.”
I nodded. “It was darned early. I suppose you heard about the girl who drowned just up the road,” I said, knowing news traveled fast in this town.
“A little bit,” he said. “That’s so sad.” A look of concern crossed his face. “I hope she didn’t have anything to do with your brother.”
“I hope not,” I said, feeling tears prick my eyes.
A deep blue Mercedes pulled into the lot, and he started over to help the driver. “Please let us know if there’s anything we can do,” he called over his shoulder.
“Thanks.” I turned away and dialed my mother. Sam answered her phone.
“Your mom’s in the shower,” he said. “Can I give her a message? Is there news about Rory?”
“Sort of,” I said, and told him about the dead girl washing up in the mangroves.
“That’s horrible,” he said, his voice full of sympathy. “Where are you now? Does Allison know?”
I choked up a little, thinking of how awful she’d feel when she got this news. Because however it had happened, the girl’s death would lead to more pressure on Rory. “I’m downstairs. I need to get to the office, but I thought if you guys were decent…”
“Come right up,” he said firmly. “Room 412.”
I hurried into the lobby, which looked just as posh and welcoming as it had yesterday when we’d all gathered for what was supposed to be a joyous, relaxing week. But in that short time, everything around me had gone to hell. Silly as it sounded, I felt like I needed my mother.
Mom met me at the door to their room, in her bare feet and a white terry bathrobe, her hair wrapped in a towel. She pulled me into a hug, then drew me into the room and closed the door.
“Oh honey, tell us what happened.”
So I sank into a plush white upholstered chair across from Sam, who looked like a teddy bear in drawstring flannel pajama bottoms, a faded Princeton sweatshirt, and tousled hair. After describing my visit to Project Lighthouse and then how the call had come in about the girl in the mangroves, I voiced the fear I hadn’t wanted to admit to myself: the possibility that my stepbrother could be accused of her murder, and the even more distressing possibility that he had in fact killed the girl or, almost as bad, gotten into a terrible accident and allowed her to die.
“I think you’re jumping to the worst conclusions too quickly,” said Sam in a businesslike voice I hadn’t heard from him before. “There could be dozens of explanations for why she ended up where she did. She had an entire life’s history that we know nothing about, and she only met your stepbrother last night. Anyway, her body was discovered on the opposite side of the island from where we found Rory. And he isn’t a bad kid, just young and a little reckless. Am I right?”
“Yeah.” I wanted so badly to believe his reassurance—he was a lawyer after all. And a smart and sensible man. But my picture of Rory was morphing like a fun house mirror. How much did I really know about him these days? I felt for my throat, suddenly filled with a lump so big it was hard to breathe around it.
“The chain she was wearing around her waist ended up around her neck,” I said, fingering my phone and wondering whether to show the photo I’d taken. “I remember seeing the little skull on the end of her belt. And Rory had injuries on his hands that looked like they came from a chain. It’s going to be hard to explain that away.”
Mom’s eyes widened. “She had a chain around her neck?”
I nodded, kept the phone in my pocket. Saying it out loud was enough.
My mother unwrapped the towel from her head and blotted her hair dry, worry lines radiating from her lips as she frowned. “Seems more likely that some third party attacked them both, doesn’t it, Sam?”
Sam cleared his throat and leaned forward. “You have to allow the police to do their jobs—collect the evidence, interview folks, and then come to their own conclusions. You can speculate all day long, but it’ll only make you anxious.” He ran his fingers through his hair and squinted at me. “Did you tell your cop friend about the chain link connection?”
“I only thought of it as I was riding over.” Which was not true, strictly speaking. But I hadn’t been able—or willing—to put it into words until now.
He rubbed his chin, hard enough to make the sound of his whiskers audible. “Did you mention to the cops that she was wearing the chain belt in the photo?”
“Not yet.”
“They’ll figure it out,” he said, his brow furrowing. “Honestly, I’d keep your suppositions about Rory between us. Chances are, they’ll notice those details and put the rest together. And it won’t help your brother one bit to spotlight your worst fears. I had a case like this one time where my client’s mother blabbed to the cops and ended up getting him convicted.” He shook his head. “She hadn’t meant to harm her son’s case. She’d only meant to help.”
Which made my heart rate tick higher—had I said too much already?
I swallowed the saliva pooling under my tongue. “I did already mention the chain and the deli bench photo to Lieutenant Torrence. But he’s my friend.”
“Remember though, he’s a cop first,” said Sam gently.
“What can we do to be helpful to poor Allison?” Mom asked.
“I’m certain Detective Bransford isn’t going to want a few citizen deputies traipsing around the island, looking for clues. Especially citizens who are peripherally related to a suspect,” I said, managing a weak smile. “If that’s what you were thinking.”
Mom laughed. “I was thinking that at some point, everyone’s going to need to eat. And doesn’t Ray’s show open tonight?”
I groaned. “Five o’clock at the Gallery on Greene. If you think we should still go. Is it disloyal to attend the opening if Connie’s called off the engagement?”
“Surely not,” said Mom.
“Nothing seems sure at this point,” I said.
“I suggest we make a nice dinner to serve after Ray’s party. If it’s okay with Miss Gloria, we could ask people back to your houseboat. Ray has family coming in today too, doesn’t he? People will need a place to gather. And try to regroup. Someplace that feels warm and homey. That’s where you shine, honey.” She grinned.
“Won’t that put a lot of pressure on Connie?”
Mom shrugged and walked briskly across the room to comb her hair out in front of the bureau mirror. “I’ll call her,” she said. “Maybe I can take her for coffee and get to the bottom of this. What do you think about spanakopita? You can serve a dish like that hot or warm or even room temperature and it’s still yummy. And maybe a great big Greek salad.”
My mouth began to water at the prospect.
“What about your strawberry cream pie, the one with the chocolate crust?” my mother asked me.
“Perfect. And pimento cheese with crackers and celery, in case people get there early?”
Sam rubbed his stomach. “That sounds amazing. You’re making me drool.”
“I’ll run to Publix and do the shopping,” Mom told me. “I know you have things to take care of.”
•   •   •
 
I zipped over to the Key Zest office to finish tapping out the piece on breakfast pastries. It wouldn’t hurt to stage a personal appearance, to reassure Wally that I was working hard on my assignments and making significant progress, regardless of the actual facts. I swore on the way over that I would not talk about the problems I was juggling: Act professional, turn one of the pieces in early, and be on my way.
But I hadn’t counted on my coworkers’ solicitous comments hitting me as soon as I came into the office.
“That was such a nice party last night! Did it go on forever?” Danielle asked. “You look a little peaked.”
Wally emerged from his cubicle, pushed his glasses up to the top of his head, and looked closely at me.
“Hayley, what’s wrong?”
My lips started to quiver and pretty soon the whole story poured out.
“Can I take something off your plate?” Wally asked. “Your family should come first.”
I felt a rush of gratitude. On the one hand, giving up my writing assignments would make for less to worry about this week. On the other, I could picture Ava Faulkner panting for an opportunity to can me. Now was not the time to appear weak or vulnerable.
“I’ve got the breakfast article practically in the bag,” I said. “But thanks. And I’ve already started to rough out the piece on the Hemingway cats. That one won’t be hard.” Not if I could think of some clever way to frame the darn thing. And fit in another visit that wasn’t interrupted by terrible news. “What else do I have?”
Danielle ran her finger across the spreadsheet open on her computer screen. “The review of Paseo,” she said.
“I need to go out to the hospital and check on Rory,” I said. “But I could swing by the restaurant and pick some food up to take to Allison and my father. He said they weren’t hungry—”
“And he’s related to you by blood?” Wally joked. “I’ll call an order in and you get going. Anything they won’t eat?”
“Get the salad for Allison, with grilled shrimp or chicken, maybe one of those enormous chicken sandwiches for my dad. And a pork roast dinner for me, just so we try a little of everything. Oh, and the roasted corn, better order two of those.”
I thanked them both and trotted down the hall to stash the Hemingway cat notes on my desk and then wash my face and use the ladies’ room. I blew a kiss at them on the way back out, thinking how incredibly lucky I’d been to land this job, with these people. But Wally reached for my wrist as I went by, and pulled me into a hug. My head against his shoulder, I slowly hugged him back, overwhelmed with the minty scent of his aftershave. My heart began to beat faster and I pulled away before I could do—or even think of doing—something stupid with my boss.
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I understood when I accepted this job that I was to think of myself as a kind of public functionary—a Designated Eater. I endured the caloric overload and the punishments to the body so readers could spend their time and money more sensibly.
—Todd Kliman,
 
“The Food-Critic Father”
 
I roared across Simonton Street and took a right on Eaton. The spring break hordes had begun to clog the streets, which meant good news for the merchants. Not so good for us locals, as I had begun to think of myself. For us, more traffic, more lines, more need for reservations, more crap left on the streets; trash dropped wherever they finished drinking or eating, as if there was a giant housemaid who would come around at night after the bars closed and pick up after them. Which in a way, I suppose there was—the street sweepers that circled Old Town every morning. But even this was part of the Key West cycle, a phase you had to roll with if you wanted to make this place home.
The food at Paseo’s wasn’t quite ready when I arrived, so I sat on the bench outside and made some notes about the “ambiance.” A parade of trucks and scooters rumbled by on Eaton Street, belching and honking at hapless bicyclists who didn’t know enough to use the bike lane one street over. Not exactly a garden spot for eating, but my mouth was watering at the smells of garlic and roasted meat wafting from the grills inside the restaurant. With the take-out food finally in hand, I set off through the traffic up the island toward the hospital. I phoned my father once I had parked and was walking to the entrance.
“Dad, I brought you some lunch. On my way up. How’s Rory?”
“About the same,” he said, his voice gruff with something. Exhaustion? Worry? Gratitude that I had come? Definitely the first two and hopefully the latter. “Nothing’s changed—nothing better, nothing worse. I’ll meet you in the waiting room and you can go in for a minute. Allison will be glad to see you.”
I wasn’t sure that was true. She was probably mired too deep in a pit of grief and fear to care who visited. I carried the fragrant sack up to the third floor where the intensive care unit was located, hoping the scent of Caribbean spices wafting from the bag wouldn’t bother the other worried families.
My father met me in the hall, and offered me a hug more substantial than his usual reserve allowed. He wore the boat shoes and jeans and polo shirt he’d thrown on this morning, and he smelled of body odor and salt air and bad coffee. His face was pale, carpeted with a blond stubble that was—for him—unusual. He hated to be underdressed or poorly groomed—even at home, but especially in public.
“She’s in with him,” he said, tipping his head at the door leading to the patient rooms. “Call the nurses’ station from the phone by the door and they’ll buzz you in.” He took the food from me. “Go on and say hello.” He sniffed at the bag. “This smells good. I didn’t think I was hungry.”
A nurse in pink scrubs let me in and pointed out Rory’s room. I used the Purell dispensed from a stand to clean my hands, then tapped lightly on the door to my stepbrother’s room and took a step inside. Rory looked young and vulnerable in the hospital bed, the sheets drawn up to his chest, the machines by his bedside beeping and hissing. Wires snaked out from under the sheet, leading to the portable heart monitor and then to a computer. He had an IV inserted in his arm and an oxygen tube in his nostrils. The scratches across his cheek bloomed red against his white face.
Allison was seated on the far side of the bed. She tried to smile but mostly failed. “Thanks for coming.”
I waved her thanks away. “Everything going okay?” I mentally pinched myself. Of course it wasn’t going okay. Her son was injured and unconscious—and god only knew how he’d ended up like this. “I mean, how are you holding up?”
Her eyes watered and one tear wandered down her face and dropped from her chin to her forearm. She looked at the damp spot as if she didn’t know what it was or where it had come from. “I can’t believe this is happening. I never should have let him go out by himself last night.”
“It was my fault,” I said. “I had no idea he would meet people that fast. And—”
A knock sounded on the door. Bransford entered, a grim expression on his face, trailed by the nurse swathed in pink. “Ten minutes,” she said to him, shaking a warning finger. “Out of the room. I don’t want him hearing anything stressful. And I’m sorry but you”—she pointed at me—“will need to leave.”
I forced a smile at my stepmother and glared at Bransford, trying to communicate that he needed to go easy on her. Allison sucked in her breath, her eyes glassy, and reached for my hand. “Please can she stay for a moment?”
The nurse made a tsking noise, then nodded. “Five minutes,” she told Bransford.
We shuffled just outside the door so Allison could maintain a sight line with Rory. Bransford leaned against the wall and turned to Allison, who had clasped the fingers of my left hand in a vise grip. He said in a gentle voice: “You’re probably not aware that the girl your son was seen with last night has expired.”
Allison squeaked and clutched my hand harder. Was it my imagination or had the beeping of Rory’s machines increased its tempo?
“We have an obligation to treat the death as a homicide until we find out that it’s something different,” Bransford continued. “Do you understand what I’m saying? Your son may have been involved with this young woman’s death.”
Her expression froze; a little spit bubbled in the corner of her mouth.
“When Rory regains consciousness, we’ll be able to ask him directly what happened, but in the meanwhile…” He shifted from one foot to the other. “Does your son have a history of theft? Violence? Cruelty to animals? Fire-setting?”
The machinery in the room hissed and cheeped and Rory seemed to sigh. Allison shrugged helplessly, let go of my hand, and returned to Rory’s bedside. She leaned over to stroke his downy cheek, which was marred by a few acne scars and the lattice of scratches. We followed her back in.
“I’m not aware of any kind of trouble like that. But…” Her words trailed off and she slumped back into the plastic chair beside his bed.
“But?” Bransford prompted her.
“But he is a teenage boy, and lately he’s been a challenge.” She paused again.
“A challenge?” Bransford asked.
“What does this have to do with anything?” I asked, thinking of Sam’s advice about how maybe the cops were not our friends. I touched the back of Allison’s free hand. “You don’t have to tell him anything,” I said gently.
Bransford glowered at me. “If she wants us to find the person who hurt her son, she will want to tell us what she knows.” He fixed his eyes on her, an empathetic smile on his lips. “You said your son had been a little challenging lately?”
Allison glanced at him, then back at me. “His grades took a nosedive this last year and my husband—ex-husband—is furious.” Her voice wobbled. “He hates the idea of wasting all the money he’s spent to send him to the same boarding school everyone in his family attended.” She shook her head and flashed me a shaky smile. “I always thought private school was ridiculous. Hayley here went to a public high school and then Rutgers, and look how well she turned out.”
I squeezed her hand, sure Bransford didn’t want to hear more about my plebeian pedigree.
He grimaced. “And so?”
“And so my ex decided a military academy would straighten him out. Of course, Rory was furious about that.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her son’s ear and then straightened the tube that was feeding him oxygen. “Is furious.” Her voice drained away.
“Do you have names of any friends who might be able to speak to his frame of mind before he arrived in Key West?” Bransford asked.
Allison’s face froze, only her eyes darting from Rory’s face to mine, and then to the detective. “Hayley? Can you think of anyone?”
I shook my head. “I’m sorry. We haven’t kept in good touch. It’s my fault. He’s just a kid. I should have reached out a little more.”
“It’s not your fault,” Allison said. And to the detective: “Maybe you had better speak with his father directly.”
“We have spoken with him. Briefly,” Bransford said. “Since he’s on the way down, we’ll talk in more depth when he arrives on the island.”
“He’s coming to Key West? Rutherford? Oh my god, he’s going to kill me.” She buried her face in her hands and began to weep.
“That’s enough for now,” I said to the detective. I stood up and pointed to the door. He turned to leave, and I followed him out to the waiting area, where my father had a napkin tucked into his shirt and the food spread out on the coffee table. He sprang to his feet, gripping the Caribbean roll, a dab of sauce on his chin and more on his fingers, still chewing.
“What’s going on?”
Bransford said nothing.
“Rory’s father is on his way down,” I explained. “And Allison’s in a million pieces.”
My father set the sandwich on the table and strode over to the phone hanging by the entrance to the ICU. “Could you buzz me into my son’s room?”
“Do you have a working theory here?” I asked Bransford, once my father had disappeared into the unit. “Or are you just trying to intimidate her?” How had I ever found this man attractive? He looked the same on the outside—tanned, fit, and handsome—but how had I missed that he lacked a heart?
“You can think the worst of me if you choose,” he said, his eyes narrowing as though he could read my thoughts. “But the fact is that this boy was the last person seen with a girl who may have been strangled to death last night. And the marks on his face and his hands suggest that he was involved in a scuffle. Even a rookie would find that an interesting coincidence.” Then he straightened the knot on his thin black tie and strode down the hall toward the elevators.
I sank to the couch in front of the food, legs quivering. Why did fighting with him make me so hungry? It was pretty simple, really, according to my psychologist friend Eric’s assessment. Food meant love and comfort and even peace in my family. Quite natural that I’d crave something good to eat when I felt a little sad or angry, or like now, a lot of both.
I started nibbling around the edges of the Caribbean salad bowl with its rainbow of cabbage, beets, cilantro, and romaine lettuce, topped with grilled chicken, then worked my way through tasting the roasted pork with black beans and rice, and, finally, sampled my father’s sandwich. For the next half hour, I roughed out a review of Paseo’s food. On the one hand, eating and writing about food felt ridiculous in the face of my family’s crisis. On the other hand, it calmed me down and distracted me from fruitless worry.
Paseo’s Caribbean restaurant, while no dining garden spot, is loaded with fresh dishes that burst with flavor without tasting overly spicy. Don’t feel deprived should you choose to order the salad, as it’s chock-full of happy surprises like beets, cilantro, and grilled chicken or shrimp. I usually run screaming from corn on the cob out of season, but Paseo’s fire-roasted version, slathered with butter, cilantro, parmesan cheese, and lime, is to die for. Literally. I could see choosing this as my final death row meal. With something chocolate for dessert, of course.
 
Finally my father emerged from the ICU unit, looking exhausted.
“She’s sleeping, thank god,” he said, and then added: “I think he’s going to come out of this. His color looks a little better to me than it did when we first got here.”
I nodded. Whether it did or it didn’t, I wasn’t about to dampen his optimism.
“Allison told me about the detective haranguing her. That rat bastard.” He knotted his fists, scowling. “Surely that’s not the man you followed to Key West?”
“That was Chad Lutz,” I said, smiling sheepishly. “The divorce lawyer.”
“You deserve better than that, Hayley,” he said in a stern voice. “Just because your mother and I got divorced doesn’t mean you should settle for someone who doesn’t treat you well.” He sighed. “That didn’t come out right. What I mean is, there are good men who want real relationships with good women, and that’s what you deserve.” He squinted and sat down beside me, patted my knee. “I wasn’t always the father I wanted to be. But I love you dearly. I hope you know that.”
Then he picked up the sandwich he’d abandoned earlier and started to eat again, heading off any further sappiness.
“Thanks, Dad. I know.” I grinned and leaned forward to plant a kiss on his forehead. “Dad, what do you understand about Rory’s problems? Why is his father insisting on the military academy? It seems like such a bad fit for him.”
“Rutherford doesn’t like the kids he was hanging out with. Any of them. I think there was a girl whom he particularly considered a bad influence.” He rubbed his forehead. “To be honest, I wasn’t paying close attention.” He dropped his hand and heaved a heavy sigh. “Most of our communication with Rutherford these days is by text message. To Allison’s phone. So I only get snatches of it.”
He crooked a smile. “You know I’m not famous for my listening skills. And besides, he drives me crazy, always up on his high horse. The snotty tone alone slays me. More times than not, he starts in lecturing Allison about how she should be handling Rory. And just about every communication ends up with arguments about money. It makes me want to punch him.” He smacked his fist into his palm. “I’d better get back in there,” he said, and pushed off from the sofa. “I’ll call you later.”
However it could be managed, it sounded like keeping my father and Rory’s father apart would save a lot of misery. Though it was hard to see how that could be arranged. I gathered the trash up and wrapped the few leftover scraps into a plastic bag to carry downstairs to an outside garbage can. At least I could spare the other beleaguered families the smell of onions and garlic—the tantalizing promise of life outside the hospital.
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Food blogs are not so much about cooking as about exhibitionists letting us peep at private lives in hopes we will be, ahem, smitten, a word usually applied to sexual attraction.
—Sandra Garson
 
I sped back down Route One, but then slowed to a crawl when I hit the traffic along the Roosevelt Boulevard construction strip, which seemed to have been torn up forever. The “Citizen’s Voice” column in the Key West Citizen had been bristling with complaints for months and months. But like everything else in this town, the project would get done when it got done, and not a moment earlier. As I inched along with the traffic, sandwiched in between an open air golf cart with RENT ME written on the back end and a flatbed truck full of Hispanic workers, I tried to sort and prioritize the jumble in my head.
My mother would be all over preparing tonight’s dinner, so there was no rush to get back to the houseboat. I could whip up my strawberry pies this afternoon once she vacated the kitchen. But I did need to put another half hour of work into my articles—on-site was probably better, so Wally would see that I was in fact working, not disintegrating into a puddle of stress. And then he could report that to Ava without being forced to lie.
Even more pressing was the question of what had happened with Rory and his new friend the night before. I felt sickened as the memory of the girl floating in the mangroves played through my mind like a jerky home movie. And worried about Bransford’s parting blow, because, yes, even a novice investigator would look at the Facebook photo, the Jet Ski theft, and worst of all, the chain marks, and link the two kids together in a damning way. No chance in hell Bransford would tell me anything that I didn’t already know, but it might be worth putting in another call in to Lieutenant Torrence. At least he would be sympathetic. If I didn’t wake him up. Which meant waiting until six, when his shift began.
Once I passed the Palm Avenue intersection, the traffic thinned out and I continued down Truman Street toward the teen drop-in center. Other than the cops, the person with her finger most closely on the pulse of Key West teenagers would be Jai Somers. I pulled over in front of Project Lighthouse and parked my scooter.
Unlike the quiet scene earlier this morning, now the big room was humming with teens. Girls with nose rings, bare stomachs, and tight jeans. Boys with black T-shirts, tattoos, and ponytails. And kids dressed and coiffed so it was hard to make out which sex they were. They sprawled on the overstuffed couch and chairs, ate sandwiches at the center table, and jockeyed for position at the two computer stations. Jai sat at her desk beside a tearful girl with pink hair and a pixie face who looked about fifteen. She glanced over as the bell on the door jingled to announce my entrance.
“Any news on your stepbrother?” Jai asked me.
I shrugged. “Not really. I just came from the hospital. Maybe his color looks a little better.” I dropped my voice low and moved closer so I wouldn’t telegraph my troubles to all the kids. “One of the detectives was just at the hospital interviewing my stepmother. He’s putting a lot of pressure on her about whether Rory’s been in trouble before. I wondered whether you could put me in touch with anyone who knew Mariah. Maybe even spent time with her last night?”
Jai reached for the pink-haired girl’s hand and whispered something to her. The girl swiveled around to look at me, then barely nodded. Now I recognized her as the second girl in the photograph with Rory.
“Daisy was Mariah’s friend. She says she’ll talk with you. Let’s see if I can find you a spot that isn’t quite so noisy.”
She ushered me and the pixie girl into the cubby where I’d seen kids sorting clothes this morning. Daisy sank into a battered beanbag chair that released a puff of dust and mildew. I crouched on the floor with my back against the wall, so I wouldn’t block her path out. Nothing, my psychologist friend Eric once told me, spooks a troubled soul more than putting yourself between them and the door.
“Let me get you a chair,” Jai said.
I smiled. “I’m fine.” Second-to-last thing I wanted to do was create mental distance between the girl and me by acting like a creaky old fogey.
“Hi, Daisy, I’m Hayley.”
The girl drew her thighs to her chest, picking at the hole in her jeans where one bony knee poked through.
“I’m so sorry about Mariah.”
The girl buried her face in her knees and began to sob.
“It’s so hard to lose a good friend. How long did you know her?”
Daisy wiped her eyes on her sleeve, the gauzy fabric fluttering away to reveal a Teddy bear tattooed inside her forearm, above two horizontal scars, still pink from healing. The dark kohl outlining her eyes melted down one cheek, a luge run for her tears. “A couple of weeks? I don’t know. She was my best friend ever.”
“I’m sorry,” I said again. And I was. Sorry for the dead girl and sorry for this little lost girl who’d taken a blade to her own wrist. Or so it appeared. Sorry that someone she knew so briefly was her best friend. And sorry for all the kids clustered in the drop-in center who had left home for reasons unknown, but probably unhappy. How in the world had Rory found them?
I pulled my iPhone from my back pocket. “You were with her last night?” I tapped through Rory’s Facebook page until I reached the photo of the kids on the Courthouse Deli bench. I passed the phone over to her. “This is my brother, Rory.”
“She loved him,” the girl said, tears leaking from her eyes again. “I can’t believe he’d hurt her like that.”
Which sounded like an extreme reaction, typical of a young and troubled teenager in a world where true love could be declared when you barely knew someone. Although maybe I understood this better than I wished. Wasn’t I the crazy girl who’d followed Chad Lutz to Key West after one glorious three-day weekend and a bunch of sexy text messages? I sighed. This could be bad news for Rory if the cops interviewed these kids. And they probably would. Probably already had.
“I don’t think he did hurt her,” I said softly. “But I’d really like to help find out what happened. Can you tell me about Mariah?”
The girl snuffled and then the sobbing escalated until the teenagers nearest the cubby gathered around the doorway, scowling at me. Two girls rushed over to Daisy and hugged her, shutting me out of their circle of grief. One of theirs—whether they knew her well or not, she was their kind, she belonged to them—had been violently taken. And if Daisy’s assumptions were representative, some substantial percentage of the kids probably thought my brother had killed her.
I stood up and backed into the main room.
Jai held her hands up. “Sorry. She’s pretty fragile right now. I’ll see what I can find out,” she added. “I’ll call or text you.”
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The thing that made cookbooks unique was the personality behind the book. The cook, the chef, the voice in the dialogue about each recipe. A recipe box filled with recipes had a story to tell.
—Daryl Wood Gerber, Final Sentence
 
When I got back to the pier, Schnootie the Schnauzer was tied to the deck of the Renharts’ place, staring at our boat, looking forlorn. She yipped at me, and Mrs. Renhart waved from her deck chair. “I’m so sorry about those cupcakes. My beastie’s still a little wild.”
“It was a perfect storm,” I said with the brightest smile I could manage under the circumstances. With the wedding canceled and Rory in the hospital and a girl drowned in the mangroves, the cupcakes no longer ranked as the biggest disaster in my life. “When—if—things settle down, we’ll have you over to introduce her properly to the felines.”
Inside, Miss Gloria and the cats were watching with interest as Mom patted a spinach, dill, and feta cheese filling into two glass pans. Then she layered a thin sheet of phyllo pastry over the top, picked up a small paintbrush, and began to dab on melted butter.
“This is amazing,” Miss Gloria said. “Now I see where your daughter gets her talent.”
“This is as close as I come to artistic.” Mom laughed. “We already made the salad,” she said, turning to me. “Your pie ingredients are on the table. I left the cream cheese out to soften, and Miss Gloria washed and hulled your strawberries. The oven’s already on.”
“Thank you,” I said. “It’s heaven having a sous chef, isn’t it?”
“Sam’s getting the hang of it when I cook for him. I’m training him early,” Mom said. Miss Gloria giggled. “Stop that,” Mom said, but then they both burst out laughing. Obviously my mother’s love life had been under discussion. Again.
I ignored them and sat at the kitchen table to slice berries as Mom continued to paint her phyllo layers with butter. Miss Gloria grated white cheddar and mixed it into a bowl containing cream cheese, then added chopped red peppers, scallions, and mayo. When the pimento cheese dip was chilling and the two pans of spanakopita were finished, ready for baking later, my mother cleaned up the area around the sink and we traded places. Mom and Miss Gloria went out to the deck with cups of coffee and I extracted the food processor from the bottom pantry shelf. I whirred two packages of chocolate graham crackers to crumbs, then stirred in sugar and melted butter, and pressed the mixture into two glass pie pans. While the crusts baked, I whipped cream and folded in whipped cream cheese, vanilla, and a little more sugar. With the filling in the fridge and the crusts cooling on the stovetop, I joined the others on the deck.
“And you rascals are coming with me,” I said as I passed Evinrude and Sparky. I scooped a cat up in each arm and brought them outside. Evinrude jumped up on the railing, stared Schnootie into a quivering, yapping gray mass, and began to groom himself as though the Schnauzer did not exist.
“He’s going to torture that poor animal into the doggie nuthouse,” my mother said. “Anything new with Rory’s case?”
“I stopped in at Project Lighthouse,” I said. “But the kids were really too upset to talk to me. This girl’s death has been a horrible shock for them.”
“I remember when my son was twelve or thirteen,” said Miss Gloria, “and one of the boys in his class committed suicide. The students were inconsolable.”
“It’s the same thing here,” I said. “And I’m afraid these kids think Rory killed her.”
“Oh no,” said Mom. “He’s not that kind of boy. It’s all so upsetting—they’re looking for someone to blame. No one expects a young person to die,” she added. “It isn’t the proper order of things.”
We gazed out from the deck across the water, soaking up the afternoon sun, lulled by the slap of waves against hull. Several sets of wind chimes tinkled from boats down the finger. But the hazy mangrove islands in the distance would never again look innocent. My cell phone interrupted the silence: Jai. I returned to the kitchen to take her call.
“I was able to talk with Daisy after you left,” she said. “I’m sorry if the kids made you feel bad.”
“I understood. They have to blame someone.”
“Mariah was fairly new to town—I’m guessing she arrived two weeks ago or so,” Jai continued. “But Daisy, poor Daisy. She’s so young and so conflicted about being away from her family. She’s always looking for another mother figure and she took to Mariah like a lost duckling. That girl did have a special sparkle. At the same time, she seemed very vulnerable. It was an irresistible combination.”
“You don’t very often send out text alerts about kids like you did yesterday,” I said.
Jai was silent for a few moments. “The first time she came in our door I had a sense she was in danger. I thought about calling the cops. But what would I tell them? This girl looks like she’ll find real trouble?” She heaved a sigh. “That could be true of most of the travelers who come through here.”
“So what was different about her?” I asked.
“The kids were worried too,” she said. “A couple of them confided to me she was all wound up about a scheme to get rich. They were afraid she was going to do something dumb.”
My heart sank, as I imagined all the dangers a lost teenage girl and a hormone-driven boy without much impulse control might get involved with. “Drugs?” I guessed. “Prostitution?”
“I don’t have the details, but drugs are always a problem. Whatever it was, Daisy thinks Rory was the one who suckered her in.”
“But he only met her twenty-four hours ago,” I protested, feeling a strong urge to protect my stepbrother.
“I’m telling you what she said.” I could hear a ruckus in the background, an angry shouting match between boys that sounded like it was escalating fast.
“Got to go,” she said. “We’ll stay in touch.”
I hung up feeling helpless and sick with worry. How did Rory get into such a mess? I couldn’t wait for him to wake up and explain himself. Surely there was another answer, other than him ensnaring this girl in something illegal that led to her death, which seemed to be the way the signs pointed.
Back on the deck, I started to explain to Mom and Miss Gloria what Jai had told me. But Evinrude sashayed outside again, leaped up onto the deck’s railing, and hissed. Schnootie began to bark her fool head off, drowning out our conversation. My cat balanced on the railing, motionless except for his switching tail, watching the dog fling herself into the air, nearly strangling herself repeatedly.
Mrs. Renhart rushed out from her cabin and snatched the dog up. “Who’s my little Schnootie-Bootie? Who’s my silver beastie?” She looked over at us, grinning like a monkey. “She must be starving. At the animal shelter, she got used to eating right at four,” she said. “We’ll get things worked out, don’t worry. She and Evinrude will be BFFs before you know it.”
I waved and smiled. When pigs flew, that’s when Evinrude would befriend a dog.
“She’s gone completely gaga over that animal,” said Miss Gloria. “But it’s kind of nice to see her so happy.”
“Is it really four o’clock?” my mother asked. “Good Lord, I have to get dressed. We’ll see you over at the gallery? I may be a little late. I’m sure Sam isn’t ready either. He gets so absorbed in his work, he hardly knows where he is—never mind that he’s still wearing pajamas.”
She collected her purse and sweater, kissed us both, and roared off to the Casa Marina. I trotted back to the kitchen to finish making the pies, alternating the layers of sliced strawberries with the whipped cream mixture. I finished by placing decorative rings of halved berries on top and stood back to admire the results. When the world seemed to have spun off its axis, what could be more reassuring than homemade dessert?
Miss Gloria came in to take a peek. “You’ve outdone yourself, young lady,” she said. “But I say that every time, don’t I?”
I picked up her hand and kissed it. “Yes, you do. And I love it.”
“I’m going to stay put this evening and make sure we’re set for dinner,” she said. “Your mother said the spinach pies need an hour to cook. I’ll tidy up around here and then iron the cloth napkins and set the table. Everyone needs a little pampering today.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I hate for you to miss Ray’s reception.”
“I’m sure.” She nodded and grabbed her little black cat just as he jumped on the counter and made a beeline for the whipped cream bowl. “Your family has had such a lousy week. I want this dinner to be special.”
“You’re the best,” I said, and hurried off to hit the shower. I hadn’t had time to get to the Laundromat just yards up the dock, so my choices for outfits were limited. Black cuffed jeans and a black T-shirt with red boots? Or black cuffed jeans with a white lace top and sandals? I sighed. My mother would hate the first outfit. Besides, maybe it looked too gloomy, considering the last two days. And Mom would love the fact that I was still wearing the jeweled sandals that had been her hostess gift when she’d visited in January. So I patched some moleskin on the points where they rubbed my skin raw and prepared to gush about how much I loved them.
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I don’t LIKE food—I LOVE it. And if I don’t love it, I don’t SWALLOW.
—Anton Ego
 
Not far from Sloppy Joe’s Bar, where the tourists flock to soak up some liquid Hemingway, the Gallery on Greene looks on the outside like any other smallish storefront in Key West. Well, minus the T-shirts splashed with gross slogans. But inside, the two-story space holds hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of art, from the carved and painted wood folk art of Cuban-born Mario Sanchez to the splashy tropical palettes of local celebrity painter Peter Vey.
As the door closed behind me, I searched the milling crowd for Ray and then his parents. On my scooter ride over, Ray had texted me, asking if I’d keep an eye out for his folks if he got tied up with admirers.
I know things are a big mess but will you help with my folks?
Don’t think they’ve ever set foot in an art gallery, he’d said. You’ll recognize them, trust me.
If I couldn’t help paste his bride and their wedding plans back together, at least I could try to help his family feel comfortable.
I took a quick tour around the edges of the room to see the work by Ray and three other artists. Though the subjects of Ray’s paintings were everyday scenes, almost nondescript, his colors were luminous, as if every painting was bathed in the glow of a sunset. I claimed no artistic expertise, but his work looked much more professional than the cartoonish sea creatures, fussy tropical flowers, and faux-impressionist palm trees of the other artists.
I spotted Ray in the far back of the gallery, surrounded by fans. His parents stood in the center of the room, near a trio of wooden park benches and elaborate boat models. As Ray had promised, they were not hard to pick out—Ray’s clear blue eyes came right from his mother and the sharp nose and chin directly from his dad. But rather than Key West casual like most of the other guests, they were wearing what was probably their Sunday best, a blue suit for Ray’s father, and for his mother, a ruffled blouse and gray wool skirt that fell in that no-style zone just below her knees. Clutching plastic cups of white wine, they looked bewildered, or stunned.
I hurried over. “You have to be Ray’s folks,” I said. “He looks exactly like both of you. I’m Hayley Snow.” I shook hands with Ray’s father and hugged his mom.
“You’re the maid of honor,” said Ray’s mother, laying a papery hand on my cheek, her face lighting up. “Raymond has told us so much about you. I’m Alice, and this is Charles. Thank you for all you’ve done to help with the wedding.”
Obviously, they hadn’t been informed that the wedding was canceled. Maid of honor or not, I doubted it was my job to break this to them. My mother and Sam worked their way through the crowd and I introduced them to Ray’s parents, feeling relieved to have reinforcements.
“I hope Ray told you—we’d love to have you over for some supper back at my houseboat when you’re done here,” I said. “Mom and I made a simple dinner, but enough for an army. You must be hungry and exhausted. I’m never eager to go out to eat after a long day of traveling.”
“It was a long day,” Ray’s dad, Charles, admitted. “Three different planes starting at six a.m. this morning, and the last one so small the captain asked how much we weighed before we were allowed to board.”
“Can you imagine?” asked Alice. “I so badly wanted to fib, but what if the plane crashed because I’d shaved ten pounds off my number?”
“Or fifteen,” said Charles with a sly smile. She slapped his hand and laughed with the rest of us.
“What’s the weather like in Idaho Falls?” asked Sam.
“Oh, it’s been a long winter,” said Alice. “And no sign of spring yet. More snow flurries all week and temperatures in the thirties.”
“Not much better in New Jersey,” said Sam with a rueful grin. “Even the crocuses are waiting for better weather.”
“Alice and Charles were just thanking us for helping with the wedding,” I said to Mom, lifting my eyebrows in an SOS. If she wanted to inform them the party was over before it really got started, I’d be happy to let her. Not that it was her job either, but Ray didn’t appear to be handling anything directly. Knowing him, he’d be too embarrassed to tell his family.
I excused myself and left my mother giving them directions to houseboat row, hoping that she’d figure out some gentle way to break the news, or enough of it that they wouldn’t be blindsided by the disappointment barreling in their direction. I threaded through the browsers and schmoozers to the back left corner where Ray’s paintings were displayed.
Ray hadn’t lived on the island all his life—he wasn’t a saltwater Conch, in other words. But he’d made friends—lots of them—over the last ten years. And they were all here to celebrate his success. A few of the partiers, dressed in green shirts and beads, had obviously wandered in from a very early Saint Patrick’s Day celebration on Duval Street. Others, as I could tell by the orange dots the gallery owner was sticking to the identifying labels next to the paintings, were serious buyers. And Ray’s paintings were going faster than those of the other three artists sharing the opening. From a distance, the colors drew the viewers in. Up close, they could only marvel at how he’d managed to find the beauty in such homely street scenes.
As I drew nearer, I could hear an older couple offering effusive congratulations. Nance Frank, the owner of the gallery, tapped Ray on the shoulder. “Excuse me,” she said. “Can I pull you away for a minute? The Swifts would like their picture taken with you and the painting they purchased.”
“Wow,” said Ray as he passed me. “This feels really strange. Now I know what it’s like when a musician hits the big time. Or something like that, anyway.” He dropped his voice. “Have you seen Connie?”
“Not yet. Did she say she was coming?”
He shook his head, looking like a kicked dog. “We haven’t spoken since this morning. She won’t take my calls.”
I trailed behind them to the bench where the editor of a tabloid called Conch Color was stationed. Photos were snapped, hands shaken, all while Ray’s parents looked on. When they were finished and Ray had been swept away to speak to another buyer, I introduced them to Nance Frank, the gallery owner.
“How are you feeling?” she asked Ray’s parents. “You must be so proud.”
“Oh we are,” said his mom.
“I just keep asking, how in the world did this happen?” asked Charles, looking utterly bewildered. “Raymond never studied art. He liked to draw cartoons as a boy, but we didn’t encourage that because we saw no future in it. How was he going to earn a living?”
Alice nodded in agreement. “We really hoped he’d take over the hardware store. We’ve never been artsy kind of people.”
Charles pursed his lips and took her hand.
“But we’re so happy for him,” she added quickly. “Just puzzled, that’s all.”
“He’s the real deal. Every once in a while we come across an artist who’s self-taught.” Nance grinned and brushed blond bangs out of her eyes. “I get one thousand submissions a month from artists who hope I’ll represent them in this gallery. But your son has something special; his colors are radiant. I saw it right away. He reminds me of a young Peter Vey.” She swung around to eyeball the gallery. “Lovely to meet you two. Will you excuse me? I think we’ve got a buying frenzy over there.”
As she hurried off, Charles mopped his forehead with a white handkerchief. “I hate to sound like a hick, but who the heck is Peter Vey?”
“He’s a local artist,” I told them. “Possibly the most successful painter in the Keys.”
Alice’s gaze swept the room, past the knot of people clustered near Ray’s paintings, over to the bar, and then back to the door. “But where is Connie?” she asked. “I can’t tell you how happy we are to have her joining our family. We already love her like a daughter.”
Her words gave me a serious heart pang. They may have been the only people in the room who didn’t know. I nodded foolishly and watched Ray disappear into the throng of well-wishers. I excused myself and wormed through the crowd to my mother, who was chatting with one of the other artists.
“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. “He obviously hasn’t told them she canceled the wedding.”
My mother straightened her shoulders. “Well, it isn’t going to go away, is it? And it certainly isn’t fair to have a stranger tell them.” She linked her arm with mine, and we marched over to Ray’s parents.
“Let’s get out of here, get you off your feet and some food in your stomachs,” she told them. “I know Ray will be a while, but Sam and I will be happy to drive you over to Hayley’s and then back to Casa Marina after you’ve had something to eat.”
I arrived at houseboat row before the others. Connie emerged from the laundry as I parked my scooter. She hurried away, her plastic basket of clean clothes on her hip, past my home on the way up the finger to hers.
“Connie!” I hollered. She turned to look. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re killing Ray. And his folks will be so disappointed. Please let me know how I can help?”
She pinched her lips together. “I know my father acted like a heel in the past. But he loves me and he’s the only family I have. I can’t imagine why Ray would ask me to choose. Anyway, I won’t.”
She stared at me for a moment, her eyes filled with a haunted expression. Then she broke away and darted toward her boat. At the same moment, the others came clattering up the dock from the parking lot. So I put on my hostess smile and showed them in.
Inside, the air was laced with the glorious smell of crispy phyllo and melted cheese. Miss Gloria had set the table with pink flowers and stubby candles and placed one of the strawberry pies in the central place of honor. Sam opened a bottle of Prosecco to toast Ray’s triumph, and I helped everyone fill their plates with spinach pie and Greek salad. For half an hour, we ate and chatted about Ray’s raging success and ignored the wedding fiasco.
Mom waited to break the news until after the last bite of strawberry pie had been consumed. “I hardly know how to say this,” she started. “So I’ll say it flat out. Connie’s broken off the engagement and canceled the wedding.”
The smile faded from Alice’s face and a tear seeped from her left eye. “What?”
Before my mother could explain any further, Ray materialized from the dock’s shadows. We greeted him and Mom bustled into the galley to get him a plate of food and a glass of wine.
“How did it go?” Miss Gloria asked.
“All but two of the paintings sold,” he said. But he looked like a man headed for his own execution, not celebrating his first artistic triumph.
“Raymond,” said Alice, “what in the world has happened between you and Connie?”
Mom handed him a plate, and he put the food on the table and sat down.
“We felt we had to tell them,” Mom said. “Why don’t you eat something first? Then we can all chat.”
We watched him eat a few bites, nothing but the sound of his fork clinking on the plate to distract us.
He put the fork down. “It’s delicious,” he told me and my mother. “But I’m a little too wound up to eat.” He turned to his mother. “It’s complicated. I can’t really say anything more. I’m just sorry you came all this way for nothing.” There was an uncomfortable silence.
“Ray, whatever’s happened, it can only get better if you talk things over. Your father and I learned that the hard way early in our marriage.” Alice patted her husband’s hand.
“She’s right,” said my mother. “Connie’s probably waiting for you to make an appearance and apologize.”
“Listen, man,” Sam said. “Even if you didn’t do a damn thing wrong, say you’re sorry.” He flashed a big grin as Mom frowned and fisted her hands on her hips.
“I’ll walk you over,” I said to Ray. “How can it get worse?”
He ducked his head and stood up. What choice did he have? We walked up to Connie’s houseboat, shuffling along slowly, as if our legs were chained. I knocked on her door. “Just tell her the truth,” I whispered.
Connie cracked the door open.
“I didn’t ask him to leave for no reason,” Ray began.
She cut him off. “Ray, he’s my father. I can’t believe you. I can’t believe I was going to marry you.” The door slammed, rocking the houseboat on its ropes.
Ray raised his arms and then let them drop. “There was no winning with this.” He strode back to our boat where the guests were waiting for news. They had to have heard Connie’s door slamming. And the light from our boat illuminated the heartbreak on Ray’s face.
“We’ll take your parents home,” said Sam in a hearty voice. “Things are bound to look better in the morning.”
“They almost always do,” Mom agreed. She gathered Ray’s parents up and shepherded them out to the rental car, Ray and me trailing behind.
“You go on home, Ray,” my mother insisted, as she tucked his mother into the backseat. “We’ll get your parents settled.”
Ray watched them pull away, then got into his car and drove off without a word.
“Call you tomorrow!” I yelled, and trudged back up to Miss Gloria’s place. I shooed her off to bed, cleaned up the galley, and collapsed out on the deck with a few sticks of celery stuffed with pimento cheese. Evinrude settled onto my stomach, purring. I munched through the snacks, stroking the cat and pushing my worries away as fast as they crowded into my mind.
But much as I might wish to, I couldn’t ignore the fact that my other set of parents was keeping a heartbreaking vigil. So I dislodged the cat and returned to the kitchen. I packed up double servings of spinach pie, salad, and dessert, and then sputtered off on my scooter to the hospital.
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Blood may be thicker than water, but it’s certainly not as thick as ketchup. Nor does it go as well with French fries.
—Jarod Kintz
 
I texted my father from the hospital parking lot and suggested he meet me in the waiting room to get the food I’d brought over.
“You’re an angel,” he said when I handed him the package.
Each time I saw him this week, he looked a little older—more tired and sad. “Mom and I cooked for Ray’s party,” I told him. “I promise she didn’t put any extra special ingredients in for you.”
He finally smiled. “She’s an excellent cook, your mother. I’m glad you inherited that. I was dubious when you moved down here, but this new life seems to really suit you.”
I grinned back. Dubious was hardly the word for the full-scale fit he’d pitched when I said I was following Chad Lutz to Key West. If I’d been counting on him to bankroll the move, it wouldn’t have happened. But then it wouldn’t have been my adventure either. My mistakes. My rewards.
He opened the plastic containers and settled down on the couch. I told him a little about the evening and the party while he ate. “The gallery opening was a huge success. On the downside, Connie’s canceled the wedding. She’s holed up in her houseboat and won’t talk to any of us. Of course Ray and his poor parents are devastated.”
My father nearly spit out the food he was chewing. “Good god, what happened?”
“Best I can tell, Ray and Keith had a fight and Ray threw him out. Ray tried to talk with her—explain what happened. But she didn’t want to hear his side of the story. You spent time with Keith at the shower last night, what did you think of him?”
Dad set the dinner on the coffee table. “He was okay. I can’t in good conscience blame a guy for wanting a divorce.” He grimaced. “But it’s especially painful when one spouse is finished with the marriage and the other isn’t. And it was unfortunate when Connie’s mother got so sick right after—it made him look like a loser.” He rubbed his chin. “All that said, he seemed genuinely glad to be invited to the wedding.”
“He did step on your toes a little, repeating the toast.”
My father shrugged. “She’s his daughter, and that’s what matters. He didn’t hurt my feelings. I hope they can work it out and get on with the wedding.”
“You have more important things on your mind,” I said. “Nothing new with Rory?”
He shook his head. “He’s holding steady; that’s pretty much all they’ll say. And nothing from the cops either.”
I didn’t dare tell him about how the kids at Project Lighthouse had fingered Rory. There had to be another explanation for Mariah’s death. “Tell me again about traveling down here yesterday—did he mention knowing anyone? Or wanting to see anything in particular?”
“Your cop friend already took me through all this,” Dad said, scowling again.
“Yes, but if I know you, you were thinking of how much you’d like to wring his neck for acting so aggressive with Allison. And wondering if it was just the two of you, mano a mano, whether you could take him. Which, by the way, I don’t recommend. They all work out like testosterone-crazed fiends at the police department. They have to pass a regular physical fitness test—even the older guys are chiseled.”
My father laughed—it was good to see him relax, if only for a minute. “You do know me.”
We began to review yesterday’s events again, marveling that it had been only twenty-four hours since they’d arrived on the island—the longest day ever. It felt like a lifetime.
“Start with the guy he met on the plane. What did he look like? Did you overhear any of the conversation?”
“Honestly, I didn’t notice. I was so irritated with him. He got off the plane babbling something about money and jewels. And then started right in pestering Allison about going off on his own. Which wasn’t going to happen if I had anything to say about it.” His lips puckered as though he’d taken a bite of sour fruit, rather than chocolate strawberry pie.
I pressed my fingers to my cheekbones, where a headache had been building all day. He wasn’t coming right out and saying that my convincing them to let Rory explore Duval Street without an adult in tow had led to this nightmare, but the intimation hung in the air between us. I had to shake that off if we were going to work on this together.
“Let’s try going back even further. When did you and Allison decide that Rory was coming with you?”
Dad sighed, tugged on one ear. “I believe Allison mentioned it to him months ago. But you can imagine what it’s like trying to get a fifteen-year-old to commit to a family vacation. And his father wasn’t so keen on it anyway.”
I hesitated, deciding not to pursue Rutherford’s opinions. “So what changed?”
“Maybe a week ago, Allison said he started asking questions about where we were going and when. I told her it was too late to add him into the mix. She kind of agreed. But he lobbied pretty hard. And at the last minute Rutherford caved in too—Rory’s prep school is on spring break. Probably the idea of spending a vacation week hanging out with an angry adolescent began to look less appealing.” He wrinkled his nose and folded up the foil that had covered his slice of pie. “Even if he does consider himself to be Superparent.”
I tapped a finger to my lips. “So it’s possible that Rory just wanted to get away from New Jersey—most people would feel that way in March after the winter you’ve had. But what if he actually knew someone down here? We’ve been assuming he didn’t, but what if we’re wrong?”
“Like a girl,” he said flatly.
“Maybe.”
“That would explain some things,” my father said. “Such as his sudden interest in a family vacation. And maybe even why he’d do something crazy like steal a Jet Ski. I wish I had my computer with me. We could search for missing kids in New Jersey.”
I held up my smartphone. “This will do it.” I went to my Google app, typed in Mariah+missing+teenager+ Princeton+New Jersey, and hit search. A page of links filled the screen, including one to a story about Mariah Mathers, a runaway from Princeton, New Jersey, whose photograph resembled the girl I’d seen floating in the channel earlier today. Only in the picture she was smiling and wore her hair in a flowing mass of curls. She had pink cheeks and glossy lips and little diamond earrings.
“Oh my god,” I said. “He did know her.”
My father dropped his head into his hands. “This gets worse and worse. We’ll need to tell the cops.”
“Are you sure?” I asked, thinking of Sam’s warning: A person should not count on a cop taking his side.
“It will only look worse for Rory if they find out we’ve held something important back.”
“Would you like me to call them?”
“I’ll take care of it.” He pulled out his own phone, dialed Bransford’s number, and left a message when he didn’t get an answer. “I’m with my daughter, Hayley, at the hospital,” he said. “It’s about the girl, Mariah. My son may have been acquainted with her in New Jersey.” Then he left his phone number and hung up. “How the hell do they expect to solve a case if they don’t answer their phones?”
“He’s married,” I explained, a non sequitur if I’d ever blurted one out. “I mean he’s probably out to dinner with his wife. I’m sure he’ll get back to you.”
Dad narrowed his eyes, his gaze boring into me like it used to when I was Rory’s age and dodging his suspicions like a seasoned pro. “Don’t tell me you went out with this guy, too.”
I stopped myself from admitting that we’d dated a few times until Trudy Bransford moved back to the island to puff on the embers of their relationship. Too much information. Way too much for my father. He was having enough trouble wrapping his mind around the Chad Lutz phenomenon.
“We’re sort of friends,” I said, forcing myself to look right back at him like the old days too.
“I should go in,” he said with a heavy sigh, ducking his head toward the ICU.
Now it struck me hard that he looked awful—pale and sad, and to put it bluntly though perhaps a little unkindly, greasy.
“Would you consider going back to the hotel for a nap?” I asked. “I’d be glad to stay here with Allison—for an hour or two, whatever you need.” She probably needed rest as badly as he did, but I knew she wouldn’t leave Rory’s room.
“That does sound good. I would kill for a shower. The charge nurse told me he seems quite stable and they’re optimistic about a full recovery,” he repeated, as if trying to convince himself. “Let me run this by Allison.” He got up and had himself buzzed through the door to the ICU. Within minutes he was back.
“It’s fine with her. Go ahead in and I’ll see you back here in an hour.”
“Take your time, Dad,” I said, grabbing his hand as he walked by and giving a squeeze. “You need to pace yourself or you’ll crash, and be no use to her at all.”
Once the elevator doors had closed on my father, I collected the food, a paperback mystery, and a fashion magazine I’d brought for Allison and had myself buzzed into the unit. I paused at Rory’s door, bracing myself for the sounds of his machines and the faux peppermint smell of a sickroom. I mustered what I hoped would pass for a cheery smile. Allison was leaning back in the chair by the bed, her eyes closed. But they fluttered open as I came in.
“Hello, honey,” she said. “Thanks for talking your father into taking a rest. He’s so tired, poor guy.”
“As you must be too,” I said, and gestured at my stepbrother. “I’d be happy to stay with him for a bit.”
A quick shake of her head. “You should be home with your other guests.”
“Mom’s taking care of them,” I said. “And no one’s much in the mood for a party. Especially since Ray’s parents heard about the wedding.”
She sat up taller. “What about the wedding?”
I felt my mouth go dry—I’d hoped my father would have told her. But, duh, he didn’t know either, until half an hour ago. “Connie called it off.”
“You mean postponed it? She shouldn’t worry about us. This is her big day—the last thing I’d want to do is ruin that.”
I shook my head and pulled another chair up beside the bed. “Called the whole thing off. And before you start feeling responsible, I’m pretty sure it has nothing to do with this.” I opened my hands, showing that I meant Rory’s disappearance and the disaster that had unfolded after. “For some reason Ray ran her father off. But she isn’t talking, to me or Ray or anyone. And Ray won’t say what happened either.”
Allison’s eyes got all watery again. “I wish I could undo this. I wish we could all start fresh.”
“I know,” I said. And we sat in silence for a few moments, listening to the hum and hiss of Rory’s machines, broken by occasional snatches of conversation from the nurses’ station just down the hallway.
Then I remembered the food. I pulled the plastic containers from my backpack. “I brought you a piece of spinach pie, and some salad, and ta-da”—I unwrapped the foil from the pie—“dessert.” I set everything up on the bedside table, handed her a fork and a napkin, and watched her gobble the dinner.
“You are amazing, Hayley. The pie is to die for,” she said after eating the last bite and scraping the whipped cream off the foil. “I love how the chocolate isn’t too sweet. Perfect with the strawberries and cream too.”
Her cell phone buzzed and she picked it up and peered at the screen. “Crap. Rutherford’s plane has landed. I know it’s the right thing, to have him fly in. But if I say I’m not looking forward to the visit, that’s an understatement.”
“He was pretty much an ass on the phone,” I said.
She laughed—the first touch of real lightness I’d heard from her this weekend. “I wish I had a daughter like you.”
“You do.” I leaned over, put my arms around her, and squeezed her close.
“I always wondered,” I said after we’d hugged and snuffled a little, “why Rory didn’t live with you more of the time. I should have asked before now, shouldn’t I?”
Allison turned back to the hospital bed and tweaked the sheet to cover Rory’s shoulders. Then she licked her forefinger and ran it over his eyebrow, smoothing the cowlick across the scar that split his right brow. “All the years we’ve been family, I don’t think I ever gave you an opening.”
She sighed.
I waited, giving her room to choose what she’d say.
“I was very down after giving birth to Rory, a textbook case of postpartum depression. Only I didn’t know that’s what it was.”
I stroked her hand, noticing for the first time faint age spots on her skin. “I can’t imagine how hard that would be.”
“I could barely function myself, never mind take good care of a colicky baby. Rutherford and I had been having trouble before Rory, but once he came, it mushroomed.” She pinched her lips together and pulled her hand back to her lap. “Rutherford told me I was a lousy mother, and I was shaky enough to believe him. When Rory fell and cut his forehead, Rutherford found him crying in the kitchen, covered in blood. I was in bed. Asleep.” She looked up at me, eyes wide like a beaten dog’s, her lips quivering. “Now you see why I don’t talk about this much.”
“You needed help. My mother was depressed for a while too,” I said firmly. And instantly wondered if I should have kept my trap shut; Mom’s depression had been directly related to her divorce from Dad. But Allison was smart enough to figure that out and what was the harm at this point? “Sometimes you can’t fight biology by yourself. But you’re a chemist—you know that.”
“You’d think so, right?” She shrugged. “Well, Rutherford didn’t help. He filed for divorce and primary custody and told me I’d never see my son if I fought him. He said he’d tell the court I wasn’t a fit mother and that would be the end of everything.” She rested both hands on Rory’s sleeping form. “We’ve never quite righted the ship. And this little incident isn’t going to help.”
“You seem so strong now. It surprises me that he was able to threaten you,” I said.
“That’s me now,” she said with a wistful smile. “But it took a lot of therapy to get here. Believe me, I’ve wished many times that I could do it over and stand up to him.”
Outside in the hallway, I heard arguing voices. Then someone knocked loudly, rat-a-tat-tat. A man with a shock of black hair, a gray turtleneck, and a blue blazer burst into the room. He rushed over to Rory’s bed, unloosed the sheet that Allison had just tucked in, and looked Rory over, from his dirty bare feet to his rumpled hospital gown to the scrapes on his face.
“What’s going on with him?” he demanded, turning laser eyes on Allison. “What’s the latest? Where’s the damn doctor?”
“Hello to you too, Rutherford,” said Allison.
He was instantly unlikable, and the story Allison had just told me about how he’d pressured her into surrendering custody of her son didn’t help one bit. Nor did the fact that he ignored my presence altogether. I tried to drum up some empathy by imagining that he was terrified for his son, acting boorishly out of fear and love.
“I’m Hayley Snow,” I said, offering my hand, which he did not take. “We spoke on the phone this morning? I’m Rory’s stepsister.”
Still nothing.
“The doctors are optimistic,” Allison said in a small voice. “He’s breathing well, reacting to painful stimuli. And he’s young. That’s always an advantage.” She gave him a tremulous smile.
“Why wasn’t he airlifted to the Ryder Trauma Center?” Rutherford asked. “Why wasn’t I consulted sooner on his treatment?”
“We found him this morning,” Allison said. “We called you as soon as humanly possible. He was breathing on his own. The CT scan was negative except for some soft-tissue swelling. They intubated him briefly to protect his airway.”
“Why wasn’t he taken to Miami immediately?” Rutherford asked again.
“We made that decision with his doctors, who felt they could handle his case just fine here.”
Allison took a shuddering breath. I hoped she was on the way to standing up to her unpleasant and boorish ex.
“Look, we’re all devastated by what happened. And I’m so terribly sorry for letting him go out last night. A thousand times I’ve thought if only I could do it over again. But I can’t…” The tears began to course down her face. But Rutherford’s expression didn’t soften. If anything, he looked stonier.
“Rather than bullying the lady,” said a commanding voice from the doorway, “perhaps you could provide some helpful information.”
Our heads swiveled to the doorway: Detective Bransford. And for once, I was utterly relieved to see him.
“And you are?” asked Rory’s father.
“Detective Bransford. I’m in charge of investigating the death of the girl who was seen last night in the company of your son.”
“What death? What girl?” Rutherford sputtered, refusing to look at the detective’s face.
Allison and I stayed quiet. Let Bransford take the heat.
“Would you care to step outside?” he asked.
“I’m staying right here with my son,” said Rutherford, moving closer to the bed.
Bransford stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “As Rory’s mother probably explained, your son appears to have been involved in the theft of a Jet Ski while in the company of a girl.” He tapped the footboard on Rory’s bed. “Her body was found floating in the channel at the top of the island earlier today.”
“What does that have to do with Rory?”
“Exactly my question,” said Bransford. He leaned against the wall, crossed his arms, and waited.
“My son doesn’t know anyone in Key West,” said Rutherford. “He couldn’t possibly be involved with this girl.”
“Apparently he did know her,” said Bransford, turning to Allison. “Or so your husband tells me.”
“Jim thinks he knew the girl?” Allison asked, looking confused. And then angry. “You let him chase around after a troubled girl and yet somehow you didn’t think that was important enough to tell me?” she demanded of her ex.
Now I realized that Bransford must have gotten my father’s message about the link we’d found—the missing girl in New Jersey. He strode across the room, tapped some keys on his phone, and held it up in front of Rutherford. “Do you recognize this young woman?”
“Mariah,” he spat. “Goddammit.”
“She’s dead,” Bransford repeated. “And your son was the last person seen in her company. What can you tell us about their connection?”
“He claimed she was his girlfriend,” Rutherford said through gritted teeth. “Not if I had anything to say about it.”
“What the hell?” asked Allison. “If you knew this girl was coming to Key West, you should have warned me.”
“How the hell would I know she was coming here? I told you I thought it was a lousy idea—”
“You never—”
Bransford signaled for an end to their argument and continued to question Rutherford. “Was this a recent development? Where did he meet her?”
“She didn’t look like the kind of girl who’d attend Rory’s prep school,” I couldn’t help saying.
Rutherford scowled. “Of course he didn’t meet her at school. She was a townie. From a troubled family. I told him he was forbidden from seeing her.”
“That worked out well,” I muttered under my breath, and reached for Rory’s hand, wanting to protect him from the negative energy in the room. I could feel tension freezing my muscles and seeping into every cell of my body—the ones that weren’t already filled with heartbreak. At some level, Rory must be absorbing this too.
Rory’s fingers closed over my hand and I could have sworn he squeezed back.
A nurse appeared at the door. “Every one of you needs to get out of this room. Now!” she said, pointing to the hallway.
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Nobody really aspires to be Martha Stewart because we all know she’s basically a product.
—Emily Matchar
 
I parked my scooter at the end of the lot on Tarpon Pier and trudged toward our dock, feeling a little lighter in my heart even if leaden in my body. At least Rory’s condition was improving. And I felt closer to Allison than I ever had.
A few stars glittered in the sky and the water slapped against the boats. This had always been a comforting sound; now it was sadly connected with the girl in the mangroves. A shadow flickered in the bushes beside the Laundromat. My breath caught and I lurched to the right, prepared to run to the road and flag down help from passing motorists if I needed it.
“Wait! Wait! It’s me!” Wally stepped out of the shrubbery, his glasses glinting in the spotlight. “Didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. You haven’t been answering your messages.”
I clapped my hand to my chest. “You scared me to death. What were you doing in the bushes?”
“Sorry,” he said again. “I was afraid if I sat on the bench or waited on your deck, one of the neighbors would call the cops.”
“Sheesh.” I rustled in my backpack for the phone, which I’d switched to vibrate on the way to the hospital. And, yes, there were three missed calls from Wally. I gave him a thumbnail sketch of what had happened since I’d seen him earlier.
“I didn’t mean to ignore you. It’s been one thing after another since my family hit town.”
“No apology needed. I was just worried.” He took my hand and rubbed my palm between his two. “And wondering”—he dropped my hand and pushed his glasses to the top of his head, a sure sign he was about to suggest something I wouldn’t like—“how would you feel about taking a leave of absence for a little bit? Your family needs you. And you don’t need the pressure of all those deadlines.”
I thought about it for five seconds—how nice it would feel to have that work lifted off my shoulders, how much easier it would be to focus on my family. On the other hand, in a week, they’d all be back up north. And I’d be left here with—nothing. I could imagine Ava at the next staff meeting, refusing to give me any assignments. Insisting to Wally that I was unreliable. That less than four months into my employment, I was showing my true colors: amateur, loser, poser.
I shook my head. “Ava would never let me back in. I have to stick this out. I can hang in there. I have the Paseo review roughed out. I sent you the piece on breakfast pastries, right? I can go back to the Hemingway House tomorrow and work on the cats.”
“Ava’s got those cats on the brain,” he said, flashing a goofy smile and readjusting his glasses. “She called me this afternoon wondering about doing a sidebar on their diet.”
I groaned. “For a successful businesswoman, she has the dumbest ideas ever. Next it will be a cat food cook-off, Friskies versus Iams. A Key West Topped Cat Chef competition?”
He grinned. “Agreed,” he said. “Okay, so if you won’t take a leave of absence, any chance you could get me a review on Two Cents by Friday?”
Two Cents was a fairly new restaurant in Old Town. I’d heard good things about the menu and had been meaning to review it. But in the next twenty-four hours? He must be joking.
“Friday is tomorrow,” I said. “Instead of what?” Hoping it would replace the cat piece, the one with the slippery lead. I wouldn’t mind extra time to develop that.
“Not instead of,” he said. “In addition to.” He scrunched his face, as if he was afraid I might spit. Or slap him.
I took a long, slow breath in, pushing back the reactions that an employee shouldn’t show a boss: fear, annoyance, despair, disbelief. How could he swing from offering me time off to loading on more assignments in the space of less than five minutes?
“I can do that. By Saturday morning at the latest. Are you sure Two Cents is okay with Ava? She nixed 915 at the staff meeting. Two Cents is pretty casual too.” No point in pretending the extra pressure wasn’t coming from Ava Faulkner. We both knew it.
“She only nixed the small-plates idea,” Wally said. “Look, I should have told her she was being unreasonable. But I hate to give her any ammunition. You keep turning in that high-quality work and pretty soon she’ll move on to worry some other bone.”
He laughed, then leaned in to kiss my cheek, a serious expression back on his face. “You take care of yourself. You’re more important than any magazine.” He slipped back into the darkness and I stumbled up the finger to the houseboat, touching my hand to my face where he’d kissed it.
If only my mother wouldn’t mention his shapely butt, I could keep my mind on my work, where it had to be at Key Zest. He was a nice man who cared about his employees—that was all. And cared about his own job even more than that. Because otherwise, he would have pushed back when she pressured him.
Yeah, why hadn’t he just told her no?
Once I’d collapsed on the sofa and flipped on the TV, I texted my father, in case Allison hadn’t had the chance to warn him. Rutherford’s at the bedside. No point in rushing over there now.
But I knew he’d go anyway. Come by our houseboat tomorrow?
Then I called Torrence, just to keep him in the loop. And to be honest, to find out if he had any news to share that Bransford wouldn’t. No matter how many times Sam warned me about the police, I knew Torrence was my friend.
He answered on the first ring and I filled him in on the latest. “I’m certain that Rory wouldn’t have killed that girl,” I said. “I just want to be sure you’re looking for someone else.”
“It’s hard to have someone you love under suspicion,” Torrence said. “But sometimes we think we know someone, yet there are parts of them they keep hidden. We all do it.”
“But he isn’t a killer,” I said. “I’ve known him since he was a toddler. He’s never set fires or hurt animals or any of that stuff you hear about.” I felt near tears, frayed at my seams and ready to split into a thousand pieces.
“I’ve been doing this job a long time,” he said. “Most people I meet are good. But they don’t always act good under pressure. And teenagers”—he sighed—“teenagers are the worst because they feel things so intensely. And they are so sure they’re right, and they have to act now.”
Which wasn’t the least bit reassuring. I had to admit it described Rory exactly. If I could figure out what was driving him, the rest of the answers might fall into place too. I heard sirens whoop in the background.
“Gotta go,” he said. “Speaking of acting out, the spring breakers are crazy tonight. We’ve already escorted four visitors out to the jail. I promise I’ll keep you posted.” He hung up.
The television was tuned to the Food Network, where the Pioneer Woman and her hunky husband were fixing steaks topped with creamy brandy peppercorn sauce. A cup of brandy? Was she kidding? She smiled all the way through her sauce preparation, making the recipe look like a snap and chattering cheerfully about how a man on the grill meant all was right with the world. Everything sizzled in her life. I felt discouraged and inadequate in comparison. After watching fifteen minutes of her chatter, I headed off to bed.
•   •   •
 
Miss Gloria must have gotten up early, because the light was streaming in through the cracks in the blinds. And Evinrude hadn’t made a peep. But I could smell the fine scent of roasted coffee and something else—cinnamon? Peaches? Toasted pecans? And in the background, soft voices rumbled, both male and female. Sounding almost like my parents, together, a harmony I hadn’t heard since I was a kid. In my exhausted state, was I hallucinating?
I pulled a sweatshirt over my pajamas and went out to the kitchen. A pan of coffee cake studded with caramelized pecans and peaches was cooling on the counter along with a fresh pot of coffee that smelled like vanilla. All the trademarks of my mother with an assist from Ina Garten. I filled an oversized yellow mug with coffee, slid an oversized square of cake onto a plate, and headed out to the deck. Miss Gloria, Mom, Sam, and my father were lolling in the morning sun. Evinrude was draped over my mother’s lap. He lifted his head and mouthed a silent meow as I sat down.
“Morning, honey,” my mother said.
“Good morning,” I said. “Evinrude looks like he’s died and gone to heaven.”
“That cat doesn’t like me,” my father said.
Mom stroked the cat from head to tail. “You have to reach out to him a little, Jim.”
“I’m not reaching out to a damn cat,” my father snapped back.
“Then you’ll reap what you sow.” Mom laughed and turned to me. “I’m glad you got to sleep in a little, Hayley. We had a wicked long day yesterday.”
I finished chewing a bite of the warm and fragrant cake and took a sip of coffee. “This is definitely going to ease the pain. How’s Rory?” I asked, the night’s events at the hospital finally rushing into my brain after the first influx of caffeine.
My father shrugged. “He’s not conscious, but he’s restless, which I suppose is good news. He’s been plucking at both his IV and his oxygen tube. The doctor seems to think he’s coming out of it. He threatened to tie Rory’s hands to the bed rails if we don’t keep a close eye on him.”
“I swear he squeezed my hand last night right before I left.” Another thought hit me. “Why aren’t you over there? How’s Allison holding up?”
He made a sour face. “After the brouhaha in Rory’s room, the nurses are being very strict about limiting visitors. I can’t very well insist his own father leave his bedside so I can be there—even if he is an ass.” He cast an apologetic look at Miss Gloria, who I’m sure had heard the word before, and then frowned. “Though I’d like to. I’m going back at noon to spell ‘Rutherford,’” he added, his voice mocking the name as he made air quotes with his fingers.
“I’m sure you’ve been over this a million times,” I said, thinking of my conversation with Torrence the night before, “but tell us what Rory was like at home?”
“You got a good sample when we arrived on the island,” said my father. “He’s a classically annoying teenager, including that thing they do with the earphones and the text messages and the whatever.”
“It’s a phase,” said Mom, her voice full of real sympathy. “At least he has friends. He’s not one of those kids that everyone points to after a horrible crime, saying he was a loner and they always expected things would blow up. The only way teenagers can leave the nest is to make connections with kids out in the world.”
“Thank god every kid didn’t feel entitled to her own phone where you were growing up,” my dad said to me.
“My boys found ways to annoy us even back in the dark ages,” said Miss Gloria, giggling.
“Looking back, were there any red flags before you all came south? Is it possible that he was using some kind of drugs?” Sam asked. If he hadn’t said that softly, with such compassion, I imagine my father would have snapped his head off. Especially coming from Mom’s new beau, Mr. Big-shot Lawyer Lovebird.
“Anything’s possible.” Dad sighed and rolled his head to one shoulder and then the other, the cricks in his neck cracking loudly enough to be audible. He’d gotten sunburned on the boat yesterday, in spite of the clouds. The back of his neck from hairline to collar had been roasted like a lobster on the grill. “Lately, he hasn’t cared much about school. When he’s at our house he listens to music—or the dreadful cacophony that he calls music—and fools around online. He seems very interested in earning money. But big money, not the few bucks a boy could pick up shoveling snow or delivering papers.”
He turned to face me. “I think that’s why he latched onto the idea of visiting the Mel Fisher treasure museum. Once we got to the gift shop, he wanted me to buy a treasure diver’s guide to the Keys. But it was almost fifty bucks.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I probably should have just sprung for it. But he and Allison fight all the time about money. It’s like if she doesn’t buy something, she doesn’t love him. I hate that, and I keep telling her she shouldn’t feel guilty if she doesn’t give him everything he asks for. In fact, it works the opposite way—the more she gives, the more he thinks he’s owed.”
“That’s a tough one,” Mom said. “I bet every divorced parent walks into that trap over and over, until you finally see it coming and shut it down.”
He smiled at her a little. “I offered to buy him a treasure map that was displayed in the gift shop instead. He informed me in his haughtiest voice that it was a ‘freaking jigsaw puzzle.’ Only he used a ruder word than that.”
I laughed. “I can picture that. You’re about seven years too late to offer the kid a puzzle, Dad.”
My father smiled. “I guess. When I married Allison, I didn’t think about the years I’d be spending with a teenage boy.”
“Anything else you remember about the museum?” I asked.
“He told me about the gold bar that was stolen from the Mel Fisher display a couple of years ago. They had an exhibit set up where patrons could reach in and touch the actual ingot. They captured the burglars on videotape, walking right out of the door with the treasure in one guy’s pocket. Apparently the criminals were never seen after that, never caught. Rory wanted to ask the guard about it, but I was afraid they’d find us suspicious, so I herded him out.”
“I bet he had something to say about that.”
My father widened his eyes. “Plenty. Something like: Jim, everyone wants to know about that expletive-deleted gold bar. If they incarcerated every expletive-deleted kid who asked about it, the jail would be full of expletive-deleted tourists.”
We all laughed.
“Could it be helpful to go back to the museum, maybe speak with the people he spoke with?” my mother asked. “Maybe you’d get a little clearer on what was on his mind before he went off with that poor girl.”
“It’s not a bad idea,” Sam said, nodding.
“I’ll run over with you, Dad,” I said. “Just give me fifteen minutes to shower and dress?”
I dashed back into the houseboat, astonished by how well everyone seemed to be getting along. It helped, I supposed, to have a crisis around which they could all rally. I took a quick shower and then while I was dressing and blow-drying my hair, I tapped on my computer and brought up Purple Moan, the band whose name had been emblazoned on my stepbrother’s T-shirt. I hit PLAY on the sample song and my room was filled with a driving guitar beat, about what I would have expected. After listening to it twice more, I thought the band was singing about a girl in trouble, someone whom they’d take a bullet for—just the kind of incendiary lyrics an angry teen wouldn’t need to hear. I downloaded a copy for future reference—though I’d never choose to listen to it, somehow it spoke to Rory and that seemed important. Someone banged on my door. I turned off the music and pulled it open. Mom was just outside, a grim look on her face.
“Change in plans, Hayley. The police are at the hospital again. Allison thinks they’re about to arrest Rory. As you might expect, she’s losing her mind.” She followed me out to the deck, where the day still looked fairy-tale serene, a far cry from what I was feeling.
“Where’s Dad?” I asked.
“He left as soon as he heard,” Sam said.
“I feel so terrible for them,” Miss Gloria added.
“I’d better get over there, see if there’s anything I can do. I’ll text you later,” I told Mom.
“What in the world were you listening to?” she asked, handing me my backpack and two pieces of coffee cake wrapped in foil, one for Allison and one for the road. “It sounded like the worst caterwauling.”
“Purple Moan,” I called over my shoulder as I hurried toward the parking lot. “Don’t even ask.”
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In the end, cooking isn’t about understanding; it’s about connecting. Food is the best way to keep those we must lose.
—Alton Brown
 
At the hospital, I signed into the visitors’ log, trying to smile as the volunteer of the day handed me a pass but warned me that I was not likely to gain access to the room of a patient in the ICU.
“Thank you,” I said politely. There’d be no point in trying to explain the situation to her—she had her script and I had mine. I veered away toward the elevators and pushed the button for the third floor. Once in the waiting room, I texted my father to tell him I’d arrived and began to pace around the room.
Within minutes, Allison, my father, Rory’s father, Rutherford, Detective Bransford, and an irate nurse tumbled into the waiting area.
“Hayley, thank god you’re here,” Allison said, rushing up to squeeze my hands. “Could you wait with Rory while we talk with the detective? This is my son’s sister,” she told the nurse before I could answer.
“You may use the conference room down the hall on the right,” said the nurse to Bransford. And to me: “Come with me.”
My father made a face behind her back as I turned to follow her into the ICU. She muttered loudly enough for me to hear all the way down the hall. “These people don’t have the sense of lab rats. Why in the world would you fight in front of a recovering head-injury patient who’s been in critical condition for days?”
Just outside Rory’s room, I noticed a uniformed policeman had been posted by the door—Officer Ryan, the cop who’d driven me around the island in search of Rory. It took a minute for him to recognize me. He started to smile but seemed to think better of it, his face twisting into a frown instead.
“You can relax; I don’t think he’s going anywhere,” I said, mustering my own weak grin.
“Probably not, but I’ve got my orders.” His lips twitched, activating the dimples in his cheeks, and he squared his shoulders. “I’m glad you found him. He seems to be improving from what I’ve heard.”
“Thanks.” I entered the room, bracing myself for the now-familiar picture of Rory, flat and pale in bed, tethered to his machines. His eyes fluttered open and then closed and he mumbled something I couldn’t make out. My heart rate ticked up just to see him moving and trying to speak. He reached for his left arm with the right hand and plucked at his IV. I hurried over.
“You need to leave that in or they’ll tie your hands down,” I said, removing his fingers from the tubing and taking them in my hand. “How are you feeling? We’ve been worried.”
He croaked out a few more words that sounded like “Where am I?”
“You were in an accident,” I said, squeezing his hand. “You’re in the hospital now. You’re going to be fine.”
He tugged his fingers away. Seeing tears gather in the corners of his eyes, I let him go. How much should I say? What should I ask? Probably better to say less than more, to be optimistic rather than pessimistic.
“Mariah?” he said, eyes flying open, filled with a look of desperation.
“She was hurt, too,” I said, lowering my gaze, terrified that he’d read the awful truth in my face.
“Do you remember what happened Wednesday night?” I asked.
He shook his head, looking confused and distraught.
“You were on Duval Street with some kids and then you and Mariah borrowed a Jet Ski.” I watched his face carefully, looking for any sign of recognition. A spark of memory. Hoping that he’d tell me something that he might not tell the cops. Like correct my assessment of “borrowed” to “stole.”
But he said nothing, just heaved a monster sigh.
Allison and Rutherford returned to the room, both of their faces ashen.
“What happened?”
“They’re considering placing him under arrest,” my stepmother whispered, choking back a sob. Rory’s eyes fluttered open and then shut. “Your father can explain. He’s waiting for you outside. Thanks for helping us out.” She gestured at the bed.
“Of course.” I nibbled my lower lip. “Absolutely anything I can do, I am standing by.”
“We know you are,” said Allison. “Thank you.” She glared at Rutherford as if to say he should be thanking me too, but he said nothing. In fact he looked as angry as I’d ever seen anyone—angry enough to even enjoy listening to Purple Moan. I blew a kiss to Rory, backed out of the room, and joined my father in the waiting area.
“What are they basing the arrest on?”
“Apparently another kid saw them fighting earlier in the evening.” He touched his face, looking sad. “I think that, along with the scrapes on his cheek and the chain business, might be enough evidence to arrest him. When Rutherford gets a lawyer on board, he’ll find out more.”
“What kid saw them fighting? They didn’t look like they were fighting in that photo Wednesday night. In fact, they looked deliriously happy.”
My father only shrugged.
“This doesn’t make sense,” I said. “He’s found unconscious, nearly dead on one side of the island, and she washes up dead on the other coast. How does that suggest that he killed her?”
“I don’t know, Hayley,” he said, his voice heavy with despair. “I expect they’ll tell us more as time goes on.”
“Surely they won’t be taking him to jail?”
“No,” my father said. “He’s not considered a flight risk. But none of us are going anywhere until all this is sorted out. I offered to help find a lawyer, but Rutherford insists on taking care of it.”
“I hope he doesn’t choose that bozo we hired to defend me last fall.”
Dad faked a smile. Attorney Richard Kane had come highly recommended by one of his lawyer buddies. When he’d turned out to be a personal and professional loser, I’d had the good sense to let him go.
“You must feel so helpless,” I said, wishing I could gather my father up into a big hug. But his body language said hands off.
“Yep.” He nodded and blew his nose.
“Let’s go to Mel Fisher’s and poke around,” I suggested. “Doesn’t seem like we can do much good here. Not right now.”
He nodded and went back in to tell Allison where we were headed.
•   •   •
 
There are a series of firsts as you grow up and away from your parents—having my dad ride on the back of my motor scooter was one I never expected. From the pained look on his face as he donned my spare helmet and swung his leg over the seat behind me, I was sure he would have preferred to be driving—and driving a conservative rental car at that.
“Try to relax,” I suggested. “If you tense up, it throws off our balance.” I patted his knee and revved up the engine. As usual, the traffic slowed to a crawl when we hit the construction along North Roosevelt Boulevard.
“I can’t understand why they don’t fix this,” my father grumbled.
“You and everyone else who writes in to the Citizen’s Voice column. We’re on island time,” I added with a laugh, and then turned onto Palm Avenue, past houseboat row, and down Eaton Street to Whitehead. We parked about a block away from Mel Fisher’s Treasures. “You’re not that crazy about Key West, are you?”
Dad shrugged, straightened his clothing, and brushed his fingers through his hair. “I’m not seeing it through the best lens this week. It’s interesting.” He smiled. “It seems to suit you; that’s what’s most important.”
Inside the museum, which I’d yet to visit, Dad paid for both of our admissions. The clerk at the register, wearing a lime green polo with Mel Fisher written in script above the pocket, explained that there were two floors of exhibits. “Take as much time as you need,” she said.
We nodded our thanks and stepped away from the counter.
“So tell me how it went the other day,” I suggested, glancing around at the place—lots of parents with kids, lots of treasure toys and mementos for sale, and a sign describing what exhibits could be found on each floor. “What was he most interested in?”
My father waved me to the left, down a long hallway, dark except for the lighted cases showing displays of history and artifacts. He stopped in front of one that explained the Fisher family history, including Mel’s obsession with finding the Spanish wreck Atocha.
“The ship sank in 1622,” my father said. “The Fisher outfit located it in 1985 and recovered a treasure trove of silver bars, chests full of coins, silver plates—you name it. Rory wanted to know if the person who found the treasure could keep it. And whether there was more out there.” Dad stopped speaking to scratch his head. “Of course, I wasn’t paying close attention. He was fidgety and whiny and I had no idea—” He broke off and looked away.
“It’s okay. You couldn’t have known,” I said. “No one would have. But let’s think. Can you recognize the attendant that he was chatting with?”
I followed him through the rest of the downstairs exhibits. Dad waved at the stairs that led to the second-floor exhibit as we passed them. “Believe me, he wasn’t the least bit interested in Harry Potter’s world.” He stopped stock still. “I think that’s him.” He pointed to a square man in a Mel Fisher polo shirt and a suit jacket who was sitting on a chair at the entrance to the jewelry gift shop. He was speaking Spanish into his phone.
While waiting for him to get free, I wandered into the jewelry shop. Much of the merchandise was designed using replicas of items found in the Atocha wreck—necklaces, bracelets, and at the back of the case, a couple of rings. I studied the necklaces, which were fashioned to look like ancient sterling silver coins on chains, some set in plain gold rings, some with dancing dolphins encircling them. All of them beautiful and expensive. My father signaled me from the across the room—the guard was off the phone.
“Excuse me,” said Dad, as we approached the man. “My son and I visited the museum yesterday…” His words trailed off and I could see him struggling to ask the right questions and explain why he needed the answers. When the pause had gone on uncomfortably long, I stepped in.
“So Rory, that’s my brother, was in an accident the night after he came here. A boating accident. And well, we’re trying to figure out where he went that night and why. It’s a long shot, coming here, but we’re in a worrisome situation.”
“Because he’s unconscious and can’t speak for himself,” my father added. “And a girl was”—he paused—“badly injured. So it’s crucial that we understand what was on his mind.”
The man stared us down and finally shook his head. “Hundreds of people come through here every day. What did he look like?”
“Strawberry blond, blue jeans,” my father started, and just as quickly stopped. “What color are his eyes, Hayley?”
“Like Allison’s, blue,” I said. “And he was wearing a white T-shirt with a band’s name written on it in script. Purple Moan.”
Now the man burst out laughing. “Yep, I remember him because I asked what in the devil that meant. He told me it was his favorite band—he had me listen a minute on his iPod. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was godawful.”
We all chuckled.
“Then he was asking me about finding treasure.”
“Treasure?” I asked.
“Was there more of it out there and could anyone go looking. So I told him how much training went into treasure hunting, and that equipment was terribly expensive, and that the government claimed twenty percent of what Mel found. Which of course he thought was outrageous. Well trust me, Mel wasn’t too happy about that either. And then he wanted to know about the gold bar that was lifted right out from under us.” He glanced up at my father. “He said you told him not to ask about it because I’d get the idea he was somehow involved.”
“Yeah.” My father sighed. “I didn’t think it was a great plan to ask questions about the unsolved burglary while in the museum.”
“Everyone in the world wants to know that,” the man said. “He seemed like a good kid, polite enough. Though he was texting the whole time we talked. Antsy, I’d say. Yeah, anxious”—his eyes shifted over to my father, then back to his lap—“about getting some cash fast.” He rubbed his chin. “I did kind of wonder whether he was on something.”
Which made me feel a little sick to my stomach. Because the same question had flitted through my mind when my family had first arrived at the Casa Marina and I’d seen him pacing, pacing, pacing. And wasn’t one of the worrisome signs of drug use a drop in grades? Rory fit that profile too. This would not be good information to pass on to cops looking for murder motives.
“He looked so discouraged after I told him all that,” the guard continued, “that I did mention the stash of emeralds some fellas claim they found recently on a nearby reef. Said they’d paid for a map to the treasure in a local bar. He absolutely lit up when I told him that. Apparently he’d heard the same story somewhere else. Personally, I think the whole business is a sham.”
“Did you mention any specific bar to him?” I asked, wondering what Mariah’s part in all this might have been.
The guard shook his head and squirmed in his chair. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything. But like I said, he looked so disappointed about diving for treasure.” He shrugged. “I told him to check out Sloppy Joe’s. Figured he’d want to stop there anyway and what harm would it do? I’m sorry if I led him astray.”
We left the museum, blinking as we exited into the strong sunlight. “Before we do anything else,” said Dad, “I’d better check in with Allison.”
Allison answered on the first ring. I thought I could tell from the tone of her voice that nothing new had happened, nothing good anyway. My father turned away, murmuring into his phone. Then he snapped it shut and sighed.
“Rory’s mostly sleeping, so they haven’t gotten anything out of him. Besides, the docs are insisting he shouldn’t be pressured. Rutherford hired a big-shot lawyer, and we’ll be meeting with him this afternoon. And they’re moving him out of the ICU into a regular room.”
“There’s some good news,” I said, in a hearty voice.
My father grimaced. “I guess I’ll walk down and check out Sloppy Joe’s,” he said. “I’m sure it’s a dead end, but I don’t want to leave any possibility out there. Really, what are the chances he obtained a treasure map in the biggest tourist trap in town and then stole a Jet Ski to go hunting for it?” His shoulders slumped and he looked old and wiped out. “It’s much more likely that he was looking for money to score drugs. Right under my nose.”
“Don’t give up on him yet,” I said, even though I was closing in on the same terrible conclusion.
He nodded, but not like he meant it. “I’ll take a cab back to the hospital. You’ve got other things to do. And relatives to take care of.” He turned and slipped into the crowd of tourists that was streaming from the cruise ship dock behind the Custom House toward Duval.
To be honest, the treasure map theory sounded ridiculous. Rory was too old to believe in fairy tales. And for that matter, so were we. I returned to my scooter, feeling gloomy enough to eat everything in Key West. I yearned for a chicken burrito from Bad Boy Burrito with extra jalapeños and tomatillo salsa or a chocolate-and-strawberry crepe from La Crêperie or even one of my own lost key lime cupcakes. Instead, I nipped into the Courthouse Deli for two large café con leches and headed north to make another quick stop at Project Lighthouse. One of the Key West kids had told the cops that Rory and Mariah were fighting on the night they disappeared—maybe Jai had heard the details.
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My mother splits the egg in half, and a string of pearls spills out. She drapes them between her fingers. My father mouths, “I’m sorry.” My mother shrugs her shoulders. She places me squarely in front of her like a shield.
All I want is candy, but there’s a bitterness I’m tasting.
—Anne Panning, Butter
 
I parked my scooter just around the corner from Project Lighthouse, pleased that I’d thought to bring a Cuban coffee for Jai Somers. She had a hard enough job juggling all those troubled kids without having to drink colored swill when she needed a caffeine jolt. I downed the rest of my coffee and dumped the last inch of sugar-and-grounds sludge in the trash.
The bell tinkled as I entered the room. Jai looked up from her conversation with two kids at the computer. I pointed to the steaming cup and she smiled and pointed to the corner of the room that served as her office. I set the coffee on her desktop, scanning the room for the kids who’d been so angry with me earlier, and feeling relieved when I didn’t see them. After a minute, I perched on Jai’s chair, twirling slowly as I’d seen one of the kids do yesterday. As I rotated back around to the desk, my gaze fell on the messy stack of papers sprawling over the surface. Reading them would be rude and intrusive, the equivalent of eavesdropping on a private conversation. But the note on top, printed in block letters, might as well have been written in flashing neon.
“J—Mariah’s parents called. Will stop by before noon,” it read.
My heart banged faster. I’d thought of trying to call them to ask about their daughter and why she’d come to Key West. But how likely was I to get any kind of truth about why she’d run away? Not very. Why would they tell me, the sister of the kid who’d gotten her into trouble? Aside from that, no matter how fraught with difficulty their relationship with Mariah had become, they’d be in shock, mourning her death. I thought of Allison, what she’d been like before we found Rory alive. Every cell in her body pointed toward her missing son. If he had been killed, she would have been devastated. Emotionally finished. Certainly in no condition to talk to strangers about what had happened. Or to cut any slack to a kid who might have led him into lethal trouble.
Jai crossed the room, her bootheels clicking on the linoleum and the keys on her belt jangling like a prison warden’s.
“You’re a lifesaver,” she said, taking a swig of the coffee. “Ahhhhh. So much better than the swill we make here.”
“You’re welcome.” I smiled and then tapped the paper on her desk. “Sorry to snoop, but I couldn’t help noticing that Mariah’s folks are stopping in. It was right on top.” I grimaced apologetically. “When are they coming?”
Jai frowned, put the coffee down, and rolled her neck in circles. “Mariah left a few things in one of the cubbies. They’ll pick them up after they visit the police station.” She looked at her watch. “Any minute now, really. And her mom wants to speak with Daisy and some of the other girls, thank them for being her friends.”
“Any chance I could talk with them while they’re here?”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine that they’ll want to see you.” She leaned forward and spoke in a whisper. “Imagine this: They are just coming from identifying their daughter’s body.”
“I can’t imagine that,” I said. And I really couldn’t. But I also couldn’t bear to see my stepbrother’s life ruined by this tragedy. He’d have enough baggage to carry with him, just knowing she’d died the night they were together. “But Rory loved her too. And she loved him. You know they won’t talk to me if I call them later. Heck, I wouldn’t talk to me either. How about if I just hang around and listen?”
“I don’t like it,” Jai said. “People count on me to be professional and keep their troubles confidential.”
“Allison thinks they are close to arresting Rory.” I was pleading now. “Or I would never ask.”
Finally she tucked a few strands of red hair into her ponytail and shrugged. “Okay. Maybe if you sit in the coat closet. You might as well make yourself useful and fold clothes while you wait. We’re sorting them by size and sex. I’ll count on your good judgment.”
Which wasn’t always perfect, I admitted to myself. And I was sure she wasn’t referring to categories of used clothes. “Meaning?”
“Meaning stay out of the conversation and keep anything you hear confidential.”
“Absolutely,” I said. “Thank you.”
I hurried over to the walk-in closet, just past the big couches near the front window. I found a folding chair leaning against cartons of supplies and set it up inside the alcove, then closed the door partway so I stayed in the shadows but could still see the room. While waiting, I flicked through my Facebook feed. A post from the Courthouse Deli bench was on top—a photo of spring breakers wearing green tank tops and Mardi Gras beads toasting the photographer with what looked like green beer. Which made me feel so sad, because two days ago, Mariah and Rory had been on that bench too—on top of their world. I stuffed the phone in my pocket and began to sort and fold jeans, T-shirts, and sweaters, all infused with a musty smell as though they’d spent months in someone’s damp basement or garage. I tried not to think of the creepy-crawlies that might be hiding in the folds of the clothing.
The bells on the door jingled and a couple came in—a big man in a gray suit and a woman wearing pearls and a sweater, too warm for the day. She had green eyes, like the girl we found floating in the mangroves. Only hers were clear rather than cloudy, and rimmed with red. Jai hurried over to greet them, shaking the man’s hand and hugging the woman, tenderly, as if she might shatter with the slightest pressure. She ushered them to the table at the center of the room, shooing away a girl working on a coloring book, and plied them with coffee in Styrofoam cups.
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” she told them as she took a seat facing the father. “Mariah was a beautiful girl. This must be so hard.”
Mariah’s mother stared at her, doe-eyed. “You can’t imagine.” Her husband frowned and fidgeted. “Van did not want to come here, but I needed the closure. Anything we can learn about our beautiful girl. And what happened…” Her eyes filled and she rustled in her purse for a tissue.
Jai nodded. “Anything I can do for you, I will.”
“Can you bring her back?” Mariah’s father leaned forward, both hands on the table. “Can you roll back time and make her understand that running away solves nothing? That her family only ever wanted what was best for her? Can you get rid of that stinking cur of a boyfriend who destroyed her and choked the life out of her?” Drops of spittle sprayed the table. I saw one land on Jai’s cheek and glisten there. But she didn’t pull back or wipe it off.
“Van,” Mariah’s mother said, patting his hand. “It’s not her fault. Ms. Somers is trying to help.”
He looked around at the messy piles of supplies, the nose-ringed, dreadlocked girl at the computer, the handwritten signs about the center’s rules posted on the door and walls, the group of disheveled teenagers sprawled on the couch and chairs. “My daughter didn’t belong here,” he spat out. “She was not homeless. She had parents who loved her.” His voice cracked and he bolted out of his chair and headed to the bathroom.
“He’s taking it so hard,” said Mariah’s mother in a soft voice. She pushed her coffee cup to the center of the table.
“Do you have a sense of what she was running from?” Jai asked.
In the hallway, just off the bathroom and the kitchenette, Mariah’s father stopped to answer his phone before returning to his wife’s side. “I’ll need the spreadsheet with those numbers this afternoon,” he said. “Then we’ll make our final offer by tonight.” He listened for a minute. “That’s right. Tomorrow is too late. Yes, I’ll be available for a conference call shortly.” He waited another minute, whisking through something on his screen, then stuffed the phone in a back pocket.
“I do believe that she was afraid of that boy,” said the mother in a quiet voice, barely loud enough for me to overhear. “He was a terrible influence. For the past few months, she’s hardly been home. And truant from school more days than she attended.”
“He was a very troubled kid,” Mariah’s father added as he sat down. “I believe he came from a broken home.”
“I can’t understand what was going through her mind,” said the mother. “My friends from the garden club would call and say they’d spotted her downtown hanging out with the worst kids. Do you think they don’t stick out like invasive weeds in a town like Princeton? All I could think was that she was trying to thumb her nose at us. But why?”
She swallowed a sob and skimmed her hand over her head, over the perfect golden pageboy. “I thought I’d die when she let her beautiful hair get all tangled.” She glanced at the girl by the computer, the messy swirl of dreadlocks snaking down her back. “Why do they think that’s attractive?” Her gaze flicked back to Jai, taking in the tattoo inside her left biceps—a large pirate skull with crossed cannons underneath—and a thick black rubber band with the “One Human Family” logo hanging on the opposite wrist. “Why do they destroy their beautiful bodies?”
Jai smiled. “Kids need to find ways to feel different from their parents. It’s part of growing up.”
Mariah’s mother shuddered. “We could have fixed her hair. But a tattoo is so permanent.”
“She was fine before that boy came around,” said Mariah’s father. “She was an A student. Not a slut or a bum, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
Jai kept a solicitous smile on her lips, but she had to be concluding—as I was—that this man was impossible to reach. She turned to Mariah’s mother. “Let me see if I can round up a few of the girls who knew her,” Jai said. “I’ll be right back.”
The further this conversation went, the lower my spirits sank. I no longer had the urge to try to meet Mariah’s parents, try to talk with them about why she left home. They had a story—featuring Rory Michaels as bad guy—and they were sticking to it. I slumped in my chair, feeling the metal hard against my butt. How long would I be stuck here before I could get back to the hospital to warn Allison and my dad about the storm bearing down on Rory? I kept busy by Googling Mariah’s father. He was a councilman for the borough of Princeton, and a lecturer in business and economics at the university. A man with a big reputation at stake, and probably an ego to match.
Jai herded three teenagers to the table, one of them Daisy. “This is Mr. and Mrs. Mathers,” Jai told the girls. “And these are a few of Mariah’s girlfriends.” Daisy began to weep. Mariah’s mother reached for her hands, her eyes wet too.
“I’m so sorry about Mariah,” the girl sobbed. “I loved her so much.”
Mr. Mathers folded his arms across his chest, his jaw set and his eyes hard.
“Do you know why my little girl went off with that boy?” asked Mariah’s mother.
The three girls fidgeted, exchanging glances.
“She needed money,” said Daisy after a long silence.
“But why did she need money?” the father asked. “We provided everything she would ever want. She had clothes and trips and toys and computers. What the hell was missing?”
Daisy shrugged, the tears sliding faster down her cheeks. The other girls weren’t much more help, sniffling and offering bits of advice about what Mariah wanted, one suggesting more minutes on her iPhone, another later curfews.
“She had to earn those things!” said Mr. Mathers in a loud voice. He stood up so quickly that his chair crashed backward to the tile floor, startling the girls and Mariah’s mother too. “I’ll wait for you outside,” he told her. “I’m done here.”
Fifteen minutes later, Mariah’s mom also left Project Lighthouse, and the girls clattered out to the street soon after that. I waited until I was sure Mariah’s family would be gone, then slunk out of the closet, waved my thanks to Jai, and dashed down the block to retrieve my scooter. I was no nearer to understanding why Mariah had run off or why she was killed than when I’d started. I had the strong sense that Daisy knew more than she was saying, but either didn’t know how to put this into words or was protecting her friend. Or someone.
I roared off to the hospital, hoping Rory would be in condition to talk soon. We desperately needed to know his side of the story. The same receptionist in the main waiting area that I’d seen three times since yesterday manned the desk. This time, HIPAA privacy regulations be damned, she let me know she knew exactly who I was.
She broke into a wide smile. “They’ve moved him to a regular unit. Second floor.” She scribbled out a visitor pass and handed it over. “Before you know it, he’ll be discharged and right back to mischief.”
“Wonderful,” I said, “though we could do without any mischief for a while.”
I took the elevator to the second floor and started down the hall toward his room. A police officer I didn’t recognize was stationed outside.
“Family only,” he said.
“I’m his sister.”
“I’ll need to see your identification,” he said.
I showed him my pass and my driver’s license and poked my head inside the room. The bed by the door was empty, stripped down to its rubberized mattress. The TV blared and Rory lounged in the window-side bed, plumped up against a nest of pillows.
“How are you feeling?” I went over to his bedside and would have kissed his cheek if he hadn’t pulled away.
“I’ve got a wicked headache,” he said, looking and sounding surly. “And they won’t even give me an aspirin. I can’t wait to get out of here. Allison says it could be another four days.”
So “Mom” was “Allison” today, meaning he didn’t want to feel close to anyone, even her. Maybe he didn’t want anyone to see how bad/scared/worried he felt.
“Are you hungry?” I asked, glancing at the hospital tray on his bedside table—the Saltine crackers, the red Jell-O, the pasty gray noodles floating in pale chicken broth.
“Not really,” he said. “Not for this crap.”
Now I wished I’d brought some cookies or that last piece of strawberry cream pie. I, of all people, knew how good food opened doors. Then I remembered the peach cake Mom had given me this morning. I rustled in my backpack and pulled out a foil packet.
“My mother baked this—Ina Garten’s peach cake. It’s to die for.” I handed him a white plastic fork and he attacked the cake as though he hadn’t eaten in days. Which he hadn’t.
“What’s on TV?” I asked, watching him lick the last crumbs from the foil, trying to get the conversational juices lubricated.
He rolled his eyes, embarrassed. “iCarly.”
A Nickelodeon sitcom about a girl raised by her older brother who has her own Web TV show. Not what I’d expect from a teenage boy.
“There is nothing worth watching in the afternoon. Nothing,” he said. “And if you’re here to try to make me talk about what happened, I don’t remember. Period.” He planted his arms across his chest, scowling, and then clicked the volume up on the television.
I sat in the chair next to the bed, facing the TV. “It’s been a dreadful week.”
His eyes filled with tears and he dashed them away. I studied the TV screen, giving him a little space to gather his dignity.
“Where’s your mom?” I asked a few minutes later when I couldn’t take any more silence between us—or more silly television.
“They’re talking with that detective—the one with the stick up his butt.”
I snickered, even though the police trouble looming wasn’t the least bit funny. “That has to be Detective Bransford. What’s with the cop outside the door?”
“I guess they think I might make a run for it.” He plucked at his hospital gown. “I wouldn’t get far in this.”
I sighed, puzzled about how to reach him. Was he really this out of it, or were the consequences of the last few days not registering? “I ran into Mariah’s parents over at Project Lighthouse.” I figured he’d know the name, whether or not he’d actually been to the center.
He turned to stare at me. “I hate that guy,” he said.
“Tell me about it,” I said softly.
A resigned look passed over his face. “They already gave me the third degree. I don’t remember much. They said Mariah died?”
The sadness in his face nearly broke my heart.
“I’m so sorry.”
“That cop seems to think I did it.”
“That’s one theory, for sure,” I said. “Mr. Mathers seems to be trying to build a case that she ran away to escape from you.”
Rory looked down at his hands, fingering the edge of the hospital sheet. “That’s so not true.”
“I know there’s something you don’t want to say, but if you don’t speak up, you could end up arrested for her murder.” We watched a commercial about stain-busting detergent. “What do you think she was running from?”
“Everyone thought she had such a perfect life. Her family has tons of money—and a big honking mansion in Princeton. And her father is so smart and important that no one questions his side of the story. He’s some big shot at Princeton, professor or something. But he’s a major phony. And he didn’t understand her at all.”
“What didn’t he understand?”
He rolled his shoulders back, gave a big sigh. “She knew her parents never could really love her because she isn’t theirs.”
“How so?”
“She’s adopted.”
Which totally caught me off guard. I’d thought Mariah’s mom resembled her almost perfectly, allowing for the twenty-five-year difference in their ages and a huge difference in taste. But on the other hand, I’d been primed to expect that. “Lots of kids are adopted,” I said in a neutral voice. “But most of them don’t run away.”
“You don’t know how hard they were on her. It was all about appearances. She finally couldn’t take it and started skipping school and hanging out with the townies. That’s where I met her.” A tear shimmered on his lower lashes. He blotted it dry with the sheet.
“So you met her in town. And?”
“And she needed money to get away.”
Might as well ask it straight out. “Was she using drugs? Or selling them?”
“She needed money to get away,” he repeated in a stony voice.
I took a deep breath, in and then out. “So you came down here to help her. That’s why you asked to go off by yourself the night of the shower?”
He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “Allison would never have let me go if she knew I was meeting Mariah.”
I nodded and bit my lip, trying not to show how annoyed I felt. And mentally kicking myself for not picking this up the other night. If I’d been paying more attention, maybe I could have saved us all a lot of agony. And saved Mariah’s life. “I know there’s a lot you don’t remember yet. Do you have any ideas about who killed her?”
He scowled and shook his head. Digging in. “The last thing I remember was on Duval Street with our friends.”
I simply didn’t believe him, but pressing him for more wasn’t going to work either.
“This may sound dumb,” I said, “but I’ve discovered that family has less to do with biology than it does with who cares enough to make the effort.”
Rory shook his head again. “You don’t understand—she had to get away from them. And to do that, she needed money.”
The angry look on his face told me I’d get nowhere if I insisted that Mariah’s parents really loved her, at least in their own limited way. “Some of the kids reported that you and Mariah had been fighting,” I said. “Do you remember that?”
He pressed his lips together and plucked at his hospital ID bracelet. “I remember being on Duval Street with all the kids. Like I said. A guy was bothering her. That’s all.”
“Who was the guy?”
He shrugged and slumped down into his pillows looking pale and tired. I’d pushed him too hard. “If you remember something more about what happened, call me, okay?”
I stood up. “Sometimes the people you’re not related to can feel exactly like family. In a good way. Your mom, for example.” I smiled. “She feels like another mother to me. Although two mothers can be a lot. Especially two mothers on a small island.”
I laughed and managed to eke a grin from him too. “Here’s the thing: There are big differences between my mother and Allison, but I know they both love me. Same as your dad and my dad love you.”
Rory frowned again. “If my father cared about me, he’d drop this stupid idea about military school. He wouldn’t be sending me away.” He scowled even harder. “And it was your father who told my mother I couldn’t stay with her.”
I hesitated. Was there a way to explain the truth to him without telling Allison’s secrets? Probably not. Probably the best thing I could do was point him back to her.
“Talk to your mother about that,” I said. “She would want to know how you feel. I’m sure of that.” I wanted to hug him. Instead I squeezed his shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re feeling better.”
I thought about Mariah’s father on the way out to my scooter. How he’d accepted a business call in the middle of the conversation about his daughter’s death. How he’d assured the person on the phone that they would be working on the spreadsheet details by that evening. How could he possibly concentrate on numbers at a time like this? Maybe there was a good reason that Mariah felt disconnected from her parents. But probably now we’d never know.
Bottom line: I believed that Rory did whatever he did because he felt as though he had to save her from her parents. But what were the chances that anyone else would believe him?
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I thank you for calling them off, young ser. I promise you, they would have found me indigestible.
—George R. R. Martin, 
A Game of Thrones
 
Back outside the hospital, the last of the morning haze had burned off, revealing a perfect sunny spring day. I noticed that I’d missed two calls from Ray during the time I’d been eavesdropping in Project Lighthouse and then talking with Rory. I dialed him back.
“I’m afraid to ask how everything’s going,” he said as soon as he answered.
“Up and down,” I said. “Rory’s conscious and he’s been moved out of ICU, so that’s the good news. Allison thinks he’s about to be arrested for murder, though he can’t remember what happened. Or possibly he does remember, but he’s not willing to say. That’s the bad.”
“Crap,” he said. “I’m awfully sorry.”
“How about on your end?”
“Not good,” he said, sounding utterly miserable. “Now that the opening is over, I’ve got nothing to do. I’m having a terrible time explaining to my folks why they flew across the country for nothing.”
I was losing my patience for all this. “For god’s sake, Ray, what in the world did you say to Connie’s father? Why did you run him off?”
Silence.
“Have you talked to Connie by any chance?” he finally asked. “Or seen her?”
“Not today,” I said. “We’ve been a little busy.” I didn’t mean to sound snippy but I suppose it came out that way. Poor Ray, he was having almost as bad a week as my family was. “Do you want me to call her?”
“Would you? I’d be so grateful. Is there anything I could do for you in return?”
An idea took shape in my head. “Could you borrow your friend’s boat again? If we took another spin around the island, maybe we’d run into someone who knew something or saw something the other night. I feel certain of this: Rory Michaels may have stolen a Jet Ski or even arranged to score some drugs, but he would not kill a girl. I’ve known the kid practically all his life—he doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. Crabby and full of teenage angst, yes. But mean? No.”
“I can do that,” Ray said. “It sounds like a good idea. When we were out yesterday, we were focused on looking for your brother, not witnesses or clues. I’ll call you with a time.”
“One more thing,” I said. “Any chance you and your parents would be interested in joining me for an early dinner at Two Cents tonight? We could show them through Mallory Square after.”
“Absolutely,” he said, sounding enormously relieved. I could imagine that these couple of days that were supposed to be filled with the happy bustle of his wedding preparations felt awkward and empty.
I zipped back to houseboat row to see if my mother and Sam wanted to accompany me on the boat. Sam was pacing back and forth on the dock, talking on his phone. Each time he passed her, Schnootie the schnauzer barked and lunged to the end of her leash, nearly strangling herself. My mother and Miss Gloria were reading on the deck, enjoying the perfect weather day. I explained the latest plan—the boat ride and then an early dinner.
“I’m in this time,” Miss Gloria said. “I’ll get my gear.” She popped up and disappeared into the houseboat.
“If you don’t mind,” Sam said, looking at my mother, “this would be a good chance for me to work on my case back at the hotel.”
“We’ll see you for dinner?” my mother asked, standing on her tiptoes to kiss his lips.
“Definitely.” He wrinkled his brow and frowned a little. “You ladies stay out of trouble. Don’t try to do anything yourselves. Call the police the second you see anything suspicious?”
“We promise,” said Miss Gloria, who’d returned to the deck with a wide-brimmed hat, sunscreen, an emergency ziplock bag of chocolate chip cookies, and a big smile on her face.
We piled into my mother’s rental car, dropped Sam off at the hotel, and raced out to the marina. Ray was waiting by the boat.
“Thanks for arranging this,” I said. “I thought your folks might have liked to join us.”
“Mom needed to do a little shopping on Duval Street,” Ray said. The dark half-moons under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept much last night. “And honestly, we all needed a little time apart.”
“Hasn’t this been the hardest week?” Mom asked. She put her hand to her forehead, shading her eyes like the brim of a ball cap. “We don’t know quite what we’re looking for, do we?”
“Someone we didn’t notice yesterday, but who might have noticed Rory,” Ray said.
We followed the same route we had the day before, though the feeling of the trip was different. The sun was out and so were bright-colored sailboats and day-tripping motorboats and raucous Jet Skis. And the knowledge that Rory was alive and recovering from his injury made the outing feel less ominous.
Until we passed the mangroves where Mariah’s body had gotten hung up.
“Slow down.” I signaled to Ray. “This is where we found Mariah.”
“That’s a long way from where Rory was,” Ray said. “How are they figuring he could have gotten injured over by Wisteria Island and still managed to dump her body here? It’s too far for the tides to have brought her.”
“Someone’s not looking very hard at the facts,” said my mother. “Somebody’s jamming puzzle pieces willy-nilly into any old hole.”
“Speaking of the facts,” Miss Gloria piped up from her seat in front of the console, “what really happened between you and Connie’s father? It’s just plain silly that we’re all tippy-toeing around acting like nothing’s wrong. Or as if there’s no way to fix this.”
“I second that opinion,” said my mother, turning from the bow to stare Ray down.
“Third,” I added, watching Ray’s face turn from pink to red. “Ray, tell us. How bad can it be?”
“Bad,” he finally said, his gaze still pinned to the horizon.
We three waited.
“I didn’t ask her father to leave,” he finally said in a soft voice. “My parents sent a big check as a gift for the wedding or the honeymoon or a boat—however we wanted to spend it.” He gave a halfhearted smile. “I had the card from them sitting on my kitchen table, waiting to show to Connie. When I got up in the morning, the money was gone. Fifty hundred-dollar bills. Just gone. Pfft.” He snapped his fingers.
“Lordy! They sent all that cash in the mail?” Miss Gloria asked.
“No. I’m the one who’s an idiot. I had it cashed because I thought she’d enjoy seeing the money. And spending it too,” said Ray with a quick smile that faded away as fast as it had crossed his face. “The point is, the only other person who’d been in my apartment was Keith.”
“Connie’s father took the money?” Mom asked. “Are you sure about that, honey?”
“I tried to come up with another theory. Like maybe he’d gotten worried about that much cash sitting around and so he put it away somewhere.” He looked right at me. “I had to ask him.”
“Of course you did.” I nodded. “And?”
“First he denied knowing anything about it. He suggested maybe I’d hidden it someplace safe and then forgotten where I’d hidden it.”
Miss Gloria laughed. “In my case, that would be a good bet.”
“Then what happened?” I asked.
“As you can imagine, it was beyond tense. He never admitted to taking the cash, but he rambled about needing money to cover some short-term debts. And then how Connie would certainly want to loan money to him. And if I was going to be part of his family, I should understand that too.”
He scowled and sighed. “Finally I insisted he tell her what had happened. Let her decide how to handle it and whether she was satisfied with him usurping our honeymoon nest egg without anyone’s permission.” Ray’s jaw had clenched tighter and tighter as he finished the story. “I said, look, she’s going to be really disappointed in you if I tell her what happened.”
He fell silent.
“And he said?” I prodded.
“He said she wouldn’t be disappointed because he knew I wouldn’t tell. He said we both knew that family was more important than anything in the world to Connie. And he knew I wouldn’t be the one to take her father away from her.”
Ray glanced at me, his face ashen and eyes tired.
“I was so worried about Rory. I had to get to the marina to meet you all at the boat, so I left.”
“Did he give the money back?” asked Miss Gloria, her eyes wide.
Ray shook his head.
Mom said: “So he took off with your money and led Connie to believe the estrangement was your fault.”
Ray nodded. “He didn’t tell her what we fought about, just made it sound like I didn’t like him. And maybe I was too jealous to share her love with anyone—even her own father.” He gunned the boat’s motor, and we picked up speed. “He was right about one thing—I don’t like him.”
“You have to tell her the truth,” Mom said, gripping the gunwale and shouting over the wind.
“I tried to tell her,” Ray said. “She doesn’t want to hear it. And Keith was right: It’s not my place to ruin her relationship with him. He was right about that too—family trumps everything in her world.”
“But at what cost, Ray?” I asked, feeling impatient. “It’s a relationship built on lies. And she loses her chance to have the life she dreamed of with you because you’re protecting that scumbag?”
“It’s her father.” His set his lips in a grim line and looked off to the horizon. “You saw what happened the other day. She doesn’t want to hear this truth.”
I met my mother’s eyes and shrugged. We’d have to take this up again later. We were getting absolutely nowhere.
We circled around the bottom of the island, skirting the Disney Magic cruise ship docked at the Outer Mole—the far pier—dodging a line of Jet Skiers, and finally motoring past Sunset Key. Ray slowed the boat down when the live-aboards at the city mooring field came into view.
“I’ll putter along,” he said. “If you spot someone we could talk with, let me know.”
I showed Miss Gloria the empty mooring where we’d found Rory on the abandoned boat. A two-man kayak wobbled along a few hundred yards away and Ray cruised over to cut them off.
“Good morning,” my mother yelled. “Could we ask a quick question?”
Ray cut the engine and her words echoed loudly across the water. The man in the back of the kayak stopped paddling. “We’re late to work.”
“We’ll be quick.” Mom flashed a friendly grin. “We found my daughter’s brother injured on an abandoned sailboat the other morning. He’s been in a coma in the hospital ever since. We’re wondering if you might have seen something—or heard something—late Wednesday night. A fight, or anything unusual like that?”
The girl in the front of the kayak shook her head. “We’ve been working double shifts all week. Spring break. By the time we get home, we sleep like the dead.”
Or the dead drunk, I thought to myself. They looked that disheveled, with eyes red-rimmed and dirty hair pulled back into messy ponytails. Where did you shower if you lived on a boat with no facilities?
As if she could read my unkind thoughts, the girl dug her paddle into the water and the kayak glided away.
“Over there,” said Miss Gloria, pointing to a white sailboat, its deck stacked with plastic bags and shaded by a tattered blue tarp. “I saw a man duck into his cabin.”
Ray motored over closer and called out: “Good morning! Excuse me! Might we have a word with you?”
After a few minutes, an older man emerged from the cabin, wearing a tattered sleeveless T-shirt and weathered blue jeans. He had a scruffy beard and thick white eyebrows. “Help you?”
Ray explained who we were and asked whether he remembered any unusual noises or comings and goings over the past week, especially the night that Rory disappeared. The man combed his beard with stubby fingers and looked out over the landscape of wrecked boats. He kicked aside a laundry basket brimming with empty beer cans, some of them rusting around the seams. I was sure we’d struck out again.
“It’s always kinda noisy out here after midnight. We’re not what you’d call an upscale neighborhood.” He barked a laugh and studied my mother with rheumy blue eyes. “Your son, huh?”
Mom nodded, looking sober and sincere. No point in correcting that impression—it might help in this case. “And her grandson,” she said, pulling Miss Gloria close to her side. “We think he got involved in some serious trouble. Serious enough that someone might have tried to kill him.”
“Could be drugs,” I added, because after my visit with Rory, that’s how it was looking to me. They all looked startled at my pronouncement, which made me feel queasy.
“Drugs, huh?” He scratched his beard again. “I think I know a man who could lead a kid to that kind of trouble. He’s a dealer from what I can tell. And he uses kids to do his dirty work. He spent some time on that boat over yonder”—he pointed to a sailboat on the outer perimeter of the live-aboards. “Haven’t seen any sign of him today though. Maybe he’s cleared out. Though you never can be sure out here—people come and go. You get tired of the lifestyle, you know?” He grinned and chuckled, tapping the basket of cans with his toe. As though drinking too much beer off the grid was a “lifestyle.”
“What kind of dirty work do the kids do?” I asked.
He stared at me a minute, then hitched up his jeans. “He seems to like to have a girl to front the business. Sales. Who wouldn’t rather buy something from a cute young gal?”
“How do you know all this?” Miss Gloria asked, which was exactly what I was thinking but didn’t have the nerve to ask. He was giving us too much, too fast, too good to be true.
The man winked at her. “Most nights, I like to get a beer with my buddies at the Green Parrot. Sometimes I see him across the street. You watch long enough, you see things change hands.”
“In front of the Courthouse Deli?” I asked. “Is it always the same girls, or different?”
“Different ones, I guess. I’d say there’s a fair amount of turnover.” He winked again at Miss Gloria, who stood her ground, looking a little fierce.
“Could he be fencing emeralds?” Miss Gloria asked.
The man hooted with laughter. “You’ve been reading too many articles in the Key West Citizen, ma’am. The guys who ‘discovered’ those emeralds planted them there themselves.”
“Then what drugs is he dealing?” Mom asked.
“Can’t say for sure,” he said. “I don’t use the stuff myself.” He toed the beer cans again and grinned his gap-toothed smile, which would have been adorable on a toddler. Him, not so much.
“Did you notice the boy lying over on that boat in the morning?” my mother asked sternly. “He was nearly dead when we found him.”
“I mind my own business,” said the man. “Like I said, I go out at night. I’m not a crack-of-dawn kind of guy.” His voice got louder. “You might have noticed there’s a lot of junk lying around on these wrecks. One more lump of trash would hardly stand out.” He retreated into his cabin.
Ray started up the motor again and backed us away.
“He minds his own business?” Mom asked with a snort. “A likely story.”
“If this guy was using street girls like Mariah to front his drug trade,” I said under my breath, “I imagine if they knew too much, they’d conveniently disappear.”
“Which would work just fine, because people are used to them coming and going,” Mom said. “No one’s going to raise a red flag.”
“Except this time Jai did,” I said. “She had a feeling Mariah had gotten into something bad, and she was right. And then Rory tried to come to the rescue.”
“A teenage white knight,” said Mom, shaking her head sadly. “I wish he’d felt like he could tell one of us she was in trouble.”
“You’re assuming this guy was telling the truth,” Ray added. “I don’t believe a word he said. Why would he bother to tell all that to us? We’re not in the least bit official.”
“Maybe he would get something out of turning the dealer in,” I said.
“Maybe he is the dealer.”
Ray pointed the boat toward the sailboat that the man had fingered and we circled around it. But as the man had guessed, it looked abandoned. As we pulled away, its rusty hull rocked in our wake, one loose chain clanking against the mast.
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I would like not to keep going into restaurants and have flashbulbs go off when people are taking pictures of their food. People aren’t tasting it anymore. Just eat your food!
—Ruth Reichl
 
Ray dropped us off at the Stock Island marina, with the plan of meeting up with his folks at Two Cents just after five. We’d get a light bite to eat and then walk them over to see the Sunset Celebration at Mallory Square. We were all feeling grim, considering the ugly truth about Connie’s father and wondering if a drug dealer could be targeting his next young victim, even while Rory took the rap for the death of his last.
Once back at the houseboat, my mother left to pick up Sam and Miss Gloria retreated to her cabin for a short lie-down. I stretched out on the couch, with both cats slung across my legs, and ripped through my e-mail—almost twenty messages from Connie’s friends asking for details about why the wedding was canceled. Yikes, what could I possibly say? I deleted them all without responding. And then a note from Danielle, reminding me about the articles I was supposed to be writing, when they were due, and when they were scheduled to go live in Key Zest. I deleted that one as well. Now wasn’t the time to obsess about how much I hadn’t gotten done. Then I surfed over to my Facebook page and from there to Rory’s. I studied the photo that had been taken on the Courthouse Deli bench the other night, the last time his page had been active.
It looked different this time—less playful, more tragic—after seeing Mariah, drowned or strangled in the mangroves. And I recognized the other girl as her drifting friend, Daisy. I clicked on the photo to enlarge it. There had been a fourth person sitting on the bench, but only one muscular leg and part of his arm and hand were showing. I punched in Jai’s cell phone number.
“Hey, it’s Hayley here. Thank you for letting me listen in on Mariah’s folks. I felt so bad for them.”
“Me too,” Jai said. “The whole situation is tragic. Sometimes I get to see happy endings, but not for Mariah.”
“Would you mind taking another look at the photo on Rory’s Facebook page?” I asked. “If you blow it up, you’ll see part of a fourth person. I just noticed this. Do you recognize him?” I waited a moment until Jai found the photo.
“I can’t see enough of him to say.”
I sighed. I knew it was a long shot. “Is Daisy still around?” I asked. “I know she didn’t want to talk to me earlier, but maybe she’d be willing to take a quick peek.”
Jai was silent for a minute. “She isn’t here. Which is odd, now that you mention it. I haven’t seen her for a couple of hours. Once Mariah’s family left, she disappeared. That’s perfectly normal,” she said, as if reassuring both of us. “The kids come and go as they please. But she almost always checks in to help me clean up before I close up the place for the day.”
I was getting a horrible feeling. “Call me if she turns up?”
“Will do,” Jai said.
•   •   •
 
A little before five, I got dressed and motored to the restaurant where I’d planned to meet the others. Two Cents is a stone’s throw from Duval Street, but down an alley, so it tends not to get clogged with tourists. Besides that, we were very early for dinner by Key West standards. I passed through the bar, decorated in purple and teal and swirls of gold, lit by stunning art deco chandeliers, and headed to the patio. I found a table large enough for six and settled in under the netting that kept leaves and birds from dropping onto the diners.
While I waited, I tried to take a few notes about the setting, but the words weren’t flowing. I put a call in to Allison. “How’s everything?”
“We’re doing just fine,” she said. “Your father has gone off to get us a grinder. The kind with pickles and roast pork. I guess you’d call it a Cuban sandwich down here though, right? Rory’s already complaining about the hospital food, and I don’t blame him.” Her voice sounded strained, as though she was working to keep up the cheerful banter. She had to be sitting with Rory.
“Can I speak to him for a minute?” I asked.
“Hi again,” I said, once Rory came on the line. “One more thing I wanted to check on. Do you remember getting your picture taken on the Courthouse Deli bench?”
“Sort of,” he said, still sounding grumpy.
“Who took the picture?”
“I don’t know.”
“Daisy was there, and Mariah, and another kid. A guy. Do you remember him?”
“Not the name,” he said, after a pause. “Just that he wasn’t a kid.”
“He’s not a kid?”
“He’s older than he looks.”
I tried several ways to get him to say more—like was he old and scuzzy like the man we’d seen on the boat this morning?—but he couldn’t. And the harder I tried, the more agitated he got. Allison came back on the line.
“He just doesn’t remember,” she said softly. “We’ll call you if that changes, okay? And we’re meeting with Rutherford’s new lawyer in about an hour. So he’ll take it from here. Okay, Hayley?”
In other words, back off.
As I hung up, feeling guilty for pressuring Rory, my mother and Sam arrived for dinner.
“How’s he doing?” Mom asked, seeing the phone in my hand and reading the distress on my face.
“I’m pushing too hard, I guess,” I said. “I have the feeling the key to the whole thing is this guy right here, only Rory can’t remember and we’re not putting the pieces together.” I showed them the Facebook photo again.
Mom peered at the screen and shrugged. “There’s not much to go on. I could say he looks familiar, but I’m afraid that’s wishful thinking.”
Ray and his parents came into the courtyard and I waved them over. Once everyone was seated, I explained that I’d be reviewing our meals for Key Zest. “So don’t mind me if I order more than normal—I’m not a glutton, I just have to taste a lot of different dishes. Oh, and please don’t say anything about me being a food critic. I try to fly under the radar so we get the same treatment anyone off the street would get.”
“This is exciting,” said Ray’s mom. “A covert operation.”
We ordered drinks and appetizers and then returned to chatting. Except that light chitchat felt difficult, because all roads seemed to lead to the wedding that wasn’t happening. And the absence of Connie.
“How long are you staying?” Mom asked Ray’s parents.
“We tried to move our flight up and leave tomorrow,” said Alice, “but everything is booked straight through until next Tuesday. There was one first-class seat but it cost over a thousand dollars.”
“One way,” said Ray’s father, shaking his head dolefully. “Who in their right mind would pay that kind of money?”
“We’re considering renting a car and driving to Miami,” Alice said. “Then we could get on standby to Salt Lake City and figure something out from there.”
“That sounds so stressful. There’s no reason you have to rush off,” Ray said. “Why not relax and see some of the sights on the island. Have I mentioned the Conch Tour Train?”
Nobody answered.
The waiter arrived with a Greek salad, fish tacos, wok-sautéed green beans, Key West pink shrimp wrapped in bacon, and a grilled Caesar salad. We divvied the food up and began to eat.
“How do you go about this?” Alice asked. “Are you comparing this meal to other places you’ve eaten?”
“I can’t help that a little,” I said. “If the Caesar salad here is better than the last three I’ve eaten, it’s worth a mention. But I also try to keep in mind what a restaurant is trying to be to its diners. This one, for example, isn’t pretending to aspire to Michelin stars, but the chef is definitely focused on being creative without getting outlandish. Hence the calamari with a Vietnamese dipping sauce instead of marinara.”
“With some of those dishes Buddy Higgs made for the Topped Chef competition,” Mom said, “he was definitely trying too hard.”
After the waiter had cleared away the appetizer plates and brought more wine, we tucked into a plate of sliders, cooked perfectly to medium-rare as I’d requested, Moroccan-spiced chicken for Mom and Ray, steak frites for Charles, and two kinds of fish for Sam and Alice.
“These are worthy of Idaho,” Charles said after tasting his fries.
I sampled everything and jotted down notes as fast as my companions could dictate them. This wouldn’t be the most stylish review I’d ever written, but what did Wally expect with only a day’s notice? The more I thought about him piling this on me on top of everything else that was going on, the more annoyed I felt.
After dinner we left the restaurant without ordering dessert and walked the few blocks to Mallory Square. We stopped first to watch Dominique the Cat Man and his flying house cats, ordinarily one of my favorite sunset entertainments. He wore a white T-shirt belted around the waist, capri pants, and yellow knee-high socks with black cats preening on them. He released two of his cats from their carriers, and in his falsetto French accent, began to coax them up a rope ladder onto stools. Ray’s mom and mine laughed and clapped with delight, while Charles snapped a series of photos.
But I found it hard to pay attention to the cat man’s antics.
“I’m going to look for Lorenzo,” I whispered to my mother. “I’ll meet you over that way in a while.”
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Curiosity kills the cake.
—Jacquy Pfeiffer
 
Anxious to get a tarot card reading from Lorenzo, I pushed through throngs of tourists enjoying the Mallory Square party. The last few days had left me feeling sad and unsettled—I hoped he could shed some positive light on the future. I skirted the guy who dressed his golden retriever in boxer shorts and sent him around to beg dollar bills from tourists, and then a juggler handling a set of monstrous knives that gave me the shivers. In the distance, the Disney Magic cruise ship had swung around and started to chug through the channel, on to its next stop in the cycle of manufactured fun.
Lorenzo had set up his table about ten yards from the water, looking distinguished in sunglasses and a jacket shot through with gold threads. Three middle-aged women were stacked up only feet from his table, fidgeting and trying not to stare at his current customer as they waited for their readings.
“I’m going to get another glass of wine,” said one woman to another. “Hold my place?” She headed toward the beverage cart a little farther down the plaza.
This could take forever.
The lady seated across from Lorenzo had a death grip on his hand and tears on her cheeks. He murmured as he leaned toward her, patted the back of her hand, and passed her a colorful business card. I caught only the last few words. “Call whenever you need me.”
When she finally stood up and stumbled off, I signaled for his attention and tapped my wrist. “How long?”
“It’s crazy busy out here tonight,” he said, shrugging apologetically. “It could be an hour before I can get to you. Call me later?”
I nodded.
“Everything okay?”
“Sort of.”
I waved and turned to make my way back to my scooter, still feeling uneasy. The crowds pressed in closer to the edge of the pier as the sun dropped toward the slot between two mangrove islands on the horizon, tinging the clouds rosy. As I circled around the aspiring Houdini hanging upside down in chains, a half dozen curvy blondes in pink tank tops that read On the Rock for Missy’s 30th in rhinestone-studded script blocked my progress. One of the girls thrust her phone at me.
“Would you take our picture? It’s Missy’s birthday today!”
They were so tipsy and insistent, it would be faster to comply than argue. On the other hand, I was tired and worried and a little panicky about getting out of the sunset mob. But I snapped a quick shot, returned the phone, and forged forward.
I wasn’t in the mood to tackle one more minute with the crowds on Mallory Square. Or to try to cheer up Ray and his family. But I was too itchy to head right home. Then I remembered the BottleCap Lounge, the bar that had been advertising in the paper for psychics the last few weeks for their nonprofit Friday event—this one to benefit Literacy Volunteers of America. I probably wouldn’t find anyone as skilled as Lorenzo at reading cards, but the pull to try overwhelmed my skepticism. I texted my mother about where I was headed, suggesting I could meet them later at Casa Marina or at Miss Gloria’s houseboat for a nightcap.
Then I buzzed across town and parked my scooter on Catherine Street. The lounge, located at the intersection of Catherine and Simonton, was bustling with activity—card tables had been set up in the parking lot, manned by people dressed as fortune-tellers. Up the stairs on the deck were more fortune-tellers and a smattering of happy-hour drinkers.
I went inside to the bar, bought a Red Stripe beer from a woman I recognized from library events, stuffed two bucks in the tip jar, and shuffled back out. A psychic dressed in a flowing skirt, beads, and a red scarf sat alone at a table only feet from me. What the heck: I took the seat across from her. She smiled and reached for my hand. A palm reader, I realized too late. Several years ago I’d agreed to a palm reading from a friend of a friend who was getting started in the business. She’d traced the lines on my palm with her forefinger, pausing over my broken life line. A look of panic crossed her face, and then she’d closed my fingers and turned away, declining to make any predictions.
I had to assume she’d seen the worst.
I explained this to the lady across from me, adding: “I haven’t let anyone look at my palm since then, for fear they’ll tell me my life will be short.”
“Oh no, that’s not at all what a broken line means,” she said with a friendly smile. She shook her head, causing her beaded earrings to sway and tinkle. “Let me take a look.”
She cradled my hand in both of hers, running her thumb across the creases in my palm. “It looks to me as though you have great stamina and positive energy. Here”—she caressed the break in the line—“I see two strong lines, two strong lives. Have you undergone a significant change lately?”
I felt the little surge of excitement I get when Lorenzo nails a complicated situation while reading my cards. “I have. I followed a guy to Key West. He was a disaster but my life here has completely changed. For the better.”
“See?” she said proudly. “You’ll be fine. I’m no expert, but I did spend a couple hours studying readings on the Internet this week, getting ready for tonight. And I bought a book on it too.” She held up the book that I had not noticed spread open on her lap.
I stared at her in disbelief. “Just my luck to get a great reading from an optimistic amateur,” I said, and we both burst out laughing. I passed over a twenty-dollar bill, which she explained would go one hundred percent to the literacy charity. Then I stood up and perused the other tables for a tarot card reader, finally settling on a small woman with curly gray hair who looked relatively serious and professional. She nodded hello as I took a seat at her table.
“It can be helpful,” she said, meeting my eyes, “if you hold a question in your mind while we look at the cards.”
I nodded back, wondering which of my problems to address. Rory? Connie? My future at Key Zest? But Rory’s trouble surfaced quickly as having the most serious consequences. I pictured him in his hospital bed, so helpless and at the same time, prickly. And imagined how his life could be ruined if the blame for Mariah’s death haunted him.
The woman dealt three cards onto the table: the knight of swords, the High Priestess, and the two of rods.
“Things have been stormy in the past,” she said, “but there is new growth.” She studied the cards again, then looked up, her brows knitted in puzzlement. “Let’s ask for some clarity.” This time she dealt the page of rods, an upside-down four of pentacles, and an upside-down world.
“Your energy is being developed, but I’m not seeing the whole picture.” She brushed the curls off her forehead, and I began to suspect that she had gotten her knowledge off the Internet this week too.
“Anything else?” I asked.
“Someone knows more than they should,” she said, now looking nervous. “They need your help.”
“What kind of help?” I asked. I knew what my friend Eric would say here: If only I’d gone into therapy like a normal person, instead of leaning on this tarot card business, I’d understand a lot more about life and my place in it.
“Sometimes it helps to stay a little quiet, to think about what you want, rather than what you don’t want.” She laid one more card out, the page of swords. “With this card, you must ask yourself whether you fear challenges. Are you ready to stand up for yourself?”
“I thought I was ready.”
Her pupils dilated, making her eyes look wide with anxiety. She twisted the ring on her finger. “Someone is afraid.”
I thanked her and left the card table, taking my phone out of my pocket. I flipped back to the picture of Rory with his pals on the deli bench. This time I noticed a ring on the finger of the guy next to Mariah. It resembled the coins rescued by Mel Fisher from the wrecked Atocha. If I hurried, the museum and gift shop might still be open.
I dashed to my scooter and roared back down to Front Street. The same guard my father and I had spoken with was locking the side door of Mel Fisher’s as I puffed up.
“Darn it!”
He spun around to face me—I’d spoken louder than I realized.
“Shop closed at five,” he said. “I was just straightening some things up. Open again tomorrow bright and early.” He forced a smile and strode down the concrete ramp.
“You don’t remember me—that’s okay,” I called after him. “We were asking you some questions about my missing brother and the stolen gold ingot?”
He paused, squinted, then laughed. “Purple Moan. Is your brother feeling better?”
“He’s conscious, but he’s in some trouble that I don’t think he caused.” I held my phone up. “If you don’t mind, could you take a look at this ring and see if you recognize it? I’d come back tomorrow but it’s kind of critical.”
I didn’t bother to spell out my mounting sense of dread or the details about the murdered girl or the fact that my amateur tarot card reader thought someone was in peril. He seemed like a no-nonsense kind of man who wouldn’t appreciate too much drama. He looked at the photo, first a close-up of the man’s hand with the ring on it, then the bench snapshot. He nodded.
“We only had a few of those,” he said. “More expensive than a necklace and not all that popular with our buyers. A fellow who looks a little like this guy was in within the last month and bought a ring.” He handed the phone back and scratched his chin. “Can’t remember his name off the top of my head. But he was a local, I remember. He fancied himself a treasure hunter—though I doubt he ever found anything.” He started walking toward the street but turned around. “Davidson. That was his name. James Davidson.”
I thanked him profusely and sank down to the curb to get my bearings. First I texted Torrence with my theory about the ring and its owner and suggested he follow up. But what were the chances that the cops would rush around based on my hunch?
I hopped onto my scooter, and roared over to Whitehead Street where it intersected Southard, with the Green Parrot Bar on one corner and the Courthouse Deli on the other. I parked and found an empty spot on the bench, in between two tourists and a young man wearing a Fury Water Adventures T-shirt. Across the street, a bluegrass band pounded out “Rocky Top.” The sidewalk buzzed with happy-hour revelers. The witching hour. What might Rory and Mariah have seen here the other night that could have led to an argument and then the high-speed chase on a stolen Jet Ski?
The heavy glass door to the deli swung open and the woman who’d made my Cuban coffees earlier stepped out and lit up a cigarette. I stood up and sidled over to her.
“Going to be a nice night,” I said.
She nodded and smiled, blowing out a stream of smoke and tapping her foot to the rhythm of the band at the Parrot. I pulled up the photograph of Rory and Mariah on my phone. “Did you work this past Wednesday by any chance? My brother got in some trouble and it seemed like it might have started with a disagreement here. Over drugs maybe?”
She studied their faces. “We don’t allow drugs here. We don’t want trouble.”
“Do you know a fellow named James Davidson?” I asked.
She wrinkled her nose. “Now he is trouble.”
The sound of a motor distracted me and I glanced away from the woman, saw a pink flash. Two people on a motorcycle coming toward us, the girl gripped in front. I looked again. It was Daisy, the waif who’d befriended Mariah and blamed Rory for her death. At first I assumed that she was with a boyfriend, but the look of terror on her face didn’t match that theory. And then I saw the face of her companion. Familiar, yet unfamiliar. My heart rate spiked.
The motorcycle roared by.
“Thanks!” I yelled as I abandoned the bench and darted over to my scooter, texting Torrence as I ran. Daisy in trouble. On a motorcycle heading east along Whitehead.
Would he remember who Daisy was? I hopped onto my scooter and wheeled around the corner onto Simonton.
License? he texted back.
Motorcycle. Can’t tell. Florida plates.
Sending patrol car. U stay put.
A siren whooped in the distance, but there were no patrol cars in sight.
Torrence texted again: Stay where you are.
The hell I would.
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Seize the moment. Remember all those women on the Titanic who waved off the dessert cart.
—Erma Bombeck
 
I gunned my scooter to its maximum speed—if I caught up to them, I could tell Torrence which way they’d gone. High-decibel happy-hour crowds surged along the sidewalks, spilling into the streets. This felt eerily like the night of Connie’s shower when I’d combed the downtown looking for Rory. I lurched around two pedicabs loaded with tourists, but then caught the red light at the corner of Truman.
Another text came in from Torrence. Three patrols looking. We’ll find her.
Which made me feel a little better.
I took a left, then circled back around on Simonton, looking both ways up and down the cross streets. I thought I saw the motorcycle duck into a parking lot on Angela Street. I hooked an illegal left and raced up the block. The motorcycle was no longer in sight. I puttered along the street looking right and left, and finally spotted it parked behind the abandoned building that formerly housed the police department. Number 525.
I texted that to Torrence.
Stay OUT, he fired back.
I hopped off the bike, left it by the curb, and circled around to the rear of the building, where the back door had been wedged open with a beer can. Peering in, I could see nothing. I retreated ten yards and waited in the parking lot near a battered silver minivan. I paced past the van, noticing the mattress in back, the cracked windshield, the open windows rimmed in duct tape.
Daisy would be freaking out—and she’d freak out even more at the sight of a bunch of police officers. Like many of the kids on the street, she was wired to think police equaled trouble. Sirens wailed in the distance—four or five blocks away? Hard to judge. My heart was pounding double-time. I hummed a riff from the Rolling Stones to keep my mind calm, listening for sounds coming from the building with one ear, and the approaching cops with the other.
Then I heard an anguished scream from inside. A girl yelled, “She said they were here!” She screamed again, a horrible glass-shattering cry like an animal in pain.
I couldn’t wait. This girl was in danger. Even minutes might make a difference between whether she lived or died. A dozen yards from this building, I could see people milling around the parking lot where they’d left their cars while they enjoyed various Duval Street eateries. It would take too much time to run over, flag them down, and explain that they should tell the cops that I’d gone inside. My eye caught on an aluminum baseball bat inside the old minivan.
I dialed 911, gave them the address again, hung up, and grabbed the bat, which was almost as battered as the van it came from. Then I took a deep, deep breath, snapped a quick photo of me standing by the door, and texted that to Torrence, for insurance. The girl screamed again, the sound even more desperate this time. I edged in, flattening myself against the wall and listening with every cell.
The hallway was dim, just light enough to see the trash pushed to the corners. The place reeked of mold and urine. In the background, a smoke alarm cheeped every few seconds: enough time in between to let my nervous system settle, then spike with the next cheep. My feet crunched on a carpet of broken glass. I switched on the flashlight app installed on my iPhone and almost shrieked when I saw a rat scurry up a pole and slip into a hole in the ceiling. I closed my eyes and clutched the baseball bat, then forced myself to move forward. Every surface inside was covered with a dull green substance. From a fire extinguisher? I hoped so—couldn’t let myself think what else it might be.
“You can do it, Hayley,” I said aloud, and crept from the hall into a bigger room.
“Shut your trap, drop the phone and the bat, and put your hands up,” said a gruff male voice. I felt the barrel of a gun in the small of my back. I pitched everything to the floor and raised my hands.
“Move,” he said, poking me again and kicking the phone ahead of us down the hallway. I stumbled after it, praying that the sirens I’d heard were on the way here. And fast. Hoping Torrence would recognize the door I’d entered from my texted photo. And wondering why I couldn’t stay out of situations that could turn lethal. My mouth felt dry, almost sandy, and I could smell the rank scent of my own fear.
When we reached the end of the hall, the man poked me to the right into the dark recesses of a labyrinth of abandoned rooms. From ten or so yards away in the dark, I could hear the muffled sounds of a girl weeping. Which filled me with relief—at least he hadn’t killed her. Not yet.
“Who are you?” I asked, though I had some idea. In response, I got another jab in the ribs. I stumbled into another dark room, tripped over something soft, and went sprawling to the floor.
A girl whimpered.
“Daisy?”
“Shut up, both of you,” the man said. “Or I take you both out.”
I pushed myself upright, and scooted noiselessly across the floor, feeling for Daisy’s hand. I grabbed it and squeezed, wanting her to know we were in this together.
“Is there some way I can help?” I asked in a shaky voice.
“Unless you know where your stinking brother and that dumb girl hid my stuff, just keep your trap shut,” he said.
“They stole something belonging to you?”
“His emeralds,” Daisy whimpered. “Mariah told me she’d stashed them here.”
A loud bang echoed from outside the building.
“Shit!” said the man with the gun.
“This is the Key West police. Come out with your hands up,” shouted a fierce voice, its volume magnified by a megaphone. “Trained police dog here. Put down your weapon and come out or we let him run.”
The man with us fired his gun through the door and both Daisy and I screamed.
“Back off or I kill them both!” he yelled. Over the dull roar in my ears, I could hear the scrabbling noises of men retreating.
I pressed Daisy to the ground, my body shielding hers, my ears still ringing painfully in the silence that followed the blast. I snuggled closer to Daisy and tried to croon something soothing—not so easy when I had never been so scared in my life. The other times I’d been in serious trouble, the bad guys had been amateurs. Even though I’d been terrified, a small voice inside urged me to fight back. This man, I was certain, absolutely meant it when he said he would kill us. We could have been mosquitos, for all we mattered to him.
Suddenly my phone rang, singing its distinctive song from the show Oliver!
Food, glorious food, the notes sounded.
“Shit,” the man said. “What the hell?”
“It’s my phone,” I said. “Outside in the hall where you told me to drop it.”
He swore again, but then cracked the door open, dashed out to retrieve the phone, and slammed the door shut. He peered at the dim light of the screen. In that instant, I recognized James, the man who’d been so solicitous of my family when offering to park their car or recommend restaurants. The same man who’d been photographed on the Courthouse Deli bench with Rory and Mariah. And Daisy. The man with the treasure hunter’s ring.
“It says Torrence,” he said, glaring at me and holding up the phone.
“Lieutenant Torrence,” I said, my voice all wobbly with relief. “From the Key West Police Department. He knows you have us in here. I told him exactly where I was going.”
“You’re a fool. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” Then he answered my phone. “Look,” he said to Torrence. “I have nothing to offer you. Clear out of the area or the girls die.” He ended the call and stuffed the phone into his pocket.
We waited what seemed like a very long time in the darkness. Daisy had begun to shiver uncontrollably and the sound of her weeping swooped and faded in the small room. Every few minutes James would yell “Shut up!” and she’d cry harder. The smell of his body odor grew stronger, making me worry that he’d snap and do something vicious or crazy.
The Oliver! song rang out again. “What?” James barked into the phone.
“This is Detective Thomas,” said a deep voice that I didn’t recognize. “From the Key West Police Department. We’d love to make this situation into a win-win. We’d like to get you out of there and on your way, and get the girls out safely too.”
“There’s not a chance in hell that’s going to happen,” James said.
“Are you and the girls comfortable?” the other man asked. “Do you need anything?”
A silly question, as it felt like the temperature had climbed to a hundred degrees. The Red Stripe beer I’d consumed at the BottleCap Lounge was pressing on my bladder. And my throat felt parched. But then he wasn’t asking me.
“Can we get you something to eat? Or a cool drink?”
“We’re fine,” James said. Still brusque, but had his voice softened a little?
“What’s the best-case scenario for you today?” Detective Thomas asked.
James paused. “I need a car,” he said. “With a full gas tank. And no freaking cops interfering on the way up the Keys.” He grunted, then lapsed into silence.
“So you’d like a car to drive off the Keys. With gas. We can do that,” said the other man. “I take it you’ll be heading north.”
A lame joke, as there was no other way off the island.
“Screw the car,” said James. “Make it a helicopter. And not a police chopper either.”
“How about you let the girls go while we make arrangements?”
James laughed. “You think I’m that stupid?”
“Give me a couple of minutes to talk with the chief, okay? Are you a pilot or will you need someone to fly you out?”
“No, I’m not a damn pilot,” James snapped.
“Okay. No problem, let me see what we can do. Could you put Hayley on the line?” asked the detective. “I’d like to hear that they’re okay before we go any further.”
I felt the barrel of James’s gun press into my temple. “Say hello, and that’s it. This isn’t a cocktail party.” He held the phone closer to my face.
“It’s me.” My voice shook so hard it sounded nothing like me. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Hayley Snow. Daisy’s here too.”
James snatched the phone back. “Fifteen minutes and I’d better hear the sound of rotors or I shoot one of them while the other one watches.” He gave me a hard shove with his gun and I toppled over onto the sobbing Daisy, feeling a whole lot like sobbing myself. Instead, I tried to whisper reassurances to the girl that help was on the way.
James stuffed my phone back in his pocket and began to pace back and forth across the room, muttering to himself. He stopped to look at his own phone, whisking through several screens. In the bluish light, his face looked sweaty, his eyes haunted and desperate. I strained to hear signs of progress outside, while he resumed pacing.
About ten minutes later, the detective called back again. “It’s going to be impossible to land the bird right here in town. Okay if we give you a ride over to the airstrip?”
James pulled his gun out of his belt and fired it off again. “Does that answer your question?” he shouted into the phone before hurling it into the far corner.
I hugged Daisy closer and began to think about the people I loved and the food I would make for them, if we ever got loose from this crazy man. I started with dessert—picturing a caramel cake that I’d always thought seemed a little too complicated and calorie-laden to be worth the trouble. Now I realized it would be worth every amazing bite. And then I thought of chocolate bar cookies, the consistency somewhere between fudge and brownie, with a thick layer of ganache frosted on top. And I’d perfect that yellow cake with coconut frosting that Eric made, which I’d never gotten quite right—
Suddenly there was a flash of light and several loud bangs, followed by shouting and gunshots and barking and an acrid smell that I didn’t recognize. The hall swarmed with oversized figures in black uniforms and helmets, POLICE written across their chests in white.
“Hands above your heads!” they shouted.
I scrambled to my feet, dragging Daisy with me. “Hands up!” I squeaked, yanking her wrist skyward.
But James snatched Daisy away from me, clutching her one-handed in front of him. “You shoot me and the girl dies, too,” he hollered, and force-marched her toward the door.
Without thinking more than a nanosecond, I flung myself to the floor in front of them. James stumbled and tripped over me. I heard his gun clatter to the floor and skitter out to the hallway. Hands reached for me and I was half carried, half dragged down the dark, smelly passageway and back into the Key West twilight.
Outside, Lieutenant Torrence pulled me into a hug. “Good god, woman. Didn’t I tell you to stay out of that place?”
“I thought he was going to kill her,” I said, sniffling into his shoulder as I watched EMTs load Daisy into the back of an ambulance. “He wanted her to say where Mariah hid his stuff and she simply didn’t know. You should have heard her screaming. I couldn’t stand by. I just couldn’t.”
“What stuff?” he asked.
“I think Mariah and Daisy believed it was emeralds. I really have no idea if that’s true.”
He hugged me again. “Let’s get you out of here.”
•   •   •
 
I was cleared medically an hour after we hit the emergency room, escaping with only a few scrapes and bruises and a minor case of anxiety every time my mind wandered toward what might have been. Daisy was not so lucky. She’d been roughed up pretty badly, and she retreated into a mute and quivering ball in the center of her hospital bed, unable to make eye contact or speak.
After I’d explained as much as I knew, Detective Bransford tried to get Daisy to answer questions about James Davidson’s connection with Mariah. My father, who’d sprinted down two floors from Rory’s room as soon as he heard the news that I was in the hospital, watched with me from the door.
“Maybe you should take a little of your own advice and back off,” he told the detective. “She’ll talk when she’s ready.”
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All I really need is love, but a little chocolate now and then doesn’t hurt!
—Lucy Van Pelt 
(in Peanuts, by Charles M. Schulz)
 
Daisy’s parents texted me early the next morning to say I was welcome to stop by their hotel before they flew back home to Atlanta. I hopped on my scooter and buzzed over. It felt hard to let her go without getting a sense of who they were. Not that I had any say about whether she went home with them, but I’d feel better if I learned they loved their daughter and were decent human beings who’d made a few mistakes. Like most of us. But different from Mariah’s family. I hoped for Daisy’s sake that they knew her to the core—as much as any parents could know a teenager. And loved her in spite of all her shadowy nooks and crannies.
I rapped on the door of the hotel room. A faint voice invited me in. The room, containing two double beds and a small desk, overlooked the construction on Roosevelt Boulevard. Light years from the elegant rooms where my parents were staying, but under the circumstances, I doubted that this had registered. Daisy was curled up next to her mother on the bed by the window. Her mother shifted to sit up and greet me; Daisy shifted too, as if desperate not to lose the physical connection between them. She barely looked like the same girl, the pink hair tucked under an Atlanta Braves cap above her heart-shaped face, her tiny body clad in designer jeans and a pink cardigan sweater set that was too big for her.
“We’re so glad you came,” said Daisy’s mom. “We can’t thank you enough for what you did. Daisy said you were so brave when that terrible man threatened you.” Her lower lip quivered and Daisy’s face crumpled. Her mother pulled her closer and patted the tears from her cheeks with a pink tissue.
“You’re welcome,” I said. “I’m glad it worked out as well as it did.” No point in dwelling on how close we’d come to getting wiped out—they had enough drama to absorb. And I’d overheard the victim’s advocate late last night telling her parents that they should be prepared for a full-blown case of post-traumatic stress disorder and recommending they contact a therapist as soon as they got home. Not to mention that they’d have to sort out why she ran away in the first place.
Daisy’s father emerged from the bathroom, pulling his wallet from his back pocket. “We really don’t know how to thank you. I’d love to pay you something for your trouble.”
“Certainly not,” I said, my hackles rising. “I only came by to make sure Daisy was all right.” What was he thinking—that I was a professional bodyguard? “I’m sure Jai at Project Lighthouse would appreciate a donation—they do so much for kids. Daisy made some good friends there.”
Daisy nodded, still snuffling. Her mom stroked her arm, then picked up her hand, touching her fingernails, peering at the remnants of green polish on them. “How about your brother? Is he doing okay?”
“They said he’d be out of the hospital tomorrow,” I said. “He shouldn’t have any long-term problems. Not physical anyway.” I perched on the end of the bed. “He didn’t kill Mariah,” I said to Daisy.
“James did that,” she said in a baby-doll voice, and started to cry again.
“Why did he take you into that building?” I asked.
“I told him Mariah had hidden his emeralds there,” she said. “He was so mad when we couldn’t find them.” She ran a hand down her thin arm, which was discolored with bruises. Maybe even the print of a hand.
“So there really were emeralds?”
“Mariah stole them from his boat. Didn’t Rory tell you?” She sank back into her mother’s lap, eyes flickering shut.
•   •   •
 
I arrived back at the Tarpon Pier parking lot at the same time as my father. He kept his arm around my shoulder all the way up the finger, both of us tantalized by the scent of chocolate baking and hoping it came from our boat. Miss Gloria, Sam, and the two cats were lounging on the deck, the screen door leading to the galley propped open. Inside, Mom pulled a pan of chocolate bars out of the oven and poured chocolate ganache over a second pan that had been cooling.
“What’s the occasion?” my father asked.
“Just life,” Mom said. “I know it’s corny, but Hayley’s safe and life is good. And chocolate would help even if it wasn’t.”
My father rubbed his belly and raised his eyebrows in Sam’s direction. “You’d better get yourself a treadmill, man, or a membership at the gym. If you eat like this all the time, you’ll blow up like a balloon at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.”
“How’s Daisy doing?” Mom asked.
“She’s fragile,” I said. “I didn’t have the nerve to press her for more details about how she got hooked up with James.”
“Just as well. That poor thing,” Mom said. She bustled over to me and pulled me close. “With all the excitement around here, I never asked you how the psychic fair at the BottleCap Lounge went.”
“Let’s put it this way,” I said, scooping up Evinrude and collapsing into the chair he had occupied. “Lorenzo’s job won’t be threatened.” I laughed and stroked the cat from ears to tail. “For a while, I thought everyone there was phony. But the palm reader told me my lifeline is fine—I’m not going to die early. And the tarot card reader helped me find Daisy. Sort of.” I shrugged. “She said someone was in trouble and I should help.”
My father frowned. “Anyone could guess that and be right more than fifty percent of the time.”
I laughed again. “Who the heck knows about these things? But I wouldn’t rule out that the force was present.”
“That’s my girl,” said Mom, at the same time that my father rolled his eyes and groaned.
For the next half hour, we lounged around the houseboat, celebrating Daisy’s rescue and Rory’s recovery and waiting for the ganache to set. Then I saw a trio approaching up the finger, a lanky boy in between two adults.
“It’s Rory!” I cried. “They let him out early!”
When they reached our boat, we smothered Rory and Allison with big hugs. Rory turned bright red under the microscope of that much familial attention, but he looked grateful too. And underneath, more sad than a fifteen-year-old boy should have to feel.
Allison came over to get a hug from my father, while Rutherford stood awkwardly on the dock. “You must be Rory’s dad. Come aboard,” said Miss Gloria. “Take a load off.”
“The taxi’s waiting for me,” he said. “I was able to get a plane out today. I’ll see you at home,” he said to Rory, and stalked off without another word to anyone else.
“Now we really have cause for celebration,” said my mother briskly, mustering a bright smile and rubbing Rory’s back. “That came out wrong. What I meant was, you’re out of that wretched hospital. And the chocolate bars are cool enough to sample.”
With glasses of milk and plates of chocolate ganache bars in hand, we coaxed Rory into telling us what happened the night he disappeared. “I knew Mariah from home. She’s a townie,” he began.
I winced at the present tense, but didn’t correct him.
“She dropped out of high school, and her parents were furious.” He glowered, picking at the hospital bracelet that still circled his wrist. “If they’d tried a little harder to understand what she was going through, none of this would have happened.”
My father patted his knee. “We all could have done better, son. We’re going to work on that.” I had to look away to keep from getting teary.
“So she dropped out of school and then what?”
“At first she stayed with a few girlfriends, but their parents told them she needed to find something more permanent, or go back home. Then she hooked up with some loser townies and I brought her food from the cafeteria and other stuff she needed. She looked everywhere for a job, but no one wants to hire a teenage kid, especially those snotty Princeton stores,” he said.
I knew from talking to Jai and the cops at the hospital last night that Mariah had probably been in more trouble than Rory was willing to admit. Drinking, drugs, and shoplifting, among other problems.
“That’s when she read about the emeralds,” he continued. “And she got the idea if she came to Key West she could make some money fast and then go wherever she wanted, find her birth mother maybe.”
“Oh that’s so sad,” said Mom, pressing both hands to her chest. “Have another chocolate ganache.” She shoveled two more bars onto Rory’s plate.
“She hitched a ride all the way down here, and found James pretty much the first night. He’d stolen some jewels from a treasure hunter, and he wanted her to help fence them. She texted me she’d found a way to make some fast cash, but I was worried.” He looked down at his hands. “I was right, too. He made the mistake of telling her where he kept the emeralds.” He glanced over at my father. “He was furious when he realized that she had stolen them. He said he’d kill her if she didn’t tell him where they were. That’s why we took the Jet Ski—we needed to get away.”
“He followed you onto the water?” I asked.
Rory nodded. “His boat was a lot faster than that crummy Jet Ski we took. I tried to fight back, but he was a lot stronger.”
He snuffled and no one said anything for a minute, giving him space to gather his dignity.
“We should have noticed there was something slimy about that guy,” Mom said. “Usually my creep radar is finely honed.”
“And that’s why you were eager to come with us to Key West,” said Allison. “Mariah needed you.”
Rory looked away, his shoulders slumping.
“You were a good and loyal friend,” Allison added softly. “I wish you could have told us she was in trouble.”
“When I tried to tell Dad, he threatened me with military school if I didn’t stay away from her,” Rory said.
“That’s some other good news,” Allison said, her face brightening. “Rutherford’s agreed to let Rory live with us next year and attend Summit High School.” She flashed a big smile at me. “If it goes well, he’ll stay right on through graduation.”
“Fantastic!” I said. “So I take it the charges against Rory were dropped?”
“He was never charged with anything,” my father said.
“What about the policeman stationed outside his room?”
“Turns out that was for his protection,” Dad said. “There was some concern that James would come and finish the job he started with Rory the other night. I don’t think he expected our son to be as resilient as he showed himself to be.”
“If only Connie’s wedding was going forward,” said Miss Gloria with a sigh. “Then this day would be perfect.”
I caught my mother’s eyes just as she glanced at me, on her face a stubborn grimace that meant business and probably matched my own expression. “Let’s go talk to her,” I said. “It’s time we got to the bottom of this.”
We strode up the dock to Connie’s boat and Mom rapped on her door. After a minute, Connie answered.
“May we come in for a moment?” Mom asked.
Connie hesitated, but in the end, what were her options? Refuse to speak with her best friend? And her mom-away-from-mom? She ushered us in and fluttered around the tiny living room to straighten things that didn’t need straightening. “Would you like some tea? I have green or Red Zinger or plain old Lipton.”
“We’ve just had a snack. Thanks, honey. Come sit with us for a minute,” said Mom, leading her over to the sofa and pressing her down. “Listen, we respect that this is absolutely your decision,” she added, cutting Connie off as she opened her mouth to protest. “There is nothing more personal than whom you choose as your life partner. Even if we all think Ray is adorable and sweet and smart and perfect for you, if you don’t think so, that’s what’s important.” She rested her hand on Connie’s forearm. “But, sweetheart, would you mind terribly telling us what’s changed? You seem so upset about it and Ray is simply sick about the whole thing. We just want to be helpful.”
Connie looked from her to me and then down at the floor, eyes on the heart-shaped rag rug that her mother had made for her before she left home for college. It had faded badly over the years I’d known her but she refused to wrap it in mothballs and put it away. She forced her shoulders up to her ears and then let them go. I thought we were finally making some progress.
“Honestly, I don’t really have time for tea or chatting.” Connie heaved the biggest sigh ever. “I’m on the way to the Hemingway House to do their spring cleaning. It has to be done before the gates open to customers and I happen to be free. I couldn’t afford to turn them down.”
Mom and I looked at each other. Of course she was free. It was supposed to be her wedding day.
“In fact, I was just going to call you,” she said to me. “Two of my employees called in sick. But I’ll lose the business if it isn’t done quickly. Could you possibly fill in?”
If I’d had any doubts when we started talking, now I really believed her employees were ill. Because the last time I’d worked for her cleaning service, I’d broken into my ex’s apartment under the guise of cleaning and nearly gotten myself arrested. As I’d told the cops, I wasn’t really breaking in, just looking for a few of my belongings in the process of dusting and mopping. Connie had to come down to the police department to vouch for me. Suffice it to say, I’d done a lot of groveling to get our friendship back where it had been.
“Be happy to,” I said. “Mom will probably want to pitch in too. She’s a whirlwind.”
My mother nodded vigorously. “And we’re both a little at loose ends since we don’t have any jobs to do for the wedding.” Hint, hint.
Silence.
I sighed. “We’ll meet you over there in about fifteen minutes?”
We returned to the houseboat and explained the plan to the others. My father, Allison, and Sam took Rory back to the hotel for some relaxation by the pool. By the time my mother and I changed our clothes, Ray’s parents had arrived at our houseboat.
“Oh we’ve come at a bad time,” said Ray’s mom, looking at my faded jeans with holes in the knees and the ratty yoga pants I’d lent to my mother. “You’re just going out.”
“I’d love to have you stay and visit,” said Miss Gloria. “We’re serving chocolate ganache for breakfast.”
My mother got a wicked glint in her eyes. “Or, we’re helping Connie clean the Hemingway House,” she said to Alice. “Would you like to come along?”
“Love to come!” Alice replied. “Will the cats be involved?”
•   •   •
 
To say that Connie was surprised when Ray’s mother showed up with us was a gross understatement. But she distributed cleaning supplies without comment and managed to assign Alice tasks that would keep her at a distance. Donna Vanderveen rounded out our crew, telling stories about the cats and the history of the house as we worked. We whisked through the rooms of the main house, vacuuming up cat hair, dusting, and mopping, and then climbed the stairs to the second-floor office in the small building behind the house. A calico cat was asleep on the edge of the sloped roof at the top of the stairs.
“That’s Audrey Hepburn,” Donna explained. “She guards Hemingway’s office.”
Inside, a striped tabby snoozed in the chair where Hemingway used to read the pages he’d typed that morning.
“Meet Harry Truman,” Donna said, prying him out of the easy chair. “Sorry to turn you out, old pal, but we have work to do here.”
I dusted the surfaces of the desk and the keys of Hemingway’s little manual typewriter, awed by a sense of history. If he could turn out masterpieces on this machine, I should have no complaints writing fast for Key Zest using all my modern technology.
Ray’s mom sidled over closer to Connie, trapping her in the corner of the office nearest the desk. “I’m so very sorry things haven’t worked out with Ray,” she shouted over the noise of the vacuum. “I want you to know that Charles and I have no hard feelings. In fact, we’d like you to keep half the money. Use it in good health.”
Connie turned the vacuum off and stared at Alice. “What money?”
“Surely Ray told you? We sent the two of you a check for five thousand dollars. To use however you wanted. The wedding, a special trip, a boat, your business—we wanted you to choose whatever was most important to you.”
Connie looked baffled, pained, and a little sick, as though she’d been punched in the stomach. Would telling her the truth about her father hurt worse than what she was feeling now? I didn’t think so.
“Listen,” I said. “No one wanted to tell you, especially Ray. But Keith stole the money. He left the island after Ray told him he had to come clean.”
It took her a minute to process this news.
“So Ray wasn’t overreacting about Dad,” she said.
“He didn’t want to say anything. He knew how much it meant to be reconciled with your father,” Mom said. “But we insisted you should know the truth.”
Connie sank to the floor, slumping against the wall cross-legged. “I can’t believe this. I know it sounds silly, since my father’s the one who left me, but it felt like I needed my family at our wedding. And when Ray insinuated that Dad caused the problem between them, I thought he couldn’t handle the competition, that he wanted to be the only man in my life.”
I had a hard time holding back tears, and Mom looked like she was struggling the same way. “Of course you did,” Mom said. “That’s what your father led you to believe.”
“Now I’ve thrown everything away, especially an amazing husband.” Connie dropped her head to her hands. “In exchange for my only blood relative, who turns out to be a thief and a major zero.”
“Oh honey,” my mother said, kneeling down and squeezing Connie tightly. “We are your family. And Ray is your family. And Ray’s family is your family—can’t you see how much they adore you?”
“It’s true,” said Alice, who was no longer trying not to cry. “We do.”
“Gosh,” I said, “no family is perfect. Even mine.” Mom snickered and reached up for my hand. “Sometimes the family we adopt turns out stronger than the one that donated the DNA.”
“And don’t forget, your mother is with you every minute of every day. And she always will be,” said my mother, who now had a firm grip on Connie’s shoulders. “Now listen to me, do you have any questions about Ray as your life partner?”
“No,” said Connie softly. “But after what I’ve put him through, I’m not sure he feels the same way.” She stood up, brushed off her shorts, and turned to Ray’s mother. “I’m sorry. I’ve ruined everything.”
Alice laughed. “You’ll have a lifetime to make mistakes. Let’s call him right now—see if you can coax him back down the aisle. I don’t want to lose my chance at the best daughter-in-law that I could have imagined.”
They hugged, and Connie ran downstairs to call Ray. She perched on the filigreed metal bench by the pool that Hemingway’s wife had built in a low moment of their marriage. Within a few minutes, she was back, bursting with excitement.
“The good news is that the wedding’s on again. The bad news is we canceled all the arrangements so there’s no way to go forward.” She made a sad face. “I’m sorry, Hayley. We worked so hard on all that stuff.”
“Fort Zachary Taylor beach is definitely out,” I said. “They must have had a waiting list for that spot a mile long. The lady was on the phone with the next bride before I even finished telling her what happened.”
“We’ll get creative,” Mom said. “We’ll think of something. What about the Casa Marina? They must host some lovely weddings.”
“We checked the prices there early on,” I said. “Not in the budget.”
“Would you consider getting married here?” Donna asked. “It’s short notice, but we had a couple cancel yesterday—they were supposed to have the ceremony on the grounds tomorrow night. Reception too. As long as you like cats.”
“I love cats!” Connie yelped.
“I’m calling Jennifer Cornell right now,” I said, “to see if they can raise your reception from the dead in twenty-four hours.” Then I felt a rush of dismay. “But there’s no way we can bake all those lime cupcakes.”
Connie took hold of both my elbows and gave me a little shake. “You saved my marriage. Don’t even think about the cupcakes. You know Ray would be happy with sticky buns and bacon-covered doughnuts.”
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The most dangerous food is wedding cake.
—James Thurber
 
The guitar player and the violinist shifted from “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” into Pachelbel’s Canon. I turned to Connie, whose eyes had filled with tears at the sound of the first few haunting notes. I reached up to settle the circle of tiny white roses into her curls.
“One last thing,” said my mother. “I had this made for you. She’s here with you, I’m sure of that, but now she’s really here with you.” She placed a delicate filigreed locket in Connie’s palm.
Connie clicked it open, then gasped, tears spilling from her eyes again. I peered over her shoulder. Mom had placed a photo of Connie’s mother wearing her wedding dress inside the necklace.
“I thought of having a tiara made for you like the one she wore on her wedding day,” Mom said, “but I thought you’d get more use out of this.”
Connie embraced my mother. “This is amazing. I love it! How can I ever thank you?”
“Live happily ever after.” Mom grinned and hugged her again.
When they broke apart, I fastened the necklace around Connie’s neck and tweaked the billowing folds of flowered organza that fell from her waist to her feet and finally, dabbed at the dampness on her cheek.
“No more crying,” I said. “You’ll ruin your makeup.”
Then I dried my own eyes and tugged at the neckline of my rose-colored dress, which plunged a hair lower than felt decent. But my mother insisted when we bought it that the color brought out the green in my eyes and the red glints in my hair and there would never be a bridesmaid more lovely than I was in that dress. My mother. She could drive me crazy, but I sure was glad to have her. My heart nearly swelled to bursting, and I grinned in her direction.
She brushed an imaginary speck of lint off my shoulder and patted the cowlick that she’d sprayed into place earlier as we got dressed upstairs in Mr. Hemingway’s bedroom.
“Both of you girls look beautiful,” my mother said. “Go on, Hayley, they’re all waiting. You don’t want to leave a nervous groom too long at the altar. He might change his mind.”
“Some of us should have taken that opportunity,” my father grumbled, but softened the words with a smile in Mom’s direction. Then he offered his elbow to Connie and my mother offered hers on the other side. Connie looped her arms through both of theirs, and I handed her the nosegay of white roses.
“Are you ready?” I asked.
She flashed a radiant smile. “So ready.”
“Perfect,” I said, looking out at the guests. The chairs that we’d helped set up earlier were now filled with Ray’s parents, my family, and our Key West friends and coworkers. I took a deep breath and started down the path between the rows of folding chairs toward Ray and Rory, his new best man, who’d stepped in when Ray’s best buddy turned out to have plans he couldn’t change. They both wore flowered shirts and tan linen pants, and flip-flops—a tip of the hat to Ray, who wasn’t getting his pirate wedding on the beach. Lieutenant Torrence waited underneath the arch in a long white robe with a gold stole draped around his shoulders. When I’d called to tell him I couldn’t come in to make my formal statement because we were desperately searching for an officiant for the wedding, he’d reminded me that he was an ordained minister as well as a cop. I’d booked him on the spot.
Two of the Hemingway cats, Captain Tony, handsome in brown and white stripes, and the orange tiger, Rudy Valentino, lounged on either side of him, furry clergy attendants. Which he did not look altogether happy about—he was not a big fan of cats. Evinrude would be outraged when he saw the pictures. Cats in the wedding that weren’t part of the family? Ridiculous.
When I reached the arch, I smiled at the guys. In fact my cheeks were sore from all the smiling I’d done over the last twenty-four hours. The violin’s intensity picked up and Connie floated toward us between my parents, her mother’s diamond earrings sparkling to match the tears in every eye. After they kissed her and took their seats with Allison and Sam, Connie watched with an aching look of joyful gratitude. She handed me her bouquet, her lips trembling.
“Thanks for the loan of your parents,” she said.
“I’ve got more than enough to share,” I whispered back. She smiled, turned, and took Ray’s hands.
Torrence looked at each of them and then out at the guests. “We are gathered here today in the sight of God, friends, and family, to witness the marriage of Connie Arp and Ray Hanson.”
In the background, I saw Fats Waller and his son, Tennessee Williams, hop up on the table where the wedding cake was displayed and begin licking the icing. Fats Waller swatted the bride and groom off the top layer with his oversized paw. Donna darted over to shoo the cats away from the cake. She replaced the figurines and then rearranged some flowers to cover the bare spots.
Under the arch, Captain Tony wandered up onto the platform and sniffed at the bottom of Torrence’s clerical robe. The lieutenant toed him away and continued with the ceremony. The vows, the rings, the new Mr. and Mrs… .
“Love is a risk,” he said as he neared the finish. “Love is I take you as you are, not as I wish you would become.” His gaze swept the crowd. “Let their joy be our joy. Let them be the love in our world.”
•   •   •
 
The “Hemingway dinner” that Jennifer had resuscitated from the canceled contract sounded hokey on paper, but there was a reason it was the most popular menu in the Small Chef’s repertoire. We stuffed ourselves with coconut shrimp and crabmeat-encrusted grouper, and finally the gorgeous white cake with a chocolate ganache glaze, and toasted Connie and Ray’s future. After their first dance, Ray’s pals swung into a version of “The Tennessee Waltz” so sweet it broke my heart.
Wally came up beside me. “Would you like to dance?”
“Thanks, but no,” I said. It had taken me all weekend to realize how mad I was at him. Too mad to worry about hurting his feelings or even losing my job. I stood up, feeling my face get hot and my lips tremble.
“I thought we were friends who cared about each other. Weren’t you the one who told me ‘family first’ when Rory went missing? But every time I turned around this week, you piled more assignments on me. On a schedule no reasonable person could meet, even if the world wasn’t crashing down around her ears.”
I took a breath to say more, but Wally cut me off. “You’re right. You have every right to be p.o.’d. I allowed Ava to bully me.” He scratched his head and adjusted his glasses. “The thing is, I was bending over backward to prove I didn’t have anything but professional feelings for you. And it’s simply not true.”
“Oh,” I said, my breath catching in my throat. Then I started to laugh. “You did a good job of disguising that.”
He grinned and held his hands out to me. “We’ll figure it out. I promise. But for now…”
I took his hand and followed him out to the dance floor. And when my mother nudged my father and lifted her chin in our direction, I shut my eyes and made a vow.
Love is a risk. Yet my parents managed to take it a second time. Someday soon maybe I would too.



 
 
Recipes



Lucy’s Perfect Pimento Cheese
 
6 cups shredded sharp white cheddar (don’t buy preshredded cheese, if you can help it)
4 oz. Greek cream cheese (this is half cream cheese and half Greek yogurt—more protein, less fat)
7 to 8 oz. roasted red peppers in oil, chopped
1 bunch scallions, cleaned and chopped—mostly white parts, sautéed in tiny amount of butter
½ cup mayonnaise, more if needed (Hayley used Hellmann’s)
dash of Tabasco sauce, to taste
Grate the cheese, combine in a large bowl with cream cheese, beat until well mixed. (Hayley used an electric mixer.) Add the red peppers and scallions, mix well. Add the mayo. If the mixture isn’t the right texture for spreading, add more mayonnaise, plus hot sauce to taste.
Chill in a pretty bowl and serve with crackers and celery or use in sandwiches. (This recipe is based on one shared by my niece’s father, chef Harry Williams.)



Caribbean Salad à la Paseo
 
Paseo is a real restaurant on Eaton Street in Key West, right on the corner of Grinnell Street where the Paradise Cafe used to be. There isn’t any indoor seating, and the tables outside have a view of the road. All that said, the food is delicious! Here’s Hayley and my version of their chicken salad. (Could also be made with grilled shrimp.) This should serve 2 generously, or 4 for lunch.
 
1 tablespoon sugar
2 tablespoons sesame oil
4 tablespoons soy sauce
2 to 3 skinned chicken breasts or fillets
Mix together the sugar, sesame oil, and soy sauce and marinate the chicken (refrigerated) for half an hour, or up to overnight. Grill or broil the chicken until done and cut it into strips.
Meanwhile, prepare the salad using:
lettuce, one head, washed and torn, preferably romaine
red cabbage, ½ head, shredded
cooked beets, slivered, 1 per person
½ cup cilantro, cleaned and chopped
avocado, sliced
tomato, chopped
Arrange the salad on plates, starting with lettuce and ending with tomato. Top with chicken and serve with your favorite vinaigrette.



Spanakopita
 
Hayley’s mother, Janet, made this dish to serve to the crowd after Ray’s gallery opening. It’s a great recipe to make ahead—it’s festive and versatile, and can be served hot or room temperature.
 
1 package phyllo pastry, thawed in refrigerator
2 frozen packages chopped spinach, thawed and squeezed dry
14 oz. feta cheese, crumbled
4 oz. cottage cheese
1 bunch scallions, washed, chopped, and sautéed in olive oil
1 to 2 tablespoons fresh dill, chopped
4 or 5 twists freshly ground black pepper
4 eggs, beaten
8 tablespoons butter, melted (1 stick)
3 tablespoons olive oil
The phyllo pastry can be found in a box in the frozen foods department. A day or two ahead of time, take one of the rolls of phyllo out of the freezer and move to the refrigerator to thaw. Also thaw your two packages of frozen spinach.
Squeeze thawed spinach completely dry. (Okay to use your clean hands for this.) Crumble your feta cheese into a big bowl and mix in the dry spinach and the cottage cheese. Next, chop and sauté your scallions and add them, along with chopped dill and pepper to taste.
Beat the eggs, add them to the bowl, and mix everything well.
Now you are ready for assembly. Melt the butter and mix with the olive oil. In a 9 x 13 inch pan, lay out the first sheet of phyllo, being careful not to tear it.
With a clean pastry brush, paint the phyllo with butter/oil mixture. Repeat until you have 10 layers. (Patience is a virtue here, as it’s very easy to tear the sheets. But don’t panic; pat the pieces back in—no one will notice a few tears among all that flaky buttery goodness.) It’s smart to cover the unused phyllo with a damp cloth while you work.
Once you have 10 painted sheets, dump the spinach and cheese mixture into the pan and spread it evenly to the edges. Then repeat the process of buttering the next ten layers. You may cover this with plastic wrap and store in the fridge a day ahead. Preheat the oven to 350°F, then bake until risen and golden, about 45 minutes to an hour. Cut into squares and serve with Greek salad.



Strawberry Cream Pie with Chocolate Graham Cracker Crust
 
One of Hayley’s favorite restaurants in Key West is called Seven Fish. The place actually has quite a cameo in the opening chapter of An Appetite For Murder. After sampling the sautéed grouper sushi rolls, the yellowtail snapper in a light curry cream sauce, the grilled mahimahi with roasted potatoes, the meat loaf, and the banana chicken, Hayley and her dining partner can’t bear the idea of ordering dessert.
 
Frankly, I think this was a big mistake, because I would hate to miss their strawberry cream pie. I studied it last time I had it and it seemed to be mostly whipped cream and berries—and a chocolate crust of course. Here’s my version that approximates their delightful confection.
 
Crust
1 package chocolate graham crackers, crushed to crumbs (about 1¼ cups)
2 tablespoons sugar
4 tablespoons butter, melted (½ stick)
Whir the crackers to fine crumbs—in your food processor is easiest. Stir in the sugar and melted butter and combine well.
Press the crumb mixture into a pie pan (mine is 10 inches) and tap it firmly up the sides of the pan into a crust, using your fingers, the back of a spoon, or a water glass. Bake the crust for 15 minutes at 350°F and let it cool.
Filling
1½ lbs. strawberries (I would not bother to make this unless it’s strawberry season)
4 oz. cream cheese, softened
2 cups whipping cream
1 teaspoon vanilla
½ cup powdered sugar
Wash, hull, and slice the strawberries, and then set them aside.
In one bowl, whip the cream cheese. In another, whip the cream and the vanilla until stiff. Whip the sugar into the cream. Gradually mix the cream cheese into the whipped cream until it’s all nicely combined. (You may cut back on the sugar if you prefer the dessert even less sweet—and depending on how ripe your strawberries are.)
In the chocolate crust, alternate layers of strawberries with layers of whipped cream twice, ending with a third layer of strawberries, artistically arranged.
Chill thoroughly. Serve and sit back to watch your guests swoon.



Lime Cupcakes with Lime Cream Cheese Frosting
 
Yes, you saw this recipe in Topped Chef. Henri Stentzel made these for the wedding challenge portion of the reality TV competition. But they were so good that Connie requested them for her wedding reception in Murder with Ganache. The recipe is adapted from a Buttersweet Bakery recipe in Bon Appétit, but Hayley tweaked it to be less sweet, with fewer ingredients and no food coloring. They are so light and delicious, and they freeze beautifully! (As I found out when I had the date wrong for a potluck party and arrived two weeks early…)
 
Cupcakes
2 cups all-purpose flour
1 teaspoon baking powder
½ teaspoon salt
¼ teaspoon baking soda
8 tablespoons butter, softened (1 stick)
1 cup sugar
2 large eggs
2½ tablespoons fresh lime juice (2 to 3 limes, depending on size)
1 tablespoon finely grated lime zest
¾ cup buttermilk
To make the cupcakes, preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a cupcake or muffin pan with paper liners. Sift the first four ingredients together in a medium bowl. In a large bowl, beat the butter with a mixer until smooth. Add sugar and beat well. Add eggs one at a time, beating after each addition. Beat in the lime juice and lime zest. Add dry (sifted) ingredients and buttermilk alternately to the butter/sugar/egg mixture in three stages. Divide the batter between twelve cupcake liners. Bake 20 to 25 minutes. (Mine took 22 minutes—check with a toothpick to see if they are done, and don’t overcook or they will come out dry!) Cool 10 minutes and then remove from the pan and cool completely.
Icing
1 (8 oz.) package cream cheese, softened
8 tablespoons butter, softened (1 stick)
1 cup powdered sugar
1 tablespoon finely grated lime peel (zest of about 2 limes, depending on size)
½ teaspoon vanilla
Beat all the ingredients together until soft. Then frost the cupcakes—this is a very generous helping of rich icing. If you like less frosting, you can reduce the amount of cream cheese and butter, or freeze the excess for another use. Refrigerate the frosted cupcakes if not serving immediately, but then serve at room temperature.



Chocolate Bars with Chocolate Ganache Frosting
 
Hayley’s mother, Janet, baked chocolate bars with chocolate ganache frosting to celebrate Rory’s recovery. She has yet to share the recipe. But chocolate ganache, which can be drizzled on anything, including wedding cake, is basically two ingredients—heavy cream and good-quality chocolate—and sometimes a dab of butter. And happily for all of us, my friend Pat Kerens shared her family’s recipe, which sounds very much like the treats that Janet Snow baked—rich and delicious!
 
Chocolate Bars
4 oz. good-quality unsweetened chocolate, chopped
½ cup unsalted butter, cut into pieces (1 stick)
1 cup white sugar
1 teaspoon vanilla
2 eggs
¾ cup flour
¼ teaspoon salt
Preheat the oven to 325°F. Butter an 8-inch square pan. Melt the chocolate and butter in a double boiler. Remove pan from heat and stir in the sugar. Whisk in the vanilla, then the eggs, one at a time. Stir in the flour and salt. Pour the batter into the prepared pan and bake 25 minutes. Cool.
Ganache Frosting
3 oz. good-quality semisweet chocolate, chopped
1/3 cup heavy cream
1 tablespoon unsalted butter
Melt the chocolate, cream, and butter over low heat in a double boiler. Remove from the heat, cool, and then pour on the chocolate bars. Cut into squares and serve. Store in the refrigerator or freezer.



 
 
 
Read on for a sneak peek at the next Key West Food Critic Mystery,
coming in December 2014 from Obsidian.
 
Approach love and cooking with reckless abandon.
—H. Jackson Brown, Jr., The Complete Life’s Little Instruction Book
 
My cell phone bleated from the deck outside, where I’d left it to avoid procrastinating via text messages, Facebook updates, or simply lounging in the glorious December sunshine with the resident cats and watching the world go by. The biggest interview of my career as a food critic was scheduled for this afternoon and I wanted—no, needed—to be ready.
Miss Gloria, my adorable senior citizen houseboat-mate, hollered from her rocking chair overlooking the water. “It’s your mother. Shall I answer?”
“Mind telling her I’ll call back in an hour?”
Miss Gloria would relish the opportunity to chat with her anyway, and maybe her intercession would slash my time on the phone with Mom in half when I returned the call. I adore my mother, honest. But it had still been a shock when she announced she’d rented a place in Key West for the winter season. Wouldn’t it be so much fun to spend Christmas in paradise together? And New Year’s… and Martin Luther King Day… and Valentine’s Day? You get the picture. Mom had followed Diana Nyad’s attempts to swim from Cuba to Key West with rapt attention. When Diana overcame sharks, jellyfish, rough water, and advancing age to complete her 103-mile swim on her fifth try, at age sixty-four, Mom took it to heart.
“Diana says we should never give up,” she announced on the phone a couple of months ago. “Why not be bold, be fiercely bold, and go out and chase your dreams?”
“Why not? You should go for your dream too,” I remember telling my mother. “What do you have in mind?”
“I’m thinking of coming to Key West for the winter!”
Oh brother. My big solo adventure had turned into How I Met Your Mother.
Half an hour after the phone call, Miss Gloria and our two cats padded inside to report on their conversation with Mom. I stroked my boy, Evinrude, from ears to tail, his fur warm from basking in the sun.
“She’s hoping we can swing by in half an hour to look at her condo and have a little lunch,” Miss Gloria said. “Sam is flying in later tonight, so this may be her best shot at ‘girls-only’ time for a while. And then she starts her job at Small Chef at Large on Monday. Jennifer’s already assigned her to head up a couple of the Christmas parties they’re catering.”
Exhibit two: my mother’s new job at Small Chef. You had to give her credit for having sheer brass guts. How long had it taken me to land my position as food critic at Key Zest? A couple of months at least. And lots of groveling and dozens of sample restaurant reviews. Key West is chockablock with talented, overqualified folks who swarm to every decent job opening like roaches to crumbs. And yet my mother had landed a position with the premier caterer in town after meeting her once, at my best friend Connie’s wedding reception last spring. And she’d only been here a week, and she was already best friends with half the Conchs on the island.
“Give me fifteen minutes to finish this up, and we’ll go,” I told Miss Gloria. I tweaked the list of questions to ask Edel Waugh when we met later, then changed out of my sweats and into a pair of slim-fitting black jeans and a red swing shirt, which drew the eye away from the waistline and matched my sneakers. Christmas was the one time of year when I broke my own rule about not wearing red because it clashed with my auburn hair. Miss Gloria was waiting for me on the deck, wearing the first in a deep rotation of Christmas sweatshirts, this one spangly with sequins and glitter-dusted reindeer.
“You look so cute!” we said at the same time.
We locked the cats up in the houseboat—things get a little dicier on the island during the high season with an uptick in partying visitors and in the homeless population—and headed down the dock to the parking lot where I keep my scooter. Miss Gloria began to sing “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” as she fastened on her pink helmet and swung her leg over the bike. We puttered down Southard Street to the end of the island, Miss G pointing out which Conch houses had been newly decorated for the season. The specialty here of course is white lights wound around the trunks of palm trees. Who could be grumpy on a day like this?
Ten minutes later, we rolled past the wrought iron gates and the guardhouse that mark the entrance to the Truman Annex complex and took a right onto Emma Street, the last lane before the Navy’s harbor, aka the Mole. My mother could not have afforded a seasonal rental in this neighborhood, except that her boyfriend, Sam, had gotten excited about a winter getaway and bankrolled a nice house just blocks from my ex Chad Lutz’s condo. When the gates closed at six p.m., there was only one way out of the neighborhood; it would be hard to avoid him. If I wasn’t already inured to running into Lutz the Putz, I would be by Easter, when Mom headed north.
Mom came bursting out of the front door onto her new home’s wide wooden porch and hugged us both. “My two favorite ladies,” she yelped. “I’ve made chicken salad and cupcakes. And I have all afternoon to visit. Come on, I’ll give you the grand tour and we can eat out by the pool.”
“I can’t stay long,” I told her. “I have an interview set up with the chef at the Bistro on the Bight.”
“The new restaurant opening on the harbor?” Mom asked. “I read about it in the Citizen. I am dying to meet her. Any chance— ”
“Sorry, Mom.” I cut her off and grinned. “I am happy to share a lot of things with you, but not my job.”
I’m the food critic for the Key West style magazine, Key Zest. It’s complicated because we have only four people on staff. One of them, co-owner Ava Faulkner, despises me and would happily can me at the first opportunity. And another, editor Wally Beile, makes my heartstrings and other body parts twang in a most unprofessional way.
“I don’t think bringing my mother along would give the appearance that I know what I’m doing.”
“That’s okay, honey,” she said. “I don’t have time anyway.” Then she gripped my shoulders and looked into my eyes. “I swear, Hayley Catherine Snow, I will not cramp your style while I’m here.”
“Thanks, Mom. I’m sure there’s room for two Snow women on this island.” I wasn’t sure, really, but I was going to try hard to make it work. Because the truth was, she was my biggest fan, and a lot of fun besides. And, let’s face it, utterly out of my control.
•   •   •
 
As you might expect from our island’s near-Caribbean status, Key West restaurants tend to be casual, with wide plank floors, doors thrown open to the outdoors, and waiters with tattoos, cutoffs, and weathered faces. Bistro on the Bight had not adopted this trend. The designers had set the eatery apart with clean, spare decor heavy on stainless steel and copper trim. Orchids bloomed on every table, and I noticed no funky odors—almost unavoidable in a humid climate when a place had been around a while. I jotted a few notes on my phone and waved to the server, who had emerged from a swinging door that I figured must lead to the kitchen. He was clean-shaven and dressed in a full-body white apron with all black underneath, as though he might have just flown in from New York City.
“I have an appointment with Ms. Waugh. I’m Hayley Snow.”
“The chef is expecting you,” the server said, and led me to a table for two in the far corner of the room near the kitchen. “Can I bring you a beverage?”
“No, thanks,” I said, pointing to the BPA-free water bottle clipped to the side of my backpack. I was still swimming from a second glass of my mother’s Arnold Palmer—half lemonade, half iced tea—one of the drinks in the running for her Southern Christmas party menu. “I’d love to look at the menu while I’m waiting, though.”
He crossed the room to the hostess stand and returned with a crisp linen folder. “She’ll be with you shortly.”
As he exited through the swinging door, I heard a husky voice from the kitchen. “This is not rocket science. You need to prepare it exactly as I showed you yesterday. Our customers don’t want a new adventure every time they order a dish—they want what they loved last time and the time before. Exactly as the recipe is written. Do you understand?”
“Yes, chef,” chorused a few voices.
I began to peruse the pristine pages of the menu, immediately drawn to the shrimp salad with fennel and orange and a roasted chicken with pommes aligot, a recipe featuring potatoes mashed with heavy cream, garlic, and cheese. My mouth began to water even though I’d just eaten.
The kitchen door swung open again, banging against the shiny wood trim on the wall. A petite woman with a pink face, rosebud lips, and curls of black hair escaping from her toque barreled over to my table. She thrust her hand at me and, when I took it, squeezed it like a lemon pinched in a vise.
“Edel Waugh,” she said. “You must be Ms. Snow. I appreciate you taking the time to write the feature.”
“Delighted to meet you,” I said. “I have some questions prepared, if that’s okay.” I had the sense that this small, fierce woman would roll right over me if I didn’t take the lead. She nodded, sat down across from me, and crossed her arms over her chest.
“You have developed two very successful restaurants in New York. Why not stick with what you’ve already got humming? Why Key West?”
She flashed a quick grin, rubbed a finger over her chin, which had a spot of something on it—grease? Gravy? Though I couldn’t think of any dish I’d seen in her repertoire that involved gravy. Which seemed a shame, really. My stomach gave a little rumble of agreement.
“New York is fabulous in December—the lights, the crowds, the festivity. January and February? Dead. I’m an ambitious person,” she said, tapping her fist on the table, which bobbled a little under the impact. A frown crossed her face and she snapped her fingers and called for the waiter who’d greeted me. “Leo?” He trotted across the room. “As soon as Ms. Snow and I are finished, you need to look at this table,” she told him, rocking it for emphasis. “Our diners should not have to endure an unsteady eating surface.” He backed away with a sheepish look on his face, and she returned her attention to me.
“Truth is, as in many arenas, a female chef has to work harder than a man to get to the top levels. The work is brutal—long hours, heavy lifting, staffing issues, money problems. Of course male chefs have those challenges too, but women are assumed to be less creative than men, less driven, less than men in actually any way you can imagine. But I don’t buy that.”
Again she stared me down. It was hard to imagine anyone would dare consider her less than a man.
“I have some information to share with you that you can read before you write your piece. Menus, of course, but also my training manuals for kitchen and front-of-the-house staff.” She pushed a folder across the table.
“Let’s go for a spin around the kitchen, assuming you’re interested?”
She whisked me through the gleaming kitchen, which smelled amazing—onions frying, sauce simmering, chicken roasting—and introduced me to a few of the staff. They seemed very professional, if a bit harried and distant from the chef. There was no question about who would be in charge of what came out of this kitchen—every detail—from the amuse-bouche to the sprigs of parsley garnishing the dinner plates.
After we’d finished the tour, Chef Edel walked me out through the restaurant to the dock along the water. “Before you write anything up, I’d like you to come back, spend a few hours in the kitchen. I think you’ll understand what we’re trying to do here in a way you couldn’t by listening to me talk—or even from the brief visit we just had.” She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes. “Honestly? I’m not quite sure that Key West will be able to appreciate my kind of food—the islanders may be too provincial. I mean that literally and figuratively,” she added.
I stared, unsure what I could possibly say. Maybe she didn’t realize that a large chunk of the population came from points north. It was a peculiar blind spot, to say the least.
“How would tomorrow around four p.m. work in your schedule? Tomorrow night is our soft opening.”
I agreed without checking my phone because nothing felt more pressing than the opportunity to watch this whirlwind chef in action.
“There’s a reason I asked for you to write this piece,” she said.
She’d asked for me? “What’s that?”
She fidgeted, gazing over the horizon for a moment—the first time I’d noticed her looking insecure about anything—then swung those intense blue eyes back to me. “Some things have started to go a little wrong.”
Now I was really puzzled. And curious. Surely she wasn’t asking for my culinary expertise—my tweaks on her recipes would not be welcome. “What kinds of things?”
“Recipes altered. Things gone missing. Like that. I’ll discuss it with you further on Thursday. We have a soft opening coming up very soon and my staff is acting as though they’ve never set foot in a professional kitchen.”
“I’d love to help if I can. But why me?”
“I’ve heard about you. You’re good with puzzles. And fearless. To the point of being a little dumb.”
Which struck me almost dumb for the second time that day. If she was trying to butter me up, her technique needed honing in a way I was certain her knives did not.
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