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      Stella Hardesty is a seamstress with a sideline job in vigilante justice. Two days before her best friend Dotty gets married, just as Stella’s headed to the bridal shower, word comes that BJ Brodersen, her sometimes beau, and smokin’ hot sheriff Goat Jones have gotten into a dust-up over Stella’s affections.

Then the minister’s niece, the hard-to-love pageant princess Divinity Flycock, has been arrested for the murder of her fiancé. Dotty begs Stella to clear Divinity’s name so that her minister will be able to perform the nuptials. When Stella starts digging into the case, however, she uncovers a world of jealous nightclub singers, firearms dealers, and the ugly underbelly of reality TV. Hot on the trail of the truth, she’s distracted by the arrival of the sheriff, who finally seems ready to make a claim for her affections.


    


  



		
			This book is for every grown-up lady who ever felt like life meant to pass her by:

			Listen, sister, good things come to those who grab on hard and don’t let go!
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			Chapter One

			“If you don’t set still I’m gonna stick you where the sun don’t shine!” Stella Hardesty exclaimed around a mouthful of pins. She was kneeling on the floor of the Dogwood Suite, one of the nicest in the Ozark Shores resort, her mood dampened by the knowledge that she was missing out on the spectacular views of the lake featured in the resort’s brochure alongside photos of happy, attractive couples frolicking in the hot tub and toasting each other in the fancy restaurant. Stella had shown the brochure to BJ Brodersen a month ago when she invited him to be her date to Dotty Edwards’s hurry-up wedding to Kamran Rangarajan, and he’d readily accepted, but things had gone downhill since then.

			“She means it, too,” Chrissy Shaw said from the king-size bed, where she was reclining on a pile of pillows and flipping through a thin book called Cocktails for Every Occasion. She had appointed herself bartender for the weekend and was taking the job seriously. “I’d do what she says.”

			“I’m clenchin’ with everything I got, Stella.” Dotty gasped. “If I let out my breath now I’m liable to rip the seam clear through, and then where will we be?”

			“Well, I guess you’ll be drinkin’ champagne cocktails at your lingerie shower while I stay up all night workin’ my fingers to the bone on this damn dress,” Stella said grumpily. “What you get for letting Marigene alter your gown.”

			“She did mine when I got married,” Chrissy said. “Got the bodice so tight I was afraid my tits were gonna fly out and hit me in the face if I sneezed in the middle of the I dos. And then Roy Dean got so drunk at the reception he couldn’t work the zipper and I had to call down askin’ for extra blankets so I could get one a the housekeeping gals to come up and unzip me.”

			“I only went to Marigene ’cause you been so darn busy lately, Stella,” Dotty said in a conciliatory tone. “Why, you’ve been busy with family and that boyfriend of yours all summer. Once I asked you to be my maid of honor, I didn’t think it would be right to ask you—ow!”

			“Sorry.” Stella paused to wipe a few beads of perspiration from her brow with a tissue, holding on to an abundance of white satin skirt with her free hand. “He’s not my boyfriend, by the way.”

			“Well, you sure been spending all your time with him.”

			“Not true!” Stella protested. She had been busy, but that was due to an uptick in the side business she ran with Chrissy, which consisted of beating the crap out of men who abused, debased, or mistreated their ladies. Women found them through a word-of-mouth network of grateful past clients, but it was in everyone’s best interest to keep the details secret, since Stella’s methods took frequent departures from the strictly legal. Hence most people, even some of those closest to Stella, weren’t aware of her sideline, and she hoped to keep it that way.

			There was also the matter of Big Johnson Brodersen, the man she had been seeing fairly regularly. A Gulf War veteran turned bartender, BJ was a gentle, sweet man with gold-flecked brown eyes and exceptional manners, and while Stella generally went out with him at least once a week, sometimes twice, she wasn’t entirely keen to put a label on their relationship.

			“Besides, I don’t know how Marigene stays in business,” she said, in an effort to change the subject.

			“Don’t mind Stella,” Chrissy said. “She’s been jealous ever since Marigene’s Bridal moved into that nice space in the new mall, and she’s still stuck sharing a parking lot with China Paradise.”

			“That’s not true either,” Stella protested, even if it was, maybe, just a little. The business she inherited from her husband, Hardesty Sewing Machine Sales and Repair, squeezed out enough profit to keep her and Chrissy’s bills paid—barely. The extra money from their secret side business helped, but since Stella never turned away a client, and desperate women didn’t often show up pushing wheelbarrows of cash, it wasn’t exactly a dependable source of income. “But, honestly, what she did here, Dotty, I’m gonna have to let out a half inch on both sides up top but down here it’s like she was fitting the Queen Mary. I mean, this here skirt would a fit my ass back a few years ago.”

			Stella was fishing for a compliment, which she felt she was owed, considering she was giving up her cocktail hour and probably a good chunk of the next day, when the ladies of the bridal party were scheduled to enjoy massages and facial treatments, to fix the damage Marigene had done to Dotty’s gown.

			“Oh my, Stella, now it would just hang on you,” Dotty said loyally. “Why, you’ve gotten positively sinewy with all that running you’ve been doing.”

			“I have lost a few more pounds,” Stella said, mollified. She’d run her first half marathon earlier in the year; now she was working up to a triathlon in November, two months away. The rowing machine Stella had added to her routine had toned up a few stubborn pockets of fat, and her arms had lost nearly all their jiggle, which was why she’d purchased her first sleeveless dress in a decade for the rehearsal dinner. When BJ saw her in it, his eyeballs were liable to fall out of his head and into the roll basket. “Still, if you would have come to me in the first place, I would have gotten this thing fitted proper the first time, and we’d all be getting drunk by now.”

			“Well, I don’t mind,” Dotty said. “It just gives us a little more time together before we have to go join the others.”

			“So you really invited all of Kam’s sisters? And his mom?” Chrissy asked.

			Stella shot her a warning look. Chrissy, whose first two marriages had been disappointing, to put it mildly, had a decidedly skeptical view of marriage and monogamy in general, despite the hot-and-heavy romance she had been conducting with Deputy Ian Sloat of the Prosper sheriff’s department.

			“Well, it seemed like the polite thing to do. And I’m just trying everything I can think of to convince Mrs. Rangarajan that I’m going to take good care of her boy.”

			“Yeah, but… I mean, are you sure they even wear lingerie under their whaddayacallits?”

			“Rashita and Soorat dress Western. His mom usually wears a sari or a salwar kameez, but I think she wears underwear under it just like anyone else,” Dotty said, blushing.

			Stella smiled, proud of her friend for having adapted so easily to her whirlwind multicultural romance. Dotty, who Stella knew had only traveled as far as Arkansas in her first five decades, would be going to India right after the wedding to meet her new husband’s extended family. Dotty had met Kamran Rangarajan, a human resources manager at the company where she worked, at sensitivity training several months ago in Kansas City, and the pair had fallen so instantly and deeply in love that they could not stand to be separated any longer than absolutely necessary. Dotty would be moving up to the city as soon as she returned from the honeymoon.

			“Won’t it be kind of strange… having your mother-in-law there?” Chrissy asked.

			“Well, to tell you the truth, I asked Kam to have one of his aunts keep his mom busy. I don’t guess she needs to know what all her boy’s got waiting for him when he comes home at night,” Dotty said, her blush deepening. “Especially since she’s having a hard time with the idea of me being eight years older than him and not exactly a virgin. When he told her we were getting serious she made him swear we wouldn’t, uh, you know… until we got married.”

			“No way!” Chrissy said, horrified. “You mean you two ain’t—”

			“No, no, we just been real careful. We don’t ever sleep over ’cause his mom likes to pop by in the morning on her way to work, stuff like that. And she cleans his house, even though he’s asked her a thousand times not to, so I can’t even keep a toothbrush in his bathroom. I tell you what, I’ll be so relieved when I take over cleaning for that man.”

			“Oh, Lord, bite your tongue,” Stella said. “Every time a woman cleans a man’s bathroom, a girl angel gets kicked to the back of the get-your-wings line.” Stella firmly believed that her own guardian angel had been tasked with not just keeping her out of scrapes but giving her a backbone.

			“Oh, now, Stella, don’t be that way,” Dotty said, giving her friend a tolerant smile. “Kam’s the one who does most of the domestic stuff. You should see him in this apron I got him—it’s got this picture of a hot man torso in a gladiator costume with—”

			“No need to share,” Stella said hastily as she placed the final pin in the skirt seam. “Okay, that oughta do it, let’s get you out of this thing and then I’ll just load up my Bernina with the fifty thousand yards of thread it’s gonna take for me to completely reconstruct your dress. Any chance I can talk you into that nice, simple A-line number we saw up in Independence? I can just have Chrissy run up there before lunch tomorrow and—”

			“Stella, I’ve been waiting for this day since I was eight years old,” Dotty said, exhaling with great relief after Stella had carefully unzipped her. “Which you ought to remember since you were there.”

			Stella figured she might as well keep her mouth shut for once. Dotty had had a few near misses through the years, boyfriends who stuck for six months or a year before getting disenchanted or disinterested or disentangled or otherwise gone, and no one was more thrilled than Stella that Cupid had finally delivered the man of Dotty’s dreams, in the form of a slightly pudgy, spiffy-dressing, show tune–loving, not-very-tall human resources coordinator from Kansas City by way of Bangalore.

			“What happened when y’all were eight?” Chrissy demanded.

			“Well, we were over at my house,” Dotty said. “We had all my Barbies out and we were having a wedding. Barbie was marrying Brad, and P.J. and Stacey were bridesmaids, and Ken was best man. There wasn’t a whole lot of variety back then, so we just took turns marrying them off to each other. Come to think of it, it was kind of like a swingers thing we had going.”

			“I got to dress them all,” Stella remembered.

			“You had all the best clothes! Your mama was so amazing.”

			Stella nodded, her eyes getting that two-second misty thing that happened whenever she thought about Pat Collier, who she missed as much now as the day she passed away five years ago. Her mother not only sewed clothes for Stella and her little sister, Gracellen, she made matching outfits for all of their dolls.

			Gracellen never took to the needle, but from a very early age Stella was her mama’s assistant, starting with putting pins back into the strawberry pincushion and working up to ripping seams and sewing on buttons, before she got her very own sewing kit for her seventh birthday.

			“I made some of those clothes myself,” she remembered. “Didn’t I make the bridal gown?”

			“And the veil, too,” Dotty said. “You used some net your mom cut out of a skirt she had. You weren’t all that good then, so it came out a little lumpy, and we had to cut the sleeves off when they wouldn’t fit over Barbie’s arms.”

			“Oh, that’s right!”

			“And remember what I said?”

			“Dotty, half the time I don’t remember what day it is. How am I supposed to remember something you said forty-some years ago?”

			“I said I would never, ever settle for anything less than my dream gown. And then I made you promise to be my maid of honor and I promised to be yours.”

			“And you were. I wore my mom’s gown and I made you wear that horrible green dress with the mutton sleeves and the choker collar, so I guess you’re getting your payback now.”

			“Stella!” Dotty rebuked her. “You will wear that dress over and over again! Why, it’s three season and you could dress it up or down easy as can be.”

			“Mmm,” Stella said, thinking that the shimmery full-skirted pink gown would be versatile indeed, if she were in the habit of frequenting high school proms and Russian supper clubs.

			There was a knock at the door, and Chrissy took her time unfolding herself from the bed to answer it while Stella and Dotty got the bridal gown bundled back into the garment bag.

			“Well, Irene, what a nice surprise!” Chrissy chimed. “You want to come on in and wet your whistle before the party starts?”

			“Oh, dear, I might should have a drink,” Irene Dorsey said, zipping past Chrissy with the aid of her crystal-studded cane. For a seventy-something-year-old, Irene moved with surprising speed, which came in handy at her job as the sheriff’s department assistant.

			“I’m so glad you could come to my shower,” Dotty beamed.

			“Wouldn’t miss it. Why, I practically raised you myself.”

			“My mom might take issue with that, bless her soul.” Dotty laughed. “But you were always my favorite babysitter. You were the only one who ever did my nails and cut my bangs.”

			“And I still got the gift,” Irene said, touching her jet-black bouffant hairdo, which had been freshly dyed, judging from the inky smudges along her hairline. She’d had a mascara mishap, if the rings beneath her eyes were any indicator, and she hadn’t felt especially compelled to color in the lines with her bright coral lipstick. “Listen, pour me a strong one, I got some bad news to deliver. Pour you a strong one, too, Stella. Don’t get excited—everyone’s fine. I mean, sort of. Gonna be, anyway. Aw, hell.”

			“Who?” Stella demanded, her heart in her throat, a thousand terrible scenarios racing through her mind. Many of her loved ones were accounted for right here in the room, but her daughter, Noelle, wasn’t due to arrive until Saturday, and the Groffes were back in Prosper along with Jelloman and—

			“Well, it’s those fool men, of course,” Irene said, shaking her head in disgust. “Can’t leave ’em alone for a minute.”

			“Which men?”

			“We leave town for one day and what happens? Nothing to stop those damn fools from knocking each other stupid, that’s what. It was your boyfriend, Stella—BJ got into it with the sheriff.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Drinks were served all around. Chrissy had mixed a pitcher of a pale golden libation that smelled like nail polish remover and tasted only a little better, with a fruity aftertaste and a kick like a mule.

			“So tell me everything,” Stella sighed, pushing at her temples in a vain attempt to banish the headache that was taking root there.

			“Well, now,” Irene said, picking delicately at a bit of lemon twist that had gotten caught in her teeth. “I wasn’t there, mind you, but I was on the scanner.”

			“Someone called it in?” Stella asked in horror.

			“No, no, when Goat’s pager fell off his belt it hit the switch so we heard just about everything.”

			“Start at the beginning,” Chrissy demanded. “Where were they, anyway?”

			“Why, over at the bar.”

			BJ’s Bar was housed in a squat, ugly brick building at the edge of town, but he had managed to spiff it up a little during his tenure as proprietor: the curtains were crisp and new, he’d recently upgraded to a six-tap dispenser, and he’d added a second seat to the ladies’ room, an improvement hailed by the entire female half of his clientele.

			But BJ’s best asset, the thing that kept his modest bar packed seven nights a week, 363 nights a year—he took a day off during both the Christmas and Easter seasons to throw his staff a private party—was his unflappable tolerance and love of his customers. Everyone was worthy at BJ’s. Every customer was as cherished as the next, no matter how much you earned, how often you made it through the doors at church, how much time you’d served up at the county jail.

			It was one of the things Stella liked about the man. They’d carried on a mild flirtation during many working evenings when Stella was following the trails of some low-down woman-smackers, many of whom frequented the bar. In recent months, she and BJ had begun dating. The problem was that there was one other twinkling star in the constellation of Stella’s affections: none other than the sheriff of Prosper, Missouri. The man who—if he should ever take a professional interest in the dealings and doings that occupied Stella in her sideline business—would find himself facing a professional quandary so momentous it would take a backhoe just to dig through the top layer.

			Not to put too delicate a point on matters, the methods that Stella used in her quest to put a stop to the abusive ways of the ne’er-do-wells of Sawyer County were often above, below, behind, or in another dimension entirely from the law, and while it was all very well for Goat Jones to look the other way when they were casual acquaintances, several times in the last year their relationship had skittered awfully close to the point of no return. Stella had kissed the sheriff once in the hospital, once in her front parlor, and once—brazenly—on the street in front of her house, but here it was September again and she wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or devastated that there had been no further kissing in nearly five months.

			Of course, that was one of the reasons Stella had taken up with BJ: to get the blasted sheriff out of her head once and for all. Which was one of the better ideas she’d ever had, seeing as it not only kept the sheriff at a glowering, smoldering distance—where he was far less likely to stumble on anything unlawful that Stella might be up to—but also got her a regular supply of Friday night action.

			And if, now and then, BJ’s kissing and caressing left a little to be desired, and if it was becoming increasingly clear that BJ’s timidity about rounding that last base was an indicator of continuing bedroom shyness, well, that wasn’t such a bad thing, was it? After all, Stella was fifty-one years old, an age when many ladies were preparing to retire from the ring, so to speak. At least, that was the conclusion she had drawn from some of the more mature customers who came to her for help in dealing with their abusive partners.

			“I wish I’d a put a lock on my drawers as soon as I had Lance Junior,” Patrice Hartnell lamented.

			“I’ll be pleased if I never have to go toe to toe with a man’s wiener again,” Suzanne Lee vowed, bringing a certain confusing visual to mind.

			“Guess he’ll just have to pleasure his own damn self from now on,” chortled Susan Kolka after a session with Stella’s leather hog crop left her philandering husband pissing crooked but otherwise unmarked.

			On the other hand, Stella had a nagging feeling that there might be a difference between the sexual appetite of a woman who was still smarting from years of pain and humiliation, and one whose self-confidence and tolerance of the male gender had been nurtured back to health.

			After suffering several decades of abuse at the hands of her husband Ollie, Stella had gone a little nuts a few years back and killed him in an unplanned but effective fashion with a wrench. As he bled out all over her kitchen floor, the seeds of a new, independent, and unexpectedly zesty lady were sown. Stella felt better in both body and mind than she ever had—and about a thousand times sexier, too. Wasn’t it possible that she had years of good times in the sack ahead of her?

			If her sensual nature was to enjoy a nice long horizon, was Stella really willing to settle for a man who left her pot simmering gently when there was another fellow waiting in the wings who could blow the lid off and make her whistle blow to boot?

			Stella blushed at the thought, one which had become disturbingly frequent lately. There were just so many dangers to that kind of thinking.

			For one, she’d read the statistics and seen the gals on the talk shows—she knew she was lucky to have any man at all interested in her, since the ratio of available men to women over the age of fifty was something like one to twelve thousand and you were more likely to be carried off by an army of giant centipedes than to marry again.

			For another, it wasn’t like the sheriff was beating down a path to her door. No, he ran decidedly hot and cold on her. Every time he got her all heated up, there would follow a disappearing act, and she wouldn’t hear from him for weeks, even months. Sure, he always had a reason—the department was short staffed, or there was mandatory training at the county seat, or there was a summer spike in traffic crime—but Stella did not care to be toyed with.

			Wouldn’t the smart move be to settle down with the man who actually kept consistent hours, called regularly, showed up on time for dates, brought her flowers and chocolate and, once, a new float for her guest bath toilet when he noticed it was running? Wasn’t there something to be said for considerate?

			All of these thoughts ran through her mind in the time it took Chrissy to give her a look that was half concerned and half intrigued.

			“Okay, so we got a brawl,” Dotty said. “Who started it? Did the sheriff go over to BJ’s in a jealous rage?”

			“No, no, he went over there to bust up a to-do between Hess and Cricket again,” Irene said.

			“Oh, Lordy,” Stella said with feeling. Cricket Catalano was one of those rare clients who Stella regretted taking on, a woman who was looking more for attention than help when she hired Stella to talk some sense into her husband of thirty years. The trouble was—and luckily Stella figured it out before she got to twisting down the stainless steel clamp she’d managed to get Hess’s more vulnerable parts maneuvered into—the public fights the couple regularly staged were actually their peculiar way of revving the engine for naughty love play. Cricket had been trying to up the ante by enlisting Stella to breathe some magic into their romance—without letting Stella in on the plan. When Stella flatly refused to be a party to their erotic pot stirring, the couple had moved their public displays to rougher realms. Just last month they’d turned over a few chairs at the HighTimer. “I sure hope he managed to get them in the paddy wagon before they started breaking bottles.”

			“Well, Hess took a swing at some poor man who was just trying to get out of Cricket’s way, but by the time the sheriff got there, they were making out in their car. But then I guess Goat made some crack to BJ and it was, well, you know how tempers get all worked up in that sort of setting. Adrenaline leaking all over the place and the testosterone flying around”—Irene sighed dramatically before taking a fortifying sip from her drink—“well, that was that.”

			“That was what?” Dotty asked. “The sheriff insulted BJ and then BJ hit him?”

			“Not exactly. Now, mind, I don’t have all the details, but from what I’ve been able to piece together, the sheriff said something and BJ said something, and then the sheriff said what all and BJ came around the bar fixing to tell him what he thought, right to his face, and everybody backed up ’cause I guess folks have been waiting to see this one play out for quite a little while now and—”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Stella felt her face flush, the prickling sensation continuing down her neck, and then she realized it was the pins she’d stuck in her shirt collar for safekeeping when she was taking up the hem earlier. “See what play out?”

			“Oh, don’t be playing all coy with us,” Chrissy scolded. “You got that sheriff jumping around like a water bug in a dry ditch. And then you got BJ so worked up he don’t know if he’s coming or going. I’m surprised you weren’t there with a front-row seat, fanning your bad self and taking bets.”

			“Chrissy!”

			“Well, I guess if y’all don’t want to know how it ended,” Irene said, licking the sugar crust off the rim of her glass. “Whatevs.”

			“Whatevs?” demanded Chrissy. “Where on earth did you learn to talk like that, Miz Dorsey?”

			“I do spend my time with a cross section of society. I hear all kinds of things. You got any more of this punch, young lady?”

			“I’d like to know what happened,” Dotty said hurriedly. “How did it end? Who won?”

			That was exactly what Stella wanted to know, and she couldn’t help noticing a strange buzzing current in her head, almost like an unwanted opinion about who the victor ought to be. Surely it was a trick of the subconscious mind, because Stella was well aware that the man on her weekend dance card, the man who had insisted on putting the hotel room on his credit card when she invited him to the wedding, the man who’d promised he’d be there Friday evening just as soon as he made sure Jorge was set for the bar rush—the man who had purchased a new shirt-and-tie ensemble in a daring shade of plum with silver accents to go with his navy suit—that man was BJ Brodersen. So the fact that she imagined Goat with his handsome face hardened in possessive rage, Goat with his large hands clenched in take-no-prisoners fists, Goat—rather inexplicably—bare-chested with only a loosened tie around his neck—that was most inappropriate. Fearing someone would notice her blush, Stella focused on taking the pins out of her neckline one by one and dropping them onto the magnetic holder.

			“Well, I don’t know’s I’d say anybody won,” Irene said. The gleam was back in her kohl-rimmed eyes now that she knew she had her audience well in hand. “I mean, don’t know how you could pick a winner when one fella gets carried off to County Regional with lights and sirens going, and the other one gets arrested by his own deputy.”

			“What!” This time there was a chorus of exclamations.

			“Is BJ okay?” Stella managed, hand to her throat.

			“Sure, sure, he tripped over a lady’s purse she’d left on the floor and went down on that little platform under the bar stools.”

			“Ouch!” Chrissy exclaimed. “That’s a mighty hard edge.”

			“Cracked his head and bled all over creation, and he was out for a little while. And they don’t mess around with that no more. Nowadays they treat every concussion like it’s some big thing.”

			“But he’s okay now?”

			“Oh sure, sure, his head’s just fine. They put a stitch or two in it, from what I’m told. The bigger problem is he did something to his back when he went down, some old sports injury of his. Something I imagine Stella might could tell us all about.”

			“Me? Why’s that?” Stella didn’t miss Irene’s signature facial expression, one drawn-on ebony eyebrow lifted heavenward while the other bore down over her left eye, managing to convey lascivious speculation.

			Before Irene could answer, Dotty’s cell phone trilled. “It’s Tilly,” she said, squinting at the display. “I best take it in the other room, the way y’all are carrying on. But I want to hear everything when I get back.”

			“I think that’s so cool, Tilly doing the service and all,” Chrissy said as Dotty disappeared into the suite’s sitting room and pulled the French doors shut behind her. “Did she pass her finals, or whatever?”

			“I don’t think they have finals, exactly,” Stella said. “But Tilly’s out of the seminary and she’s got her official license from the state of Missouri, so it’s legal. And this is going to be her first wedding. What were you saying about BJ, Irene?”

			“Well, I hear his pain flares up when he’s on his back. You see what I’m sayin’.”

			“I certainly do not.” Stella, who was generally not easily embarrassed, found that the notion of a septuagenarian speculating on the positions in which BJ and she might be engaged during coitus, when in actuality he had only gotten as far as gently tugging at the sturdy elastic of her Maidenform Custom Lift Hi Cut Brief once or twice, was simply too much to bear. The fact that she’d expected to have him in just such a pose by tomorrow night, having had no prior knowledge of his delicacy in that position, was a matter of concern as well.

			“Mmmm. Well, BJ’s looking at some physical therapy down the line but they’re saying he can’t get out of bed for a week.”

			“What about the sheriff?” Chrissy demanded.

			“Oh, that… well, everyone was carryin’ on so bad it was hard to hear over the pager, but Ian showed up and took one look at BJ laid out on the floor and figured Goat was the one done it to him, and you know how Ian can be a touch quick to jump to conclusions, and Goat wasn’t exactly defending himself. Fact is he’d poured him a big old jigger of Knob Creek and was settin’ on a stool all by himself in the back. Well, Ian got the cuffs on him so fast Sheriff didn’t have a minute to explain himself. They’re still getting it ironed out over at the office now.”

			“Tell me Ian wasn’t going to put him in the Dumpster!”

			The Dumpster was the nickname of the holding cell where the accused cooled their heels before being shipped up to the county jail in Fayette. It had received the nickname because it was built on the site of the old Hardee’s trash enclosure, the Hardee’s having been converted into the Prosper Municipal Annex.

			“Hardly,” Irene said. “When I left they’d got Mike talked into being their designated driver and they was sitting out on the curb draining Burt’s old bottle of Colonel Lee, after they drank everything else.”

			“Wow,” Stella said. Sheriff Burt Knoll, Goat’s predecessor, had passed away more than three years ago. Beloved by all, he’d been known for his fondness for rotgut bourbon in addition to his Solomonlike wisdom. “They must have been desperate to drink that shit.”

			“This has gone far enough, Stella,” Chrissy said glumly. “It ain’t just your good times at stake now, he had to go and get Ian involved.”

			Ian was due to arrive tomorrow for the rehearsal dinner as well, Stella knew. A lesser-known fact was that Chrissy had purchased a special ensemble for the weekend, one that would rival anything in Dotty’s lingerie haul.

			“I’m not in charge of that man,” Stella said hotly. “He don’t answer to my call.”

			“At the moment he ain’t answering to any call at all that don’t come out of the bottom of a bottle,” Irene murmured, taking a sip of the refill Chrissy had poured for her.

			The French doors burst open and Dotty tottered through them, her face pale and her expression crestfallen.

			“Dotty, honey, what’s wrong?” Stella said, rushing to take her arm and guide her to the sofa.

			“I just don’t know what to do. Tilly says Divinity’s gone missing and she has to go help them search for her and I might ought to start hunting up another preacher.”

			

			Half an hour and a tab of Xanax later, Dotty was propped up in an upholstered chair in the Ha Ha Tonka party room in front of a huge pile of gifts.

			The last anyone had heard, Divinity Flycock had gone camping with her fiancé, Bryant Molder, in nearby Bennett Spring State Park. She’d been due back that morning, and no one had heard from her or Bryant.

			After a round of questioning and several phone calls revealed nothing further about Divinity’s disappearance, Stella convinced Dotty that there was nothing more to be done tonight and she might just as well let the shower proceed as planned. As a crowd of female relatives and friends and future in-laws crowded around—Rashita and Soorat turned out to be quite enthusiastic about the shower—Stella managed to sneak Chrissy off to a corner of the room, carrying a pilfered bottle of wine and a plateful of hot appetizers.

			“This isn’t Indian, is it?” Chrissy said, nibbling at the corner of a triangular pastry. “I’d call it more Greek maybe. What with the spinach and all. Or maybe it’s that—what do you call it?—fusion business.”

			“Can you please stop stuffing your face for one minute and focus?”

			Chrissy widened her lovely violet eyes as she chewed. “Really, Stella? You’re gonna tell me to focus? When the whole time you were in the ladies’ room trying to get Goat to answer his cell phone, I was doing research?”

			She dug into her purse and pulled out her little tablet computer. Ian had recently surprised Chrissy with a pair of ruby earrings that she promptly and unapologetically returned, using the cash to buy herself the new tech toy, and she’d taught herself all its secrets in no time.

			“Okay, what did you find?”

			“Well, the park cut back their services so much, it was real hard to get a fix on where Divinity and Bryant might even have gone. But I found a few trail closures. There’s a footbridge out over the creek, and a rock-slide area along a ridge. The thing is, Bryant had appointments scheduled this morning that he didn’t show for—I talked to his assistant.”

			“But there could be a dozen reasons why. They haven’t even been missing twenty-four hours. Couldn’t they just have decided to stay an extra night? I mean, I doubt a girl that age would be all that excited to party like it’s 1985 with a bunch of her aunt’s friends.”

			“The whole reason they were going Tuesday and Wednesday wasn’t just so Divinity could get back for the shower tonight. Tilly said she wanted to rest up her voice for Saturday. She and some friend of hers are going to sing ‘Ave Maria’ at the wedding.”

			“Well, she could rest it in a tent as good as in a hotel room, couldn’t she?”

			“And that’s probably all it is, and Divinity can’t call ’cause there’s no service out in the forest, but I guess her mom’s real worried anyway.”

			“Oh, Taffy was always a terrible drama queen,” Stella sighed. “The torment she used to put us through when we were kids!”

			“Explain that whole family tree to me one more time, Stella.” Chrissy kicked off her high-heeled sandals and got comfy on the couch they’d taken over.

			“Well, you know Dotty and me were the same year in school. Taffy and Tilly are her first cousins, and they were three years ahead of us. But they lived nearby, so our folks would send us all out to play together. Dotty and the twins got sent to the same summer camp and Sunday School, and they spent every holiday and family vacation together.”

			“Are Taffy and Tilly identical twins?”

			Stella snorted. “Lookswise, I guess, only they were so different temperamentally you never would’ve known it. Tilly was the wild one, you should have seen her in her big-hair stage—her greatest ambition was to follow Foreigner around.”

			“What foreigner?” Chrissy said, looking interested.

			“The band? Foreigner?” When Chrissy still looked blank, Stella sighed in exasperation. This was the biggest problem with having a partner twenty years younger than you—she had no comprehension at all of twentieth-century culture before 1985. “ ‘Hot Blooded,’ ‘Juke Box Hero’? ‘Feels Like the First Time’?”

			Chrissy shrugged. “Okay. So somewhere along the way Tilly put her wild ways aside and became a minister—”

			“Well, you left out the part where she met Curt, accidentally got knocked up young, popped out three more kids, spent twenty-some years taking care of that bunch, and got the calling about the same time she started having hot flashes, but that’s basically it.”

			“And Taffy?”

			“She was the do-gooder. Had a real martyr thing going. Every time Tilly got in trouble, Taffy would figure out some new way to shine her own halo up bright. Tilly got kicked out of choir for making out with the student teacher, next thing you knew Taffy’d win the candy drive to send them to state finals. Or Tilly’d get caught cheating on her math test and Taffy’d volunteer to tutor her.” Stella paused, remembering. “We never could stand her, actually. Tilly was way more fun.”

			“How’d that work out for Taffy in adulthood, anyway?” Chrissy said, helping herself to an onion fritter.

			Stella grimaced. “She met Marty at Bible School and married him before he had a chance to think twice. They had one perfect child, as I suppose you’ve heard more than once this weekend. Marty figured out there wasn’t a whole lot of money to be made in preaching and went into real estate. They sent Divinity out on the pageant circuit and to hear her and Marty tell it, they had to finally stop because it wasn’t fair to all the other little girls, she was just that exquisite. And then there was all them voice lessons and acting lessons, and supposedly Divinity lit out for Branson to sing on stage. Taffy and them weren’t real clear on how that was going, but Divinity stuck it out for a year or so before she came back a month or two ago to rest up her voice. Brought Bryant with her, and Taffy just can’t stop talking about all the singers he’s launched and the ring he bought Divinity and how they’re headed for Nashville any second now.”

			“Mmm-hmm.” Chrissy sounded skeptical. “I knew Divinity a little. My mom had me in the pageants for a while when Pop thought that was how we were going to make the family fortune. Divinity was a lot younger than me, four years old or so, and even then she could sing. But her mama had her tricked out in this froufrou satin dress with her hair done up like a drag queen, only Divinity wasn’t having any of it. She bit her mama on the arm and called the chaperone something so bad nobody would repeat it, and then she lay down on the floor and threw a fit like you never did see.”

			“Interesting,” Stella said, wondering if any of this would help explain why the gal was blowing off her aunt’s lingerie shower in favor of stomping around in a forest. “I bet you sure were adorable, though.”

			“Yeah, I was.” Chrissy grinned, dimples blooming on both her cheeks. “The lady running it told my mama I needed to shed a few pounds if I wanted to compete, and my mama said if they didn’t know quality when they saw it then they could just keep their goddamn tiaras. She let me wear my pageant dress to school every day for a month and when I ripped up the skirt on the playground she said it didn’t matter, any kind of a real princess was bound to get into a scrape or two taking care of royal business.”

			“Your mama sure did a few things right,” Stella said, admiringly.

			“I know it. They all thought I was dumb as a stump, and mama didn’t have any more ambition for me than she could measure in a thimble, but she loved the heck outta me, and she’d tell anyone who’d listen that I was the prettiest girl in town.”

			“Well, that’s not a bad way to grow up, now is it?”

			“Time to get this party started!” a drunken voice shouted. Stella and Chrissy turned to see one of Dotty’s friends from work clamber up on the coffee table. “Everybody ready to see what Dotty’s gonna be wearing on her wedding night?”

			There was a volley of cheers as Dotty held up a pair of generously sized, frill-edged black bikini panties that was missing most of the crotch, and Stella fervently hoped that the mess with Divinity would be sorted out soon, so Dotty and Kam could enjoy themselves under the banner of legal matrimony.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			By ten o’clock the following morning, everything had gone south.

			Stella had planned to call BJ to wish him a speedy recovery, but he beat her to the punch—at six in the morning, well before Stella intended to be awake. Evidently his pain meds didn’t make him particularly sleepy. Flat on his back in his apartment above the garage behind BJ’s Bar, he was being cared for by his assistant manager, Jorge, who was also singlehandedly running the bar.

			“I can’t keep eating all that Mexican food, Stella,” BJ confided. “My digestive system just can’t take it. And there’s something wrong with my Comcast. I can’t get but the regular channels, my Showtime ain’t coming in at all.”

			Stella had banished the fleeting thought that if she’d been in town, it would be her waiting on BJ, cooking his meals and fixing his shows for him—as well as the disturbingly strong sense of relief that she had dodged a bullet.

			“I’ve had Jorge’s chuletas,” she said lightly. “I could eat that every night. Traded him some of my persimmon jam for it. Are you doing okay otherwise?”

			“Oh sure. Except I’ve got this itch on my one ankle, and there’s just no way I can reach it without it aggravatin’ my back,” BJ said. “I can’t even tell you how bad I wish I could reach on down there and scratch, and when you get a thought like that in your head, why, you just can’t get it out again.”

			Stella stayed silent, figuring she’d rather sew Dotty a whole new gown than sign up for nursemaid duty, and then she wondered what was wrong with her, especially since BJ was always so sweet to her.

			After showering and waiting for the relatively civilized hour of eight o’clock, she called Noelle, who was already at the salon prepping for the day’s clients. Noelle was a hairdresser of considerable renown, at least in the town of Coffey, which was half an hour from Prosper. Getting the weekend off had been a challenge, which was why she’d had to miss the shower and rehearsal dinner and was driving in Saturday morning, loaded down with enough cosmetics and hair gizmos for the entire bridal party.

			Stella and Chrissy, on the other hand, hadn’t had much trouble getting time off from the shop. The Friday appliqué class had agreed to meet at Happy Donuts just this once after Stella negotiated a group rate—three bucks for a fritter and unlimited coffee—and for the benefit of any would-be weekend shoppers, Stella had enlisted one of her best friends, Jelloman Nunn, to keep an eye on the shop. Jelloman’s two vocations—fixing motorcycles and growing and selling weed—afforded him the kind of flexibility that let him help out in a pinch. And while he was a somewhat startling sight, ringing up elastic and sewing-machine needles and rotary cutters in a Nazareth concert T-shirt and leather vest, he was unfailingly polite and Stella’s customers loved him.

			“I don’t mind going without a date this weekend,” Stella lied, pressing the phone between her shoulder and ear, which wasn’t doing much for her posture. She was working on Dotty’s gown, yards and yards of satin laid out on the food-service table she’d talked housekeeping into bringing up to the room. The French seams were turning out to be a bitch to separate, especially since it was way too easy to snag the tiny strands with the seam ripper. “Only it seems a damn waste to have this room all to myself. Noelle, sugar, I wish you’d reconsider and stay with me, at least for Saturday night.”

			“Well, Mama, about that,” Noelle said cheerily. “I wasn’t going to say anything until I was sure she could get the time off, but I think Cinnamon’s gonna be able to make it after all.”

			“Really! Well, that’s just great!” Stella said, careful not to put too much extra enthusiasm into her voice. She’d learned the hard way that fresh developments in her daughter’s romantic life had to be treated with care. If she pried, Noelle would clam up; and if she overdid the enthusiasm, Noelle would huffily remind her that people entered gay relationships every day and her mother didn’t need to act like it was the second coming of the Lord. Besides, Cinnamon had until very recently been “just a friend,” and Stella knew firsthand how precarious those waters were to navigate for any lovers, gay or straight, young or old, experienced or not.

			“So, I guess I’ll keep my room,” Noelle went on. “When are you going to get around to fixing your own dress, anyway?”

			Stella blanched at the unwelcome reminder; her maid-of-honor dress, the pink creation in the bag hanging over her door, had come straight from the bridal store and needed a fair amount of nipping and tucking as well. “Tonight, I guess, while the rest of the gang is whooping it up in the bar after the rehearsal dinner.”

			“Oh, cheer up, Mama, I’m bringing you a couple of surprises. You’re going to look amazing for the wedding.”

			Too bad none of the men in her life would be there to appreciate all that beauty, Stella thought darkly as Noelle’s first customer of the day arrived and she had to ring off.

			“Don’t be looking at me to babysit you, either,” Chrissy said. She’d barely budged, having spent the night with Stella since her date wasn’t arriving until today. She stretched luxuriously and slipped her satin sleep mask up over her blond curls like a headband. “Ian’s due here by lunchtime and we got plans.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Stella said, though in fact that was exactly what she’d been considering. For some reason, the prospect of spending the night after the wedding all alone was making her melancholy.

			Her phone rang, and she had to paw through several yards of satin to find it. She squinted at the display and saw it was Dotty.

			“Less than thirty-six hours to go,” Stella said by way of a greeting. “I hope you’re enjoying your last gasp of freedom.”

			“Stella, something terrible’s happened! They found Divinity and Bryant!”

			“But that’s good news, isn’t it?”

			“Bryant’s dead, Stella, and Divinity’s hanging on by a thread. They got her airlifted to Independence and she’s in surgery right now.” Her voice hiccupped into a sob. “Oh, Stella, I don’t even know what to do.”

			“Oh, honey, what happened?” Stella gripped the phone tight to her ear as Chrissy, alerted by her tone, sat up straight under the covers.

			“They don’t know yet. They said it could’ve been a bear or a mountain lion or—oh, I don’t know, Stella, even some sort of human attack. Tilly and Taffy are driving up to Independence now, and they’ve got a prayer circle started over at St. Giles, but now I don’t have a pastor, which I hate to even say under the circumstances, I feel just awful even thinking of myself at a time like this but—”

			“You come right on down here,” Stella said. “You know where my room is. Bring whoever you want, but I got Chrissy here and we’re gonna take care of you while you sort this out. Hear?”

			“I hear,” Dotty sniffed gratefully.

			Stella hung up the phone and sighed. “Wouldn’t be any kind of a wedding without something going terribly wrong, now would it?”

			“What?” Chrissy demanded.

			Stella explained it as quickly as she could. “Bears, mountain lions, or miscreants,” she said in summary. “Guess you know as well as I do what they left off that list.”

			“Yep,” Chrissy agreed in the tone of one who’d learned a great deal about the subject since coming to work with Stella. “Good chance they done it to each other.”

			

			By the time Dotty showed up she’d received an update. Divinity was going to pull through just fine, though she had twenty-eight stitches on her face and arms, a broken humerus, and a sprained ankle. She had not been airlifted, nor had she come within a breath of dying, contrary to earlier reports from her hysterical mother. Taffy didn’t have the details about how Divinity had been hurt, but apparently she was feeling well enough to complain about a patch of scalp shaved smooth as a newborn baby so they could stitch a gash behind her ear.

			“I don’t guess that’s going to help her stage career any,” Dotty sighed. “Though now her manager or fiancé or whatever’s been shot, guess she’s got a few more hurdles than just wowing ’em with her looks.”

			“Shot?” Stella demanded.

			“Oh, yeah, see, Bryant had an arrow in him, that’s what turned out killed him. Went clean through and I guess he fell on it such that if it hadn’t killed him already, the quiver or whatever poking around in his guts finished him off.”

			“Fletching,” Chrissy said. “Not quiver. Quiver’s the thing you put the arrows in to carry them around.”

			Stella and Dotty turned to gaze at Chrissy. “You gonna favor us with how you come to know that?” Stella asked. The girl never ceased to amaze her with her pockets of deep knowledge—all the more remarkable given her reputation for being longer on looks than smarts. This was a misapprehension that Stella did little to correct, since her assistant was often able to use her appearance to their advantage when interrogating suspects who didn’t realize they were being interrogated, so mesmerized were they by Chrissy’s bountiful assets.

			Chrissy rolled her eyes. “I kicked ass at the Camp Fire girls jamboree when I was nine. Spent all summer on the archery range and would have took home the trophy except I got caught setting fire to the outhouse.”

			“Uh-huh. And fletching?”

			“You know, the little stick-out feathery parts on the arrow? You got your hen fletching, your cock fletching…”

			“Oh my,” Dotty said, blushing.

			“Don’t be all nasty, it’s just what they call the different vanes. You got to have them for accuracy, but if that fella was shot with a hunting arrow it was probably solid plastic, and man, those little fuckers are stiff.”

			While the other two women gaped at her, she added, “Oh, forget it, just go on. How is it they thought it was a mauling attack, anyway?”

			“Well, Taffy was just so tore up about Divinity the first time I talked to her I guess she couldn’t get all the details out. Plus, now Divinity’s all stitched and bandaged up and talking, turns out she didn’t get attacked at all. She fell out of a tree and ran into some branches on the way down, is what got her all gashed up.” Dotty shook her head with admiration. “She managed to crawl near a quarter mile before she come up on a park ranger. That’s one tough little gal, I’ll give her that.”

			“Mmm,” Chrissy said, raising her eyebrow, no doubt remembering the Divinity in her younger days on the pageant circuit.

			“So, Stella, I need you to go on up and figure out who shot Bryant, okay?”

			“Me? Why do I got to do it?”

			Dotty blinked and looked from Stella to Chrissy and back. “Come on,” she said. “It’s just us here.”

			Stella sighed. She wasn’t surprised that she had not been able to shield her best friend entirely from the knowledge of her exploits. The thing was, even in a town as small as Prosper, just about every woman knew at least one who was on the receiving end of a man’s foul temper. Unless she was blind, she’d seen the evidence of a bad mood on the body of a sister or friend or checkout girl or the woman sitting next to her at church, and eventually, word got around of the mysterious savior who could help such a woman in her time of need, meting out justice on a sliding scale, delivered on the sly, its recipients too shamed, battered, and terrified to consider retribution or even laying so much as a finger on their former victims.

			In short, though they’d never discussed it, Stella knew that Dotty was aware of the general outline if not the details of her avocation. And it wasn’t really surprising that Dotty wanted her to look into Bryant’s murder. It wouldn’t be the first time Stella had been asked to sleuth around when folks met with violent ends. Several times in the past, she’d solved murders as favors to loved ones, as when one of her friends had been accused of killing and mummifying a woman, or when her sister’s step-nephew had been a suspect in a bloody dismembering. Still, considering that Divinity was alive and on the mend, she didn’t see the need to meddle in the case.

			Stella coughed delicately. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. But last I checked, they got their own sheriff’s department a few miles down the road in Quail Valley. I imagine they can spare a cruiser to run on up to Kansas City and ask Divinity who shot her boyfriend.”

			“But that’s just it,” Dotty said. “Divinity says she didn’t see anyone around before Bryant was shot, but there was some hunter up there they ran into at the campground who was toting a bow. The cops are trying to find him now. Only they don’t want Divinity to leave until they do, even though the hospital says she’ll be ready to go by this afternoon. And…” Dotty’s voice was rising higher and higher, her eyes beginning to brim with tears as she pulled anxiously at the hem of her T-Shirt, on which was written “Because I’m the Bride, Bitches” in rhinestone-encrusted script. Chrissy handed her a tissue and she dabbed at her eyes. “And Taffy and Tilly won’t come back until they let Divinity go, and Marty won’t come without Taffy, and that’s pretty much half of my wedding party right there, other than Soorat and Rashita and Mrs. Rangarajan, who, by the way, I’m having a devil of a time explaining all this to, and—and—”

			Dotty gave up the battle and erupted into sobs, and Stella hugged her friend tightly and made all kinds of soothing sounds, all the while exchanging meaningful glances with Chrissy, who was drawing her finger across her throat and making silent gagging motions. Not on your life, Chrissy was telegraphing; her assistant’s reluctance was only one of the reasons this was one of the dumbest ideas to roll down the pike in a while.

			“But, sweetie, what if we all pitch in and find you a backup? There has to be someone else around here who can do the ceremony.”

			“No, it has to be Tilly. I mean, this is like her preaching debut, you know? And since Mom and Dad passed, I want family up there with me, and I ain’t got anyone else. I mean, you’re family to me, you know that, but Tilly’s blood and… well…”

			“What is it?” Stella prodded gently when her friend hesitated.

			“Well, it’s Mrs. Rangarajan. I mean, I love her and all… I mean I’m sure I will love her once she warms up to me a little… but I got to say, she is just barely on board with Kam marrying me.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she dabbed harder.

			“Oh, Dotty, you never said anything!”

			“Well, I just thought if I kept being sweet to her, she’d get used to me, and maybe get to likin’ me more, but I guess I just ain’t what she had in mind for Kam. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I think she’s trying, too, but she’s always asking me about my family, and with me being an only child and all, I feel like she thinks Kam’s getting the short end of the stick. I mean, he’s got like three hundred cousins back in India. All’s I got’s Taffy and Tilly, and if I try to get married without them showing up, well, Mrs. R’s like to disown me before I make it back down the aisle.”

			Stella frowned. “She’s lucky to be getting you,” she said with feeling. “She’ll come around, I just know she will.”

			“I just…” Dotty sniffled. “It’s Kam, too. He’s so sweet, he always takes my side, but he’s anxious to have it done. That’s why we’re getting married so quick, is he feels like once it’s done his mom won’t be all over him so much. If we could have got married months ago I think he would have. I just didn’t think it was decent, is why we waited until now, but I can’t make that man wait one second more.” She drew a deep breath. “So that’s why you got to go up there and figure out what happened so Divvy can get here in time for the wedding.”

			Stella sighed, but she was remembering that afternoon on Mrs. Edwards’s parlor floor, when she and Dotty had staged a Barbie wedding and promised to be there for each other’s special day, no matter what.

			No matter what.

			“Okay, honey,” she murmured, grabbing a tissue for herself. “We’ll do it.”

			“We?   ” Chrissy protested. “Hey, I got an appointment for a bikini wax this afternoon.”

			“Ain’t nobody going to see your special area in your dress,” Stella said calmly.

			“But Ian’s coming tomorrow morning!”

			“That gives us twenty-four hours to get this straightened out, doesn’t it? And he can deal with a little stubble. I don’t think he’ll much mind.”

			“Oh, thank you, thank you,” Dotty sniffled. “It don’t even matter if you can’t get them all back here for the rehearsal dinner, we’ll manage without them. As long as they’re here for the wedding.”

			“I hate to say it,” Chrissy said, “but, Dotty, you don’t even seem to like most of them.”

			“Well, that’s true,” Dotty said, ticking names off her fingers. “Taffy’s just got worse over the years, Divinity’s so stuck-up I can’t believe no one’s put an arrow through her backside yet, and just being in a room with Marty for fifteen minutes makes me feel like I been dipped in cooking oil. But they’re family, you know, so even if I don’t like them, I got to love them.”

			“Mmm-hmm,” Stella and Chrissy agreed in unison.

			After all, they had families of their own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Stella let Chrissy drive, a risky proposition, so she could make a few calls. Mercy Hospital was on the southern end of Kansas City, only forty-five minutes away, but the way Chrissy drove it was liable to take twice that unless she got distracted by conversation, in which case she tended to take her eyes off the road and let her foot press farther and farther down on the gas pedal until she was tearing down the fast lane guided by nothing but luck.

			Stella’s first call was to Novella Glazer, the most voluble of the Green Hat Ladies, a scrum of octogenarian ladies who’d planned to form an outpost of the better-known Red Hat Society until Gracie Lewis’s husband offered up half a dozen brand-new John Deere promotional ball caps from his feed store. If there was one thing the Green Hat Ladies knew, it was that free is a bargain any day of the week, and they proudly sported their chapeaus at the daily lunch meeting at the Prosper Popeye’s Chicken.

			But thriftiness was the least of the ladies’ virtues. They were also wise and generous and keen for gossip. Stella made a practice of calling on them for help in her thornier cases. If there was a rumor that needed to be backed up, a relationship that needed untangling, an event that needed to be put in historical context, you couldn’t find a better panel of experts.

			Crowdsourcing, Prosper style.

			Novella picked up after only a couple of rings. “How’s the weather down there, Stella?” she asked without bothering to say hello. “I’m trying to decide if I should bring the fox.”

			Novella was well known for her ancient fox stole, one end of which sported a moldering tail and the other, the fox’s head, which appeared to have been prepared fairly early in the taxidermist’s career. Stella herself had sat behind Novella in church staring into the thing’s beady glass eyes, unable to tear her gaze away from the clumsily stitched leer, which gave the fox an air of lechery.

			“I’d say you’re good without it, since there ain’t a speck of rain in the forecast and it’s heading up toward seventy today, but I got bigger fish for you to fry.”

			“You got a new case?” Novella demanded eagerly. “Who’s done what now?”

			That was the downside of enlisting the Green Hat Ladies—they expected to be rewarded with full disclosure. It was a tricky dance, though they had proved discreet when needed.

			“I can’t talk about it yet,” Stella hedged. The minute the ladies got to the resort, they’d not only ferret out the details of the camping tragedy, but communicate them all to those back home in Prosper. Delaying the news as long as possible was the least Stella could do for the Flycock family. “But listen, there’s a few alterations need done on Dotty’s gown. And a few of the bridesmaids’. Nothing too major,” Stella lied. “And you’re just so good with a needle.”

			“Stella, you know I’d love to, I really would, but they’re running House back-to-back on Bravo tonight and I just can’t get enough of that Hugh Laurie. My heavens, I could just eat that man up.”

			“Novella, this is serious! This is Dotty’s wedding we’re talking about! Of course, I guess I could give Shirlette a call. Come to think of it, she was in my advanced serger class last fall, she was practically teaching it herself. I guess she’s probably the better person for the job.” Stella held her breath, hoping Novella would take the bait.

			“Why, Shirlette couldn’t stitch a straight line if you paid her!” Novella squawked. “Back in home ec she used to have to rip all her seams. She never did learn how to set in a sleeve. Don’t be calling her, Stella, or Dotty’s gonna look like she’s on that What Not to Wear.”

			“Well, I just don’t know what we’ll do, then.”

			“Oh, hell, I’ll do it, I’ll do it. Give me an hour to get Len fed and I’ll swing around and get Gracie. She won’t mind coming up a day early with me.”

			Stella thanked Novella and hung up.

			“Shame on you,” Chrissy said. “Pitting those old birds against each other that way.”

			“Aw, don’t shame me, they’re all just looking for a reason to get out of the house. Also maybe don’t be taking up two lanes,” she added, as Chrissy nearly sideswiped a church bus.

			Stella resisted grabbing the wheel several more times, and they arrived at Mercy Hospital without mishap. After almost taking out the ticket dispenser at the parking garage, Chrissy managed to park more or less in a single space on her second try, and they hurried to find Divinity’s hospital room.

			It turned out not to be difficult. Once the volunteer at the information desk had directed Stella and Chrissy to Divinity’s floor, they stepped off the elevator to a volley of screeching.

			“Stoooooop! You’re hurting me, you’re hurtinghurtinghurting!”

			“If you’d just please hold still—”

			A tall, silver-haired woman wearing what looked like a giant lavender karate suit burst out of the room, clasping her hands to her ears. When she saw Stella and Chrissy, she took her hands away and her face lit up in a bright grin.

			“Stella Hardesty, what on earth are you doing here?” she demanded, wrapping her arms around her in a tight hug. “Did Dotty send you up to check on us?”

			“Yes, she did, and it sounds like I’m just in time. Do you need me to go slap some duct tape on that child’s mouth?”

			Tilly giggled before releasing her and turned to Chrissy, hugging her, too. Strands of colorful beads clicked gently around her neck and silvery bangles jingled at her wrists. “And you’re Loreen’s youngest, aren’t you?”

			“No ma’am, Susie’s the baby. It goes Mac, Lorrie, Danyelle, Pete, me, and Sue.”

			“Aw, God bless your mom and Ralph, having all of you kids!”

			“God bless them for sure,” Chrissy agreed reverently.

			“Oh, now.” Tilly gave her a playful wink. “Don’t you be doing it, too.”

			“What’d I do?”

			“You don’t got to be careful around me just because I’m a reverend now. I ain’t that kind of holy. Fact is, I believe I just committed a few sins of the heart myself.”

			“Like wanting to strangle your own flesh and blood?” Stella guessed, as the screeching started up again in the room.

			Tilly rolled her eyes. “It’s stitches, Stella, not the second coming of the Lord the way she seems to think. If any of mine carried on that way, I’d take a switch to ’em.”

			“How bad hurt was your niece, Mrs. McAfee?”

			“She fell out of a tree, maybe twenty feet up. She hit a couple branches on the way down and got some nice scratches here and there. One on her neck’s going to look nice for Halloween. She can pretend she got bit by a vampire. And that little shaved patch looks kind of strange. Her ankle ain’t nothing, a little ice would have fixed it up. She’s got a little cast on her arm… but other than that it’s mostly little cuts and bruises. And all that poor nurse is doing is trying to change her bandages. I told Taffy I had to make a call.” Tilly shrugged. “I guess I could call us up a pizza, so’s I’m not lying.”

			“I think the Big Guy’ll give you a pass on that one,” Stella said reassuringly. “Look, we’re here because Dotty’s just beside herself thinking you all might have to miss her wedding. She says they won’t spring Divinity until they figure out who killed Bryant, so I told her I’d come up and, uh…”

			“Grease the wheels?” Tilly said helpfully. Stella didn’t miss the twinkle in her eye, the same one from back when she was trying to teach Stella and Dotty to smoke, or daring them to steal licorice from the five-and-dime, or enlisting them to TP the principal’s house. “Well, I won’t say no. I wouldn’t mind getting down to the resort myself. But you might have drove up here for nothing, because they’re getting ready to release Divinity from the hospital right now. Ordinarily I’d think we’d need to schedule in some grieving for Bryant, but I must say that she’s taking his passing remarkably well.”

			There was a silence while Chrissy and Stella absorbed that piece of information. “Huh,” Chrissy eventually said, as they filed into the room.

			They nearly collided with the nurse, who was backing out of the room with his hands up placatingly. “Doctor’ll be in in a minute with your release papers,” he said, then turned and practically ran down the hall.

			When Stella got a clear view of Divinity, she had to cover her mouth to stop herself from gasping. The girl was a remarkable study in contrasts, or perhaps a life model for a Picasso painting. One half of her face looked relatively normal, but the other half supported the initial rumor of an animal mauling: her eye was blackened, lip split, cheek purpled and bruised; a bandage ran from her collarbone up to her jaw, which was scraped and scabbed. Neat rows of stitches decorated her arm and the half moon under her eye. A pink cast wrapped around her left arm and her manicure, on the fingers peeping from the cast, looked like it had been through the wringer, the polish peeling and nails broken.

			Behind her, Taffy wrung her hands and murmured placatingly, while her husband hovered dejectedly in the corner of the room, his hands jammed in his pockets. Stella hadn’t seen the Flycocks in years, since they’d moved out to a ritzy section of Fairfax, where Marty could build his realty empire, but they looked exactly as she would have expected. Marty had a stiff anchorman hairstyle that he almost surely dyed, given that it was a shade of dark brown rarely seen on fifty-something white guys, and his trench coat was decorated with the kind of plaid lining designed to let you know he spent about ten times as much on it as he had to. A little lace collar perched at the top of Taffy’s unflattering cardigan, and her hair looked like she kept a cake dome on top to protect it after the hairdresser sprayed the hell out of it. Given that she and Tilly were identical twins, it took a moment to sort out the resemblance.

			“Look who came to visit,” Tilly said warmly. “Stella, and she brought Chrissy Shaw!”

			“I remember y’all from pageant days,” Chrissy said helpfully. “It’s sure nice to see you again, Mr. and Mrs. Flycock. And look at you, Divinity—why, you poor little beat-up thing.”

			While Stella said her own greetings she watched Chrissy nervously; that particular smile was dangerous.

			“Let’s let them visit,” Tilly said to her sister and brother-in-law. “Come on, you guys, let’s get some coffee while they wait on the release papers.”

			“They’re sending a wheelchair,” Taffy said.

			“We have to go see the sheriff,” Marty added. “Which isn’t convenient at all. I told them I’m trying to close a deal by end of business today. I’ve got paperwork like you wouldn’t believe.” The pair of them seemed to be looking for someone to blame, and Stella was glad when Tilly got them out of the room.

			“I remember you,” Divinity said to Chrissy, curling what was left of her lip. “You got kicked out because you were too fat.”

			Chrissy regarded her blandly. “And they let you stay even though that judge had to get a tetanus shot when you bit her.”

			“Hang on a second there,” Stella said hastily. “What Chrissy means to say is that we’re both just so awfully sorry about your fiancé’s passing.”

			Divinity turned frosty brown eyes her way. “Thank you.” She sniffed. “Although, Bryant and I had broken off the engagement.”

			“And yet there you were on a camping trip with him.” Chrissy steadfastly ignored Stella’s dagger stare, the one that was meant to telegraph behave. “Out in the forest, just the two of you and all that nature. I got to say, that ain’t the way I usually celebrate breaking up with someone.”

			“We still have—had—mutual business interests. Bryant was my manager.”

			“What all kind of promotion brings you out to the middle of the woods? Seems like there wouldn’t be a whole lot of folks for you to sing to out in the middle of nowhere.”

			“I can’t imagine why you’re asking,” Divinity said. “But I’ll just tell you the same thing I told the cops, which is that we were having a working retreat. I have auditions coming up and we were preparing for them.”

			“You gonna audition like that?” Chrissy said dubiously. “With your face and all?”

			Stella shot out a hand and pinched the soft underside of her assistant’s bicep, a move she’d perfected on Noelle back when her daughter was little. Chrissy swatted at her and yelped, while Divinity glared.

			“I hear you’re singing at the wedding,” Stella said.

			“I’m doing a duet with my old roommate Lexie. I better be, anyway,” Divinity said grimly. “There’s going to be a scout there.”

			“Really?” Stella mentally inventoried all of Dotty’s friends and family and didn’t turn up a single talent scout.

			“Yes—Leif Torgrimson,” Divinity said primly. “He went to school with Kam.”

			“What the hell kind of name is that?” Chrissy demanded. “Leaf? Like on a tree?”

			“It’s, like, Dutch or something. I don’t know.” Divinity shrugged impatiently. “He and Kam were in the same dorm, Dotty told me. He lives in L.A. now. He discovered Troy Olsen. You know, that sang ‘Liquor’s Quicker’?”

			“I hate that song,” Chrissy exclaimed. “You get that stuck in your head and, man, there ain’t any getting it out again.”

			“Exactly!” Divinity snapped her fingers. “He went from unknown to the top ten in the space of a few months. That’s the power of what Leif can do for somebody. And he’s going to hear me sing on Saturday even if they have to carry me up onto the altar in a wheelchair.”

			“Don’t you have to take care of the arrangements?” Chrissy asked. “You know, for your ex-fiancé? Who’s, like, lying on a slab and all now?”

			Divinity regarded her blandly. “I hate to speak ill of the dead, but since you’re concerned about Bryant, you might be interested to know that he started seeing Lexie about thirty seconds after we split up. That’s the official version, anyway—the truth is there was some overlap.”

			Stella and Chrissy exchanged a glance. “And yet you were not only still speaking to him, but sharing a tent with him?” Stella asked. “Wow, the spirit of forgiveness sure did visit you.”

			“We’re professionals,” Divinity said icily. “Bryant and I had already put a lot of work into getting ready for these auditions. He’s very—was very—invested in my success, and neither one of us was going to quit over him getting involved with some two-bit plus-size tramp from Forever 21.”

			“Wow,” Chrissy said. “You talk about all your friends that way?”

			“I didn’t say she was my friend. We roomed together for a while, that’s all. She answered an ad when my old roommate moved out. I was the one who introduced her to Bryant—she wouldn’t have ever got an audition without him. She hasn’t got any range at all.” Divinity frowned as though the mere thought of Lexie’s voice pained her.

			“If she’s such a bad singer, why’d you ask her to do the duet with you on Saturday?” Chrissy asked.

			Divinity favored Chrissy with a chilly gaze, which Chrissy returned full bore. “Any singer in Branson worth her salt ain’t gonna have a Saturday night to give up,” she said. “Lexie wasn’t my first choice, believe me, but everyone else was booked.”

			“Well, listen,” Stella said, seizing on the opening, despite the fact that Divinity’s story didn’t ring anywhere close to true. “We need to make sure you get there, then. I thought maybe Chrissy and I could help. You know, sort things out, help the cops figure out what happened to Bryant so they’ll let you leave town.”

			Divinity blinked, looking bored. “You guys? What can you do?”

			So, word of her exploits hadn’t reached Divinity. That was good, though it meant Stella had to tread carefully. “Well, now, I’m sort of a special deputy to our sheriff in Prosper,” she began, crossing her fingers behind her back, an impulse that sprung from the sheer magnitude of the lie. “Chrissy and me have taken all kinds of training. We, uh, volunteer a lot.”

			“Whatever,” Divinity said dubiously, clearly unimpressed. “I think I just have to go in and look at photos or something, over at the police station.”

			Before Stella could do any more fabricating, the door to the room opened and two uniformed officers came in, accompanied by a harried-looking doctor with a clipboard in her hands.

			“Divinity Flycock,” the taller of the two cops said, pushing right past Stella and Chrissy as though they weren’t even in the room, “you are under arrest for the murder of Bryant Molder.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Better let me drive,” Stella said as they hightailed it back to the car. Chrissy tossed her the keys, and Stella noticed that her partner’s face had taken on the deep pink shade that signaled embarrassment, an emotion she didn’t often associate with Chrissy. “Hey, you okay?”

			“It’s, ah, just that I sort of know Lloyd.”

			“Lloyd who?”

			“Lloyd the deputy who just arrested Divinity. Lloyd Hubbard, he went through the academy with Ian.”

			“Oh, dear,” Stella said. She got in the driver’s seat and buckled in before placing a consoling hand on Chrissy’s shoulder. “And you slept with him, and now you’re wondering how to spin that with Ian. Well, honey, like you’re always telling me, best way to come to the truth is head-on.”

			“Stella!” Chrissy said, looking genuinely shocked. “I certainly did not sleep with Lloyd!”

			“You didn’t? I mean…” Stella shifted into backpedaling mode, which was difficult because she was genuinely surprised. Chrissy had a freewheeling approach to matters of the heart; she firmly believed in getting to know a man, so to speak, as a prelude to getting to know him, rather than the more usual other way around. Before becoming involved with Ian, Chrissy had sampled widely and enthusiastically, and saw nothing wrong with trailing an ardent and often heartbroken herd of lovers along in her wake. In the year and a half since she separated from her abusive husband, an event that coincided both with her introduction to Stella and Roy Dean’s subsequent violent end at the hands of even lower low-life scum, Stella had learned to take Chrissy’s frenetic love life in stride, and made a policy of assuming Chrissy was involved with whatever earnest suitors were afoot until proven otherwise.

			But in the four months that she’d been seeing Ian Sloat, Chrissy had become a different woman: frequently distracted, a touch moody, and—most surprising to Stella—occasionally evasive. Stella would have worried if she weren’t possessed of nearly foolproof man-judging skills. Her radar showed nothing wrong with Ian except, perhaps, an unnatural fondness for the Cincinnati Bengals, but then again he did hail from Ohio, so Stella gave him a pass on that one.

			“No, I did not. Stella, as I have told you on more than one occasion, me and Ian, it’s… well, it’s complicated.”

			“Yes, exactly. You keep telling me it’s complicated,” Stella said, as her assistant’s complexion went from pink to a truly alarming shade of red and she twisted her hands in her lap. Stella reluctantly focused on the road, since she aimed to keep as close as possible to the cruiser bearing not just Lloyd and his partner but Divinity, who was unfortunately now the number-one suspect in Bryant’s murder, which was going to be a heck of an impediment in getting her to the wedding tomorrow. “And we’ll get back to that in a second. But for now, how is it that you know Lloyd, if not, uh, romantically?”

			“Well, him and Ian went to the academy together and they all meet up with some of the other fellas from their class from time to time, and Ian took me to a fish fry last month that got a little out of hand.”

			“Out of hand… how? Too much breading? Ran outta trout? Or was it more the liquid kind of trouble?”

			“Yeah, that. Gina Chimes, she’s a deputy up in Sumpter County now, she had the party out on her folks’ land, they did a bunch of whitefish in one of them big oil fryers and built a bonfire after dinner and had a couple kegs in the back of a truck, and she said everyone could just stay over in the barn if they were drinking, so wasn’t anyone being all that cautious. So it got a little, you know. And Lloyd, well… you know. I mean, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t remember, and I sure didn’t stand for it going any further than… uh.”

			“Okay, honey, I followed about the first half of that.” Before she got uncharacteristically vague, Stella didn’t add. Something was very off. “What exactly does Lloyd not remember doing? Pretend I’m slow and lay it out for me with all the extra details.”

			“Oh, Stella. It was… well, Ian was busy helping cook and whatnot, and Gina’s dad was selling a litter of bluetick pups and you know the twins’ birthday is coming up and so I went down to the pen with Lloyd to see Mr. Chimes run those pups with the roll cage.”

			“Wait a minute,” Stella said, sidetracked into incredulity. “You’re fixing to give your niece and nephew a hunting dog?”

			“Stella, they’re almost seven. Why, when Danyelle turned seven Mac let her use his rifle and she shot a crow out of the tree that was picking at mama’s kitchen garden.”

			Stella sighed. Though she herself kept a tidy and ever-changing arsenal of firearms for use in her side work, it was nothing compared to the wealth of armaments belonging to Chrissy and her four siblings and extended family, who had been hunting their land, as well as anyone else’s where they figured they could get away with it, ever since her kin had settled in central Missouri. The Lardners were long on marksmanship skills but generally short on observing details like licenses and season permits and registrations. Luckily, Chrissy herself was the prudent sort and had yet to put so much as a water pistol in the hands of her four-year-old son, Tucker.

			“Okay, so you were looking at the dogs.”

			“Well, I was fixing to anyway, but the minute we got down to the cage Lloyd sets to telling me that he beat Ian on every test in the academy, how he scored four percent higher on the qualifying exam, he ran the obstacle course faster, and did better in the drills and it went on and on, and wouldn’t I like to take a chance on a better man? And, the whole time he’s backing me up in the pen, all them little pups nipping at our feet and rolling all over each other, and I keep saying I’m not interested and shouldn’t we head back, but there wasn’t even barely room to turn around in that pen. Finally he put his hand on my ass and, well, I got so worked up I hauled off and slapped him.”

			“Sounds like he had it coming.”

			“Right? But he just told me he likes a gal with spirit and to give him a call when I got tired of second best. So, whatever you think you’re going to get out of him, you’re gonna have to do by yourself, because I won’t have one thing to do with him.”

			“Heavens,” Stella marveled. “Time was, you’d see that as the sort of comparison shopping it was practically your duty to take on.”

			“Maybe I don’t care for men who are that full of themselves.”

			“And maybe you do. Least, you always have in the past.” When Chrissy remained tight-lipped, Stella figured she’d come at it from another angle. “Don’t worry about Lloyd, we’ll figure out how to deal with him when we get to the station. Meantime, tell me a bit more about what’s so complicated about you and Ian. Most gals, if they’re enjoying whoever they’re spending their free evenings with, say things like it’s ‘serious’ or ‘heating up’ or ‘giving my lady parts a workout’ or some—”

			“Stella! I wish you wouldn’t talk that way about him.”

			“What way? I didn’t even say anything.” A thought occurred to her. “Oh, wait. Oh, no. I’m sorry, I’ve been… has he got, you know, issues? Bedroom issues?”

			“He certainly does not!” Chrissy managed to sound even more outraged. “He’s just—he doesn’t—we have a fine time in, um, private. A perfectly…”

			Suddenly she burst into tears. Up ahead, the Quail Valley sheriff’s cruiser pulled onto the highway at a vigorous clip and Stella had to pull a swift evasive move around a poultry truck to keep up. As soon as she whipped around traffic in the passing lane, she risked taking one hand off the wheel to give Chrissy a comforting pat. “Whatever has gotten into you?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“Honey, if he’s got, um, technical issues, why, there’s all kinds of things they can do these days. Why, you just call up the urologist and—”

			“Everything works just the way God intended it, thank you, Stella.”

			“All right, now, if he’s got some unusual proclivities that don’t match all the way up with what you’re wanting to do, they’ve got people to talk to about that, too,” Stella said gently.

			Not long ago she’d added a certified sex therapist over in St. Louis to her list of professional contacts after the woman proved a valuable resource in helping Stella navigate the turbulent waters of one of her clients who needed help taming a beau who enjoyed a surprising scenario involving a rabbit pelt and a variety of ladies’ underpinnings and a few other items which Stella would just as soon forget.

			“He ain’t like that, either! Now, Stella, I am begging you to please just stop asking me questions or I’m liable to open this door and jump out into traffic.”

			Stella pressed her lips together and drove for several miles and worried about Chrissy in silence, an exercise that she’d practiced during the difficult two years she’d been estranged from Noelle before they worked everything out after Stella was nearly killed in a shootout. Keeping one’s mouth shut, for a mother, had to be on par with doing a dozen chin-ups with weights strapped to your ankles, or filing back taxes—nearly impossible, and increasingly painful the longer it went on.

			Up ahead, she could make out Divinity’s silhouette in the back of the car, behind the safety screen; she had a bad case of bedhead in the back from being laid up in the hospital. Stella tried to distract herself by focusing on how she was going to explain this new turn of events to Dotty.

			“I’m sorry,” Chrissy piped up softly when they took the exit for Quail Valley. “I didn’t mean to take my mess out on you.”

			“I’m the one who ought to say I’m sorry for prying, honey, but I just hate to see you so miserable.”

			“But that’s the problem!” Chrissy bubbled up tears again. “I’m not the least bit miserable at all!”

			Stella figured that pointing out that she wasn’t making any sense wouldn’t help Chrissy, and besides, they were almost to the sheriff’s department, so she settled for some more soothing murmuring and clucking, another skill that belonged in every mother’s toolbox.

			As they parked on the street a block from the department, taking advantage of a shady elm to keep Stella’s Jeep out of sight, Chrissy blew her nose and touched up her makeup in the visor mirror and generally got her emotions corralled. “So what’s the plan here?” she asked, all business.

			“Well, to be honest, I was going to go in and talk to Taffy and Marty. I thought I’d give them Pearline Moss’s number.” Pearline was a Princeton-educated attorney from Independence, who’d managed to fall for a man who bilked her out of most of her investments before she noticed, which proved to Stella that there was smart and then there was smart, but Pearline owed her big-time since Stella had hunted down not just her savings but an apology delivered by her bruised and much-chastened ex-beau on his way to jail. “Pearline’ll be glad to take on Divinity’s case. But meanwhile, I thought I’d see if I could convince Marty to handle things here so Taffy and Tilly can come down and Dotty can have her wedding on schedule, now that Divinity’s out of the hospital.”

			“Stella, if they weren’t willing to leave her bedside, I doubt they’ll leave when she’s in the lockup.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” Stella said dejectedly. “Thought I’d see if I could convince them to come on down for the wedding if Pearline could get Divinity sprung, but they’re going to want her to stay up this way until they sort this mess out. But here’s what I’m thinking now. We go in and separate the herd, so to speak. I’ll talk to Taffy and Marty, and you can visit with Divinity.”

			“Oh, great, Stella—why do I have to take Divinity? I hate that uppity little bitch.”

			“Yeah, but I’m thinking you can have Lloyd escort you, see?”

			“Oh, no, don’t you for one second think I’m going to—”

			“I’m not asking you to do anything you ain’t done a hundred times before, which is just let the man take a look at all that luscious the Big Guy visited upon you, and while he’s busy being dazzled maybe you can figure out why they think they got reason to hold her.”

			“I’m not letting him get close enough to do more than wish,” Chrissy snapped.

			Stella thought about reminding her assistant of all the times she’d traded a lot more than admiring glances with a series of engineers and technicians and other fellows who served as the young women’s entrée into the world of technology before she outgrew them and started educating herself instead. But Stella would be the last person on earth to suggest that a woman should ever have to submit to any kind of treatment from a man other than the sort she had a personal hankering for herself. As she’d explained to Chrissy at the very beginning of their association, when she was laying out her corporate philosophy, they weren’t in the business of bartering any favors they wouldn’t give away willingly.

			“That’s fine,” Stella said. “Man like that’s going to work twice as hard when he hears no, anyway.”

			“I still think you’re getting off way easier than me.”

			Stella smiled as she reached under her seat, where she kept a few of her smaller supplies in a Tupperware spaghetti container that fit nicely next to the steel gun box bolted to the floor. “Well, now, I didn’t say all I was going to do was talk to the Flycocks.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The Quail Valley municipal offices were slightly more abundantly funded than those belonging to the town of Prosper, whose police department still bore a drive-up window and a permanent if faint scent of cooking oil. Quail Valley’s offices had been built for the purpose they currently served. It was a solid brick structure with a flagpole anchoring a circular drive and a handsome bench out front. There was ample parking for both departmental vehicles and visitors, modular furniture that did not have coffee stains or gum stuck to it, tasteful pictures of geese flying over mountains, and a pleasant piney disinfectant smell. But Prosper had the upper hand in other ways.

			Each of the four outposts of the Sawyer County legal system had an undersheriff who reported up to the county seat in Fayette. In Prosper, that was Goat Jones; in Quail Valley it was the far less energetic, and considerably tougher on the eyes, Sheriff Arthur Fairweather, who was content to let his deputies do the bulk of the work while he perused the latest Cabela’s catalog and drank Dr Pepper. At least, that was the conclusion Stella reached from observing him through the glass door to his office as she sat in the waiting room with Marty and Taffy while Chrissy got herself escorted inside by Deputy Hubbard.

			What Quail Valley did not have was a receptionist half as on the ball as Irene. The young woman charged with manning the desk waited until Ian was a few steps out of view before heading out front for a smoke break, which she extended by talking on her cell phone. She didn’t look like she planned to hurry herself back inside, so Stella figured she didn’t need to worry about anyone overhearing their chat.

			After expressing her shock that her sister could stand to be away from the municipal building long enough to get a meal while her niece was being ground between the gears of a miscarriage of justice, Taffy quickly established that there was no way that her precious, talented daughter would ever engage in so much as flatulence or dandruff, much less an offense as distasteful as murder.

			“All she is, is misunderstood,” Marty added, standing next to the window, staring out into the parking lot mournfully with his hands in the pockets of his trench coat. It seemed to be his resting state, as though he was too morose even to take off his coat or sit down. “When a girl’s got that much talent, why, sometimes it’s hard for her to fit in with the other girls around her. It’s professional jealousy is what it is.”

			“So you think those police officers were jealous?” Stella asked skeptically. “When they interviewed her after she dragged herself all the way to find that park ranger, with her hair all in knots and sporting that no-shower smell?”

			“Sometimes she doesn’t think about her words before she uses them,” Taffy piped up delicately. “We’re working on that.”

			“Taffy, Divinity’s a grown woman, not some four-year-old,” Stella said, trying to keep her incredulity in check. “I understand that you’re feeling protective here. But we need to understand what she said and what the police officers noticed or figured out or deduced that made them feel like dragging her in here and tossing her into the clink.”

			“She wouldn’t tell me,” Taffy said in a small voice, as though she was about to cry. “I asked the guard, I asked that girl at the desk, I asked the sheriff before he went and closed his door, and no one will tell me!”

			“Remember the part about her being a grown woman?” Stella said, gritting her teeth. “She’s over eighteen, so nobody has to tell you anything. Far as the law’s concerned, she’s a free agent. Totally separate from you guys, makes her own decisions, digs her own holes, responsible for her own messes, blah blah blah.”

			“She wouldn’t even talk to me after the second time I went back there,” Taffy said, as though Stella hadn’t said a word. “And yet she let them bring that awful husky Lardner girl back to visit, and she doesn’t even know her!”

			Stella’s phone chimed and she took a quick look, keeping her expression neutral. Chrissy had come through, sort of:

			freezer break rm

			Stella wasn’t exactly sure what to make of the cryptic text, but she didn’t have a choice: the window of opportunity would close just as soon as the receptionist finished puffing and gabbing on her phone. “You know what,” she said, “my digestion has been positively delicate lately. Will you excuse me while I visit the little girls’ room?”

			Taffy grunted dejectedly, and Marty didn’t even bother to acknowledge her. She walked down the hall to the restroom, which happened to be next door to the sheriff’s office, and looked back to make sure the Flycocks weren’t watching. Then she dropped to the floor and started low crawling, a skill she’d learned from watching marine corps drills on LiveLeak.com. With her ear flat to the carpet, she brought one leg and then the other up and propelled herself forward, never coming more than an inch off the ground and making almost no sound at all.

			Stella was neither lightning fast nor particularly flexible, but considering she was up against an overweight sixty-something halfway to a diabetic coma, she was able to slip past the sheriff’s office door without attracting his attention. She continued down the hall, knowing if she got to the double doors at the end she was out of luck, because it was reinforced and security-latched since the holding cells lay on the other side.

			The third door she peered through gave her a view of a plastic dinette set, and she smelled the strong scent of burnt coffee and overripe bologna: bingo. Stella propelled herself across the hall with an extra-firm kick, sliding the last few inches on the waxed linoleum floor of the break room. Then she rolled and came up standing in the corner, where she was shielded from view, and took stock.

			Sharing wall space with a geriatric harvest-gold fridge and a rather flea-bitten and poorly mounted deer head, from whose antlers some wag had hung a sign reading “Today Ain’t Your Day and Tomorrow Don’t Look Good Either,” was a meat freezer that was easily five feet long and more than knee-high, a padlock hanging from a hasp bolted to the top-mounted door.

			Stella sighed as she dug her tools from her purse and got to work. Some day the county was just going to have to learn that cost-cutting measures should be restricted to noncritical aspects of the operation. Goat himself had let slip that while the county had sprung for proper security for the Property and Evidence Unit up in Fayette, the satellite offices had to make do with whatever they had on hand while evidence was en route to the county seat. In Prosper, Goat had lucked out: the safe that was used by the Hardees management before the restaurant converted was perfectly adequate for all but the bulkiest items.

			In Quail Valley, at least they could freeze their evidence, if it took the form of, say, a severed limb or an icicle that had been used to stab someone. The downside was that anyone with a Knipex mini bolt cutter with jaw notch recess and angled cutting head—whose tagline was “cut more than you ever thought possible,” a claim that Stella had tested on several occasions—could make quick work of the padlock and make fast and loose with whatever she liked.

			It took a fair amount of effort to bear down hard enough to cut clear through the padlock, and by the time Stella had the thing off the hasp she was sweating. She tucked the lock in her pocket, then eased open the freezer door as quietly as possible, pausing to make sure there were no footsteps coming toward her, and peered inside.

			Lying on the floor of the freezer, wrapped in plastic like a fillet at the butcher, was a compact hunting bow. And every inch of it, save the bow sight and the arrow rest and the bowstring, was pink.

			“Hell’s bells,” Stella whispered. She reached gingerly for the bow and picked it up carefully. It was lighter than she’d feared, but it was still half as tall as she was. She looked around the room, gaze lighting on the window, which someone had thoughtfully left open, probably to air out the offending food smells.

			She’d tossed the bow out the window and made it out the door when she heard someone shooting the lock on the other side of the double doors. No time for slithering: Stella crouched low and ran, chancing a glance in the sheriff’s office as she passed. Fairweather had his eyes closed and his hands clasped on top of his generous belly, taking a noonday nap.

			Stella stood all the way up and walked back to the waiting room, dropping onto the mauve couch across from Taffy and picking up a magazine off the end table. “Hot flash,” she gasped as she fanned herself, hoping Taffy would be distracted enough not to notice that her hair was askew and her clothes mussed from crawling.

			She needn’t have worried. When Chrissy appeared a few seconds later wearing an inscrutable expression and her blouse buttoned two buttons higher than it had been earlier in the day, Taffy leapt from her seat.

			“How is she?” she demanded. “How is my baby holding up?”

			“She’s as delightful as ever,” Chrissy snapped. “We just couldn’t stop bonding over all those good old days on the pageant circuit. All them memories, why, the years just fell away.”

			Taffy blinked, then narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “You didn’t provoke her, did you? Because this is a very upsetting time for her, and she needs to be surrounded by positivity. You sure seemed awfully chummy with that guard, and if she felt like you were taking his side—”

			“Don’t worry, Mrs. Flycock. Divinity and I just had us a little chat and then I told her I’d talk to Lloyd about upgrading her to the better meal plan and getting her a room with a private bath.”

			“Oh.” More blinking, while Marty heaved a huge sigh and turned his back on all the women to resume staring out the window. “Well, I suppose that’s all right, then.”

			“Listen, I’ve got an idea,” Stella said, and then laid out the possibility of calling Pearline Moss. The bow in the freezer had shifted Stella’s estimation of Divinity’s innocence, though she couldn’t yet fathom a motive. Stealing evidence would certainly throw a wrench in the case against Divinity, but if the girl was going to get out in time for the wedding, she would need more help than Stella could provide. “Pearline’s the best there is. A real shark.”

			When Stella had gone to work for Pearline, she’d had Chrissy do a bit of background checking, out of a general disregard for and suspicion of lawyers, especially those who worked on behalf of the Kansas City Mafia, members of which Stella had gone up against in the past. She still bore the scars to prove it. Chrissy had been impressed with Pearline’s record, which did not appear to have a single mobster on the roster but focused more on rich suburban ladies who got into jams embezzling from the PTA or shoplifting from Nordstrom. “She’s defended some of the best families in Kansas City,” Stella added when Marty cleared his throat and stared at his feet with a decided lack of enthusiasm. “No, er, riffraff.”

			“She sounds like exactly what Divinity needs,” Taffy snuffled, dabbing at her nose with a handkerchief.

			“We, er, uh, what with Divinity’s expenses since she moved up to Branson… and all… and the real estate market’s been in the crapper… ” Marty said dejectedly. “This lawyer of yours got some sort of payment plan?”

			“I wouldn’t worry about that. She’ll give you a, um, generous professional discount,” Stella said delicately. “I’ve helped her quite a bit with her… sewing needs over the years, so if I give her a call and explain things, why, I imagine she’ll come down here and get Divinity out as a courtesy. There’s no reason she should have to wait in the lockup while things get sorted out.”

			“Yes. Please. She’s hired,” Taffy said, pointedly refusing to look at her husband.

			Stella excused herself to make the call, passing the receptionist on her way out and enduring the fumes from the smoking butt she’d crushed on the sidewalk. As Stella had surmised, Pearline was happy to help, but wouldn’t be able to come to Quail Valley until Sunday afternoon, a regrettable but unavoidable complication as Pearline was spending much of the weekend coaching a board member of the Kansas City Opera on how to appear more sympathetic to the jury at her Monday morning trial for stabbing her housekeeper with a letter opener after the poor woman dropped her Waterford punch bowl.

			Stella sighed as she hung up, wondering how to frame the news to the Flycocks. Her hopes of getting Divinity out in time for the wedding had been dashed, but maybe Taffy would be suitably buoyed by Pearline’s upcoming visit that she’d be willing to slip away long enough to see her cousin married, and Dotty could be convinced to settle for two-thirds of the Flycock branch of the family tree.

			“She’ll call you as soon as she gets a minute,” Stella told the Flycocks, and then said her good-byes, dragging Chrissy toward the door before she could say anything further to upset Taffy.

			“Nice going,” she muttered, once they were outside the building. “You get Taffy riled up any more, she’s liable to try to storm the cells and then Lloyd’s gonna have to lock her up, too, and how you going to explain that to Dotty?”

			“I don’t get how her and Mrs. McAfee can be twins,” Chrissy mused. “Mrs. McAfee’s pretty cool. And Mr. Flycock, you think that’s his real hair? Plus why’s he always hunching like that? It’s like he figures if he can disappear into that raincoat he won’t have to listen to his wife anymore.”

			“No idea, but hush up, I got something interesting to show you.”

			Stella had Chrissy stand guard on the sidewalk by the entrance while she fetched the plastic wrapped bow from a mound of English ivy on the side of the building. She took the long way back to her Jeep, taking advantage of a storm culvert and a thicket of black walnut trees to shield her from view, and tossed the thing in the trunk before driving around to pick Chrissy up. On the way, she checked the dashboard clock; if they floored it, there would be time for a late lunch, a massage, and a nap before the rehearsal dinner.

			“You gonna tell me what you just plucked out of the bush?” Chrissy asked.

			Stella filled her in, and was rewarded with a whistle. “You gotta be shittin’ me.”

			“Nope, it looks like it’s Divinity that done it.”

			“No, I don’t mean that, her killing someone don’t surprise me in the least. I just can’t believe she managed it with that bow. Only pink bows they make are youth models, and they don’t have a heck of a lot of firepower.”

			“Maybe she has spectacularly good aim.”

			“Mmm.” Chrissy didn’t bother to mask her skepticism.

			“What about you? You find out anything useful?”

			“I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Divinity’s gotten even nastier,” Chrissy said, slumping into her seat and massaging her temples. “And I had to practically pry Lloyd’s tongue off the floor where it fell outta his mouth all drooling. He said he had to oversee the visit but all he done was sit out in a folding chair staring at me.”

			“Well, we got good reason to think Divinity did it, but why?” Stella asked, trying to focus Chrissy’s commentary. “Bryant dumped her, she wasn’t gonna stand for it—something along those lines?”

			“I don’t know… I mean, she really didn’t give me that impression. You know how sometimes a gal will just dig in tighter and tighter the more a guy tries to put her behind him?”

			“Mmm, don’t I know it.” It was one of the biggest ongoing challenges in their line of business—the curious natural phenomenon that somehow rendered a man more attractive when you couldn’t have him anymore. It was most problematic when that man did the kinds of things to a woman that brought her to Stella in the first place, because then Stella had to deal with the twin scourges of first straightening a bad man out and then convincing his ex that she was better off without even the new-and-improved version.

			“Well, she ain’t one of ’em. She was saying how she’s already got her eye on someone new, he plays bass in some band that opens for the Outlaw Junkies. Sounds like she barely waited for the door to slam on Bryant’s way out, tell you the truth.”

			“So, maybe he was the one all broke up about it? He threatened her, told her if he couldn’t have her no one else would either, et cetera… She, I don’t know, killed him in self-defense?”

			“No, sounds like he moved on, too. Divinity confirmed he’s seeing her old roommate, this Lexie girl. Honest, Stella, I think they really were down here doing just what Divinity said, rehearsing for her My Side of the Mountain audition.”

			“Her what?”

			“Aw, you gotta be kidding me,” Chrissy protested. “You never heard of it? On TLC? They run promos for it all the time.”

			“You know I only got the basic.” Stella had downgraded her cable in a cost-cutting move a while back and discovered she was just as content without all the channels competing for her attention, especially since the covert justice business tended to get done in the after-work and leisure-type hours when other folks generally found time to tune in. Also, in the recent months, when Stella had been trying to juggle both her romance with BJ and her Goat… entanglement, for want of a better word, she had discovered that she needed to spend a fair amount of time mooning and sighing and curling up in the corner of the sofa with a romance novel, looking for answers in her beloved dog-eared copies of Nora Roberts’s Three Sisters Island trilogy.

			“Well, it’s one of those reality shows. It’s like Hunger Games for grown-ups meets Survivor, with a lot of titty shots and fellas taking their shirts off. They film it in the Blue Ridge Mountains and they’re casting the second season now, only it ain’t like American Idol, you can’t just show up and try out. But Bryant knows somebody, so he got her an audition.”

			“Divinity wanted to be on a show like that?” Stella shook her head, remembering the Christmas cards she’d received from the Flycocks over the years, every one featuring Divinity in a frilly party dress with full makeup and her hair up in one fancy updo or another, eerily segueing from trussed-up toddler to glitzed-out teen to overdone diva. “Doesn’t seem like her thing. I seen them Survivor pictures in People, where everyone’s all slimed up with seaweed and they’re eating grubs and whatnot. You wouldn’t think Divinity would want people to see her au naturel.”

			“Divinity don’t much care as long as the money spends, is my impression,” Chrissy said. “Mountain is tearing up the ratings and they’re only halfway through the first season.”

			“So let me get this straight. Bryant dragged her down to the state park on a camping trip so he could coach her on…”

			“Survival stuff, is what she told me. They were working on her audition video, showing her drinking out of a stream and picking berries and peeing behind a bush for all I know.”

			“So… where’s the video?”

			Chrissy was silent for a moment. “Huh.”

			“Didn’t think of that already? Neither you nor Lloyd nor any of the rest of the cops up here?”

			“Well, far’s I know they could have it tucked away in evidence or something—”

			“But nobody mentioned it? Not in all that time you were back there with those two?”

			“Well, I—”

			“Just how hard did you work him anyway?”

			“I’m not sure I like your tone,” Chrissy snapped. “You try dealing with Divinity carrying on about how there ain’t any hand sanitizer and the crackers are stale, all while Lloyd’s edging his chair closer and closer to you in the visiting room starin’ at you like he don’t want to miss it if your skirt spontaneously falls off all by itself. It was distracting.”

			“So, what did she tell you, anyway?”

			“She says she must of got hit on the head or something because she can’t remember a thing past when she climbed up that tree.”

			“Mighty convenient.”

			“Yeah. She said Bryant wanted to shoot her pretending to sleep up there, like they did in The Hunger Games. Anyway, one minute she said she was climbing up the tree and the next she woke up all lying on the ground cut up and bloody, with her leg twisted and her arm all fucked-up. She saw that Bryant had an arrow sticking out of him, and according to her, she figured it was a hunting accident, and she wanted to get help so she got her a branch to lean on and kind of dragged her leg along behind her until she run into the ranger.”

			“And you’re sure there really was a ranger?”

			“Yeah, he was driving around in the park truck the way they do, looking for folks to bust for exercising their constitutional rights to enjoy the outdoors.” Stella knew not to inquire further into that comment; she assumed it was a reference to the Lardners’ disdain for hunting regulations. “The ranger called the cops and an ambulance for Divinity. Once the paramedics got her toted off to the hospital the ranger took Lloyd and his partner over in the direction where she said she’d come from, and that’s where they found Bryant, shot dead.”

			“They must’ve found the bow about that time, too. Only if Divinity didn’t mention it to you, she must not know they have it. Wonder why they haven’t let her in on that fact?”

			“No idea, Stella, even I can’t get a fella to burst out with confidential information like that just from him breathing my pheromones.”

			Stella snorted. “You done it before,” she reminded Chrissy, and was about to give her a few examples when she noticed that blush creeping back across the girl’s face. “Okay, okay, you want to be all coy, that’s fine with me. Only, if we don’t figure out a way to spring Divinity, I don’t see how we’ll get her folks and Tilly to leave their jailhouse vigil, and I just don’t know what to tell Dotty. I mean, I got Pearline to come down on Sunday, but it would sure be nice if we could get this wrapped up before then.” Stella paused. “I mean, that Divinity’s always been a pain in the ass, but I just can’t believe she’s a killer. There’s got to be some other explanation for that bow.”

			Chrissy was silent for a long while, screwing up her face in an expression of fiercely conflicting emotions. “Oh, hell,” she finally said, as the resort entrance came into view at the crest of a hill decked out with trees in glorious fall colors. “Lloyd did mention he might come by the rehearsal dinner tonight. Wanted to ask folks a few questions.”

			“And Ian’s not coming until tomorrow!” Stella crowed. “Leaving you to your own devices. And with a full bar, no less.”

			“Don’t be thinking I’m going to get up to anything nasty with Lloyd,” Chrissy sputtered. “I might talk to him for a minute, is all.”

			“And maybe fetch him a drink,” Stella advised. “Or two. It is a joyous occasion, after all.”

			“You just got done saying you didn’t think there was going to be a wedding at all if Divinity stays locked up.”

			“Well, here it is not even lunchtime yet,” Stella said, using the entrance to the resort to execute a gravel-spitting U-turn. “Way too early to be making dire predictions, you ask me. In fact, I think we ought to go have us a picnic in the national forest—what do you say?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			What Chrissy said was “Pull on over” when she saw a hand-painted sign hanging from a tree half a mile from the turnoff to the park. The sign advertised “SAWYER COUNTY HAM CORN STRAWBERRY’S ANTIQUE’S KNIFE’S SHARPEND.”

			“That’s a mighty big claim,” Stella observed as she drove over the rutted dirt road that passed through a clump of poplars. They came up on one of those houses that started out as a couple of rooms constructed from elbow grease and timber from the closest trees the builder could find to cut down and had evolved over the next eighty years into a cluster of additions and porches until it was more or less a compound. Stella’s dear friend Jelloman Nunn lived in such an abode back in Prosper, though there was evidence that he differed from the owners of this home in his hobbies and avocations. At Jelloman’s, you were liable to stumble over a motorcycle muffler or fender or other part resting or leaning or hanging next to every wall and fence post and outbuilding, jars of sun tea shared windowsill space with pyramids of empty Schlitz cans, and the whole place was permanently scented with the skunky aroma of fine homegrown.

			At this place, a delicious hickory smell wafted from the back, suggesting a smokehouse just out of view; the tinkling of half a dozen wind chimes competed with the sounds of passing traffic, and every surface was decorated by a cat or two, sunning itself under the glorious September sky. A woman of indeterminate age, wearing a gray braid down past the waistband of her ancient Lee jeans, came out onto the porch and greeted them with a television remote in one hand and an extra cat hooked in the other.

			Ten minutes later, they’d traded ten dollars for two sandwiches piled high with the local ham and a thin dollop of mustard, the ham salty enough to singe one’s sinuses and so tender it fairly melted in the mouth.

			“I ain’t never moving.” Chrissy sighed happily, taking her first bite before they were even out of the woman’s driveway. “I ordered a ham sandwich over in St. Louis one time and you wouldn’t have known it was ham at all. Tasted like tofu.”

			“You’ve never had tofu,” Stella pointed out.

			“Don’t have to to know it ain’t anything like this.”

			A half-dozen miles down the road, Stella pulled into the park entrance and rolled to a stop by the guard shack. A bored-looking ranger in a crisp brown polyester shirt leaned out the little window and squinted at her. His little name tag read “Foster.”

			“Just a day pass,” she said.

			As the young man took her twenty and made change without comment, at a pace that suggested he hoped to draw out this task for all the entertainment value he could squeeze from it, Stella pushed her sunglasses up on top of her forehead and gave him her most fetching smile. “So, did you have to work these last few days? What with all this nice weather we been having?”

			Park Ranger Foster paused in his glacier change counting, and he leaned out of his little window to favor her with a glare. “So you’re one of those,” he said.

			“One of who?”

			“Them looky-loos coming in here all day hoping to get an eyeful of a murder scene. Bloodthirsty, all of y’all. It ain’t right.”

			“There was a murder?” Chrissy piped up, leaning across the console so she could get a proper view of the ranger and, more importantly, he could drink in a view of her. “Right here in the middle of this beautiful park?”

			“Like you ain’t heard,” Foster said, with a little less scorn. He swallowed hard, closing his fist on Stella’s change, which he appeared to have forgotten as he gazed down at Chrissy, who was practically in Stella’s lap. “And, no, I wasn’t here, so you can’t, uh, get any details out of me. We ain’t talkin’, anyway. Sheriff’s got it all locked down, you can’t even go up in there.”

			“Oh, we wouldn’t want to do that,” Stella exclaimed. “It sounds positively dangerous. Why don’t you tell me where the murder happened exactly so we can avoid it. Wouldn’t want to stumble on any killers.”

			“Ha,” Foster said. He handed over Stella’s crumpled bills with an air of disgust. “Nice try. It’s only because y’all don’t look like reporters I’m even letting you in at all.”

			Stella put the Jeep in gear and started easing down the road, as Chrissy called out the window, “What do you mean we don’t look like reporters?”

			“What did he mean?” she repeated, starting on the other half of her sandwich. “I could totally be a reporter.”

			“Jeep’s running nice,” Stella said. She’d learned the hard way never to enter into a conversation where Chrissy’s skills and talents were under question. The girl had been raised by parents who doted on and adored her, but believed she would never amount to much more than some man’s pretty little wife, and that was precisely what she’d been until that man hit her hard enough to shake loose a helping of grit and intelligence that surprised everyone, most of all her. But to say she was sensitive to perceived slights was like saying that you could find a whiskery catfish or two in the depths of the Ozarks. “Potter sure did a nice job on the timing belts, wouldn’t you say?”

			While Chrissy fumed, Stella followed the signs to the trailhead and parked next to a shiny red SUV. They got out of the Jeep and found themselves in the company of a trio of forty-something ladies at the back of the SUV. They were decked out in expensive-looking running tights and shiny jackets, with heart-rate monitors strapped to their wrists and little caps corralling their hair into tidy ponytails. They were taking off their muddy trail shoes, changing into sneakers neatly arranged on an old towel spread out in the back of the SUV. Pasted to the bumper was a sticker that read “Real Environmentalists Don’t Eat Meat” and another that sported what looked like a leafier-than-usual marijuana frond and the word “Kaleologist.”

			“Y’all have a nice hike?” Stella asked pleasantly, lifting the hatch on the Jeep.

			“I suppose,” a lean redhead said, looking at Stella’s outfit with what appeared to be barely concealed distaste. Not having anticipated a walk in the woods when she set out today, Stella was wearing jeans embellished with little embroidered martinis on the butt pockets, and a lime green sweater with a soft band of matching faux-fur trim on the hood. “Though we were trail running, not hiking.”

			“Are you girls training for the Quail Valley Turkey Trot?” Stella herself had completed a half marathon over the summer, and had big plans for the Trot, where she would be competing in the over-fifty class, a distinction about which she had mixed feelings. On the one hand, she often wondered what the hell had happened to the intervening decades since she left her teens behind her; on the other, she intended to totally wipe the floor with the competition, few of whom had the advantage Stella enjoyed of starting a second career at the age of forty-seven that required working out with the sort of fervor usually reserved for Marine enlistees. After a disappointing finish in a recent half marathon, which wasn’t entirely unexpected since her regimen had been interrupted by a trip up to Wisconsin to clear her nephew’s good name after he accidentally got involved in gambling and dismembering and illegal doctoring, Stella had intensified her workouts and upped the mileage on her training runs.

			“Why, yes, we are,” the redhead said, perking up and giving her another once-over, evidently pleased to discover a fellow runner in her midst. “I see you’ve got the Saucony Hurricane. How do you find the support?”

			Stella pointed the toe of one of her pink-and-silver running shoes at the rutted road, turning it at an angle which best showcased her legs. “I just love it. I’m an overpronator, though, so I need the extra stability.”

			The three ladies turned as one and regarded Chrissy’s footwear, a pair of high-heeled faux-suede booties with three-inch silver tassels dangling from the zippers. Chrissy put her hands on her hips and returned their gazes unblinkingly.

			“And do you run also?” the skinniest of the ladies inquired, a bit smugly.

			“Only if someone’s chasing me,” Chrissy said blandly, “which I must admit does tend to happen fairly often. Of course, sometimes I have to slow down to give the gentlemen a chance.”

			The three ladies exchanged disapproving glances, and the ringleader fished her keys out of a clever little pocket stitched into her shiny leggings. “Well, I guess we’ll leave the trails to you,” she said.

			“I was wondering,” Stella said quickly, in as ingratiating a tone as she could dredge up, “if you could point us in the right direction. We heard there was some police investigation here earlier and we certainly wouldn’t want to be accidentally stumbling into that.”

			“Oh, as long as you stay clear of the upper-loop trail you’ll be fine,” the redhead said.

			“It’s just past the Copper Falls campground,” the skinny one added. “They should mark it better. You come around the outcrop there and bam, all of a sudden there’s tape strung everywhere and the cops or investigators or whatever they are digging around in the dirt. They yelled at us, as if we had any idea we were about to step into the scene of the crime. Or accident, whichever. Personally, I think it was a hunting accident. I mean, tragedies like this one are inevitable when you put weapons in the hands of civilians.”

			“My lands.” Chrissy yawned, fluttering her fingertips over her mouth in such a way that the middle one extended toward the unfortunate speaker. “Imagine, wanting to exercise your constitutional right to defend your own family. It’s just outrageous, ain’t it? Are you one of them vegans?”

			The lady blinked rapidly. “I’m a lacto-ovo pescatarian, as a matter of fact. I am deeply concerned with the humane treatment of animals.”

			“Mmm-hmm. And yet looky there, I believe that’s cowhide plastered all over those seats you got. But I get you. I saw this thing on TV, when they butcher cows, they use a special kill chute, so they don’t damage the hide. So what they do is they shoot ’em in the skull with a captive bolt pistol.” Chrissy put her fist up to Stella’s forehead. “Bam! Hit ’em with a couple hundred psi, basically turns their brains into cream cheese. Real humane-like.”

			The three ladies gawked at her incredulously. “Nice purses y’all got there,” Chrissy added sweetly, nodding at the mound of oversize leather handbags in the trunk. “What do you suppose it takes to make one a those—about three-quarters of a little baby calf?”

			“So sorry,” Stella said, beginning to jog in place as she grabbed Chrissy’s upper arm and squeezed, giving a silent thanks for the lever handgrip she’d been using to steel up her hand muscles, until the girl yelped. “We’ve got to be on our way. Have a wonderful afternoon and we’ll see you at the starting line!”

			“Hey, hey, slow down,” Chrissy panted, as Stella hauled her up the path, but Stella ignored her until they were safely out of sight, and the sound of a fine German automobile burning rubber reached their ears.

			“Do you have to aggravate everyone who can help us out on this case?” Stella demanded. Whatever was eating her assistant seemed to be getting worse, spreading from discussions of her love life out to her general comportment.

			“Only the ones who make me want to reach down their throats and yank out their smug little Chardonnay-pickled livers.”

			They didn’t talk the rest of the way. Chrissy kept up remarkably well, given that she was working with three-and-a-half-inch heels. But when they got to the Copper Falls campground, she left the trail and went to sit on one of the picnic tables, where she proceeded to remove her boots.

			“Got a blister?” Stella asked, joining her, easing her ass carefully down to avoid splinters. From the picnic table, she had a fine view of the stony cliff that rose above the next turn in the trail, beyond which they’d been given to understand waited the murder scene.

			Chrissy fixed her with a withering glance. “No, I do not. But since we are hoping to make a quiet approach up over that there hill, I’m fixing to be silent as a scout.”

			“Barefoot?”

			“Stella, when I was growing up, Mac and Pete took their shoes off on the last day of school and didn’t put ’em on again until September, ’cept for church. Mama wouldn’t let us girls do it because she said it wasn’t ladylike so we’d wear our shoes until we got to the end of the block and then we’d stow ’em behind a tree until it was time to come in at night. We always had a contest to see who could build up the biggest calluses. Mac was the judge and he’d poke at the bottom of our heels with his Buck knife until we cried. The minute you made a noise, you were eliminated.”

			“You ever win?”

			“What do you think? Every year after I turned eight.”

			Stella smiled. “Okay, you’re tough. But it’s been a while since you and your brothers and sisters duked it out.” She pointed to Chrissy’s toes, which, far from being toughened and rimed, had benefited from a recent pedicure and an application of baby-blue glitter nail polish.

			“Watch me, sister,” Chrissy growled.

			And so it was that Stella found herself following behind Chrissy as the girl stalked soundlessly up over the hillock, along the ridge, between trees, and around rocks. Chrissy was swift and sure, snapping not so much as a single twig, while Stella labored to place her feet exactly where Chrissy had and still managed to sound to her own ears like a stampeding rhino. After they’d gone several hundred yards, Chrissy held up a hand and motioned for Stella to come up slow at the edge of the cliff, and they both squatted behind the cover of the feathery lower branches of a jack pine.

			They were staring down at a clearing a dozen yards below that was loosely edged with flapping yellow tarp tied to tree branches. In the center knelt three figures in burgundy and silver Windbreakers emblazoned with the letters FCS—the Fayette Crime Scene unit’s logo.

			“Holy shit,” Stella whispered, “that’s Daphne and her boys.”

			“Hush,” Chrissy whispered back. “You can bitch about her later.”

			It took a minute for Stella to get over the shock of seeing the woman who had nearly driven Goat to a sexual harassment claim due to her vigorous amorous pursuit of him during an investigation a year ago. Daphne Simmons, once the heir apparent of the current sheriff of Sawyer County, had been censured and disciplined and, Stella had assumed, demoted to a position where she could no longer attempt to rival her for Goat’s affections.

			Parked at the edge of the clearing was the unit’s van. Its open sliding door revealed racks of specialized equipment that, in other circumstances, would have piqued in Stella a hearty professional curiosity. Instead, she focused on the three investigators, who appeared to be peering at a square-foot patch of land. While she watched, Daphne held out a thumb and forefinger and delicately picked something off the ground.

			“What is that she’s got there?” Stella demanded.

			Daphne held up the object with a triumphant “Aha!” and the three stood, dusting off their department-issue navy polyester slacks.

			“Thanks,” the man Stella recognized as Harvey Hewson, one of the two technicians, said as he took the object from her and dusted it off on his sleeve.

			“His spectacles,” Chrissy said, and indeed, Harvey settled them up on his nose. “Guess he dropped ’em.”

			“Ha. Figures. Those three dumbasses couldn’t investigate their way out of a paper bag.” Stella knew this from having crossed paths with them when a personal interest brought her in contact with a case they had come down to Prosper to investigate. The truth was that Harvey and the other technician, Charlie Long, might have been competent if they didn’t take all of their direction from Daphne.

			As if to illustrate this point, Daphne shook out a pack of Newports and sparked one up.

			“Don’t mind if I do,” Charlie said, holding out his hand for a cigarette.

			“This is national forest!” Harvey said in mock horror, as Daphne handed him one, too. “Smokey Bear’s gonna get your ass!”

			This brought a round of hearty laughter as they smoked.

			“Seriously, we ain’t ever gonna find any more arrows if we put this whole place through a sifter,” Charlie commented after a while. “Guy who favors a carbon broadhead bolt ain’t gonna leave them lying around. They probably run you fifteen bucks each, easy.”

			Chrissy gasped.

			“That ain’t the only thing we’re looking for,” Daphne snapped. “If that Flycock woman was dumb enough to try to hide her little girly bow under a pile of leaves, there’s no telling what all else she left lying around.”

			Harvey chuckled. “I still can’t get over that bow. Got to hand it to those folks at BowTech, coming up with a pink finish! I ought to buy one for my wife!”

			“And you’re sure she couldn’t have shot Molder?” Daphne continued.

			“With that little recurve peashooter she put her prints all over?” Charlie scoffed. “That thing don’t have enough power to shoot through a well-done steak, much less a big guy like Molder. Why, bow like that ain’t suited for much more’n a Camp Fire girl.”

			“Hey!” Chrissy exclaimed. Stella knew well that her assistant had been a Camp Fire girl herself; Chrissy had taught the other girls in her troop to trap and skin a squirrel during one memorable campout when the supervision provided by the dads had been less than scrupulous. The troop had disbanded shortly after, much to Chrissy’s lingering dismay.

			“When are they gonna let that Flycock girl go, anyway?” Charlie asked.

			“Just because she didn’t kill him with the bow we already found don’t mean she didn’t shoot him with a different one,” Daphne said. “If she also brought the crossbow, and left her fingerprints all over it, and she hid it better than the first, well, that would wrap it all up, wouldn’t it?”

			There was a respectful silence while her two assistants focused on not pointing out how unlikely her theory was.

			“What about the hunter?” Harvey finally asked.

			“Seriously?” Daphne took one last extra-long drag on her cigarette and tossed it to the ground, where it immediately ignited a cluster of dead leaves. Daphne stomped at the flame with her boots. “I’ll bet my bottom dollar she’s lying. Hunting’s not allowed in national forest—nobody comes in here to hunt.”

			Chrissy snorted—she and her family had gotten through a few barren stretches, when her father had been underemployed, by poaching off government land—and Daphne looked up sharply.

			“Shit,” Chrissy whispered.

			“Hold up,” Daphne said. “You hear that?”

			“Hear what? I didn’t hear nothing,” Charlie said.

			“Me neither,” Harvey nodded in agreement. “Probably it was just a turkey.”

			“Or a possum.”

			“Possum’s nocturnal,” Daphne said. She started striding toward the rock face, drawing her service piece. “That there was a human, I’ll bet you anything.”

			“Go!” Stella blurted, but Chrissy was already sprinting down the hill.

			Stella could hear the shouts of Daphne and her men as they scrambled up the hill on the other side. She didn’t turn around, focusing on putting as much distance as she could between her and her pursuers before they reached the top. Chrissy had a considerable head start, but thanks to the Chinese martial arts instruction she received from her mentor, Mr. Hou, Stella was able to make herself an arc of silver lightning, or at least a very fucking fast, slightly overweight middle-aged lady, and when they passed through the campground she and Chrissy were neck and neck. Chrissy swerved to grab her shoes off the picnic table, but they made it to the Jeep only moments later, and were roaring down the road soon after that.

			“Aw, hell,” Chrissy said.

			“What? Can you see them behind us?” Stella’s heart pounded ferociously, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off the road as the speedometer eased past eighty. “Shit—are they catching up with us?”

			“Naw, calm down, Stella, nothing like that—I just chipped my toenail polish.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			It didn’t take them long to sift through their newfound insight.

			“So Divinity had a bow, but it wasn’t the one that was used to kill Bryant.”

			Chrissy snorted. She’d crawled over the seat to take a look at the thing through the plastic. “If you even want to call that a bow. I mean, Stella, you might could shoot a boot with it if someone set it out twenty feet in front of you. I’m sure Divinity just picked it to match her audition outfit.”

			“What I got to ask is why she was up in a tree.”

			More sounds of disgust from Chrissy. “That’s the way it was in that stupid movie, they had this girl sleeping in a tree. Makes you wonder if them Hollywood folks have ever even walked ten feet from their front doors to check out how shit actually works. They should have put me in the movie—”

			“Yeah, if they’d a wanted to film a massacre. Not sure that would have gone over all that well with the ratings folks.”

			“Now a carbon broadhead bolt—that’s got some serious penetration,” Chrissy went on, ignoring her. “ ’Specially if you got a good crank cocker.”

			“What is that, anyhow?”

			“Crossbow,” Chrissy said admiringly. “Bolt that killed Bryant? You got any aim, you could take down a moose with it. But the draw on it takes strength. Crank cocker’s this thing that looks like fishing reel with a high gear ratio.”

			“Uh, that ain’t exactly giving me much of a visual.”

			Chrissy sighed. “Okay, how can I put this so you’ll understand? It’s a thing about six inches square that you got to carry extra if you don’t have the power to draw, which Divinity definitely don’t, and if you can remember how to use it in the heat of the moment, which, come on, she’s just got a big bubble where her brain ought to be.”

			“I know you don’t like her, Chrissy, but—”

			“Don’t matter if I like her or not. But there’s no way she killed Bryant, that’s all I’m saying, unless she had a lot of help.”

			With that established, Stella called Dotty and found the bride to be in an agitated state, even though she took the call in the spa, where she was getting a hot-stone massage.

			“Mrs. Rangarajan was just about fit to be tied when she heard Divinity went to jail,” Dotty said. “I can’t figure out how she heard.”

			“You know how news flies around here,” Stella reminded her. “There wasn’t any way you were going to keep her from finding out.”

			“But now she thinks I come from a family full of criminals.” Dotty sighed. “I wish Divinity was still in the hospital. Why, getting herself arrested the day before my wedding is just downright inconsiderate, don’t you think? But nothing that girl does would shock me—I’m surprised she ain’t sassed her way into solitary confinement by now.”

			It was the first time Stella had ever detected a crack in Dotty’s unswerving loyalty to her family, and she trod carefully. “So, you’re saying you’ll consider going ahead with the wedding if we can get the rest of them back down here?”

			Dotty let loose a long sigh punctuated with an oof, which she explained was the result of an extra-large stone pressing against her rib cage. “Go easy there, girl,” she said. “Not you, Stella. Yes, I suppose I am… oh, I just don’t even know what to think. I had lunch with Kam’s sisters and you know what they were telling me? The day before an Indian wedding, the bride and groom get dressed in old clothes and all the guests rip them off to symbolize the end of their single days. Don’t that sound like fun? And I just wish Tilly was here, and even Taffy, because it reminds me how we used to horse around when we were kids. Kam says he’s happy to do whatever I want to do, but I know he’s worried about his mom, and I just—I just—”

			Stella could hear the impending sniffles even over the phone. “Stop right there, sister,” she said hastily. “You start crying now, your eyes are going to be all puffy tonight! Count back from ten and picture Liam Neeson with his shirt off.”

			It was a trick Stella had learned long ago, when Ollie had belittled or threatened or otherwise disheartened her in a public place, back when it was a secret that he was beating the shit out of her for nearly all three decades of their marriage. Whenever she didn’t want to cry, she conjured up some far more pleasant image—the Hawaiian Islands she hoped to visit someday, a basket of her mother’s pumpkin muffins—and focused on that instead of the hurt.

			In general, Stella was no longer a fan of keeping up appearances, especially when it was for the benefit of someone other than the one whose feelings were being hurt, but exceptions could be made on the eve of the happiest day of her best friend’s life.

			Dotty counted backward, and by the time she got to zero, the wobble had left her voice. “Thanks, Stella. You always know the right thing to say.”

			“Now just hold tight, and before you know it you’ll be sipping a champagne toast with the handsomest man in Kansas City.”

			That earned Stella a giggle. “Aw, Stella, can you believe it? Before you know it, I’m going to be Mrs. Kamran Rangarajan!”

			“Atta girl,” Stella said softly before hanging up, because even though her own marriage had ended in a spectacular and bloody fashion, and her own romantic affairs were tangled up like fishing line in the bottom of a wicker creel, she still, deep in her heart of hearts, believed in happy ever after.

			

			When they pulled back into the resort parking lot, Stella’s pulse had stopped racing and her nerves had settled. Chrissy had resolved to ask Noelle to redo her pedicure in the morning, so she, too, was mollified.

			“It’s barely five—I think we might have time for a little nip before the rehearsal dinner,” Chrissy said. “I’ll just shower and change and come on down to your suite, okay?”

			“Sure, you can help me deal with Dotty.”

			Stella had barely slid her key card into the slot and opened the door to her room when a burst of squawking nearly gave her a heart attack.

			“It’s about time you got back here!” Novella Glazer said, from her perch at the portable banquet table that was serving as Stella’s makeshift sewing table. Her green cap rested on the end of the table next to what appeared to be the dress Stella had brought for the rehearsal dinner, lying in a mound with pins protruding from the fabric.

			“What’s in these, anyway?” Shirlette Castro demanded, holding a coffee cup aloft. It was smeared with the same fuchsia lipstick that was centered more or less on Shirlette’s wrinkled lips.

			“It’s nice to see you ladies, too,” Stella said, fanning herself. Lately she’d noticed that a sudden startle could tip her directly into a hot flash, which could be useful when it added to the adrenaline rush in situations that required her to react quickly. But generally that was when she was dealing with fugitive woman-smackers, not octogenarian housewives. “How on earth did y’all get in here, anyway?”

			Irene Dorsey came out of the bathroom. “That was me,” she said proudly. “All my years in the sheriff’s department’s taught me how to work the system.”

			“What did you do?” Stella asked. As much as she’d looked forward to coming back to a nice, quiet, empty room, and not a trio of what looked to be fairly tipsy old ladies, her professional curiosity was piqued.

			Irene chortled. “I just told the fella down there I saw smoke coming out the door. He was so all-fired quick to get in here and look around, he wasn’t keeping an eye on me. And you left your extra key right out on the TV stand, Stella.” She held it up between red-lacquered fingertips.

			“Imagine that,” Stella said drily. “I suppose I won’t have you arrested, just this once.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t think so!” Novella exclaimed. “Not when you had us altering this here gown of yours all afternoon!” She picked up Stella’s dress by the shoulders and held it up proudly for Stella’s review.

			Or, rather, she held up what was left of it, leaving a good portion of it behind on the table. When Stella had unpacked her rehearsal dinner dress from her suitcase, it had been a tasteful rayon jersey number with an above-the-knee hemline and a neckline low enough to be attention-getting without dipping into trampy.

			Now, the dress had somehow been transformed into what appeared to be a sleeveless minidress with a crossover bodice that might have fit a seventeen-year-old cheerleader on a juice cleanse.

			“Aaack!” Stella exclaimed.

			“The ladies outdid themselves!” Irene crowed.

			“What’s in this?” Shirlette repeated, slurring her words a bit and rattling the ice in her coffee cup.

			“I keep telling her it’s what’s left of that punch Chrissy whipped up last night,” Irene said. “I didn’t think she ought to be drinking it, seeing as it’s a day old and who knows what kind of ingredients Chrissy put in there that ought to be kept cold, but you know no one has ever been able to tell Shirlette what to do.”

			“Not since we were kids,” Novella agreed.

			Shirlette burped.

			Stella felt hysteria threaten to rise up inside her. “What. Have. You. Done. To my dress!”

			Immediately, she regretted shouting. Not only did she try to save her foul tempers for when they might come in handy, say when it was time to deliver a convincing application of whup-ass to one of her parolees—as she liked to think of them—but elderly ladies probably never deserved to be upbraided. Luckily, Novella and Shirlette’s reaction to her show of temper appeared to be more boozy confusion than genuinely hurt feelings.

			“Why, only what you told us,” Novella said. “You said it came from Marigene’s with two extra inches in the side seams. You said to take four inches off the hem and spice up the neckline!”

			“I certainly did not,” Stella said, awful realization dawning. “I said all of that about my bridesmaid dress. Which is hanging in the closet. Where I told you to look for it.”

			“Oh,” said Shirlette in a small voice after a moment had passed.

			“It’s just, this was hanging from the door,” Novella added, looking at the skimpy garment she was holding. “Huh.”

			“Yes, I had it hanging there because I planned to put it on tonight. Which I can no longer do since you two have turned a nice size-twelve dress into an outfit a size-six girl in her twenties might wear when she didn’t want to leave anything up to her date’s imagination.”

			“Aw, now,” Irene clucked. “Enough of that.” She snatched the dress out of Novella’s hands and held it up to Stella, squinting. “You’re gonna look hot in this.”

			“I’m not going to wear that!”

			“Oh yes you are, young lady,” Irene said, swatting her firmly on the butt. “Now get on into that shower. You’re a mess, which I’m not going to ask you to explain, but I don’t think you’re going to want to come down to dinner with sticks in your hair and dirt under your nails.”

			

			Five minutes before the rehearsal dinner was scheduled to begin, Stella took a final apprehensive look over her shoulder in the floor-to-ceiling mirror of her luxuriously appointed bathroom, where she’d been hiding out as the Green Hat Ladies and Irene fussed over Dotty and reassured her that everything was going to work out just fine before escorting her down to dinner.

			“It’s just you out there, isn’t it?” she called.

			“Yes, Stella,” Chrissy said. “I sent the rest of ’em on ahead. Now get your ass out here and show me the damage.”

			Stella tottered apprehensively out of the room in the towering gold ankle-strap peep-toe pumps that she’d picked up on a lark when she and Dotty had gone shopping for bridal shoes. “These are sooooo comfortable,” the saleswoman had gushed, pointing out the padded platform; on reflection Stella had to admit that she’d been snookered. Back when she’d been expecting tonight to end in romantic fireworks with her boyfriend, the shoes seemed like just the thing. But now she felt a bit like a stork stuffed into a sausage casing.

			“I’m going to wear my coat to dinner,” Stella warned, before venturing around the corner.

			“It’s balmy out!” Chrissy exclaimed. “And that old raincoat of yours belongs on the scrap heap. It was out of date when I was in kinderg—”

			Chrissy’s mouth fell open as Stella rounded the corner. Stella winced at the girl’s reaction. “I knew it! Oh, damn those old biddies.”

			“Holy shit,” Chrissy breathed. “Do a spin for me.”

			Stella sighed and twirled, Marilyn Monroe style. The move didn’t manage to so much as riffle the hemline, however, since it was pulled taut.

			“If you been wondering if it was worth it putting yourself through all them push-ups and crunches and karate and whatever, I guess you got your answer right there,” Chrissy said admiringly. “Woman, you’re hotter than Hades. Why, I don’t believe I’ll come anywhere near you all night ’cause you’ll just suck up all the attention wherever you go.”

			Stella stood a little straighter and squinted down at herself. The dress did showcase her shapely biceps, it was true. And Novella had done a clever little bit of ruching across the midsection that created the illusion of whittling around the waistline. And the bra Stella had bought for the dress was still perfectly serviceable, cradling her assets lovingly even if there was far less fabric to cover them than before the old ladies got to work.

			“Baji quan,” she said modestly.

			“Huh?”

			“I don’t do karate, I do baji quan.” Stella did a quick rake-fist slash to demonstrate. She’d been studying the obscure Chinese martial art with Mr. Hou long enough that the moves came easily, whether she was merely training or delivering a decisive blow to a stubborn abuser’s sternum. “You really think it looks okay? Not too… provocative?”

			“Well, you don’t want to be taking the focus off the bride to be, so maybe keep your shawl on through the toasts. But, Stella, I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you look more beautiful, in a do-me-now kind of way.”

			Stella smoothed down the silky fabric over her hips. “Too bad it’s going to go to waste,” she said. “What with BJ laid up and all.”

			“Aw, now, Kam’s got half a dozen groomsmen, why don’t you just see what develops over dinner?”

			On the way down the labyrinthine halls of the resort, Chrissy laid out all the different scenarios Stella might pursue with the much-younger engineers and customer-service specialists and process consultants among Kam’s groomsmen, refusing to listen to Stella’s protests that they were all far too young for her. As they approached the ballroom, the strains of a familiar tune reached her ears.

			“ ‘Wouldn’t It Be Loverly’!” she exclaimed.

			“Huh?”

			“That song—it’s from My Fair Lady.”

			“My who?”

			Stella was about to excoriate her partner for the sin of being far too young, since she had no memory of any cultural milestone before the midnineties, when she stepped into the party and found herself shocked into silence.

			Several dozen revelers were already in high spirits, clustered around the cheese cubes and the help-yourself bar and playfully batting at the paper wedding bells suspended from the ceiling. Kam was at the center of an enthusiastic cluster of female relatives, all of whom seemed determined to straighten his tie or pick threads off his sleeves or pat down an errant lock of hair, while Dotty looked on with her hands clasped in delight as if she were contemplating a mound of butter-pecan ice cream. Half a dozen young men—undoubtedly the attendants whose charms Chrissy had been touting—clanked beer bottles in a rowdy toast. Judging from the nearby table of empties, these were far from the first of the evening.

			But none of these were what drew Stella’s gaze.

			Over by the salsa bar, wedged between a waiter holding a tray of miniquiches and a young man of about thirteen, who was double-dipping from the guacamole, was a tall, lean, glowering drink of water in a pale-gray shirt that brought out the blue in his eyes.

			When Goat Jones saw Stella, he unfolded his arms and the corner of his mouth twitched and he reached her in about half the number of strides it would take an ordinary man. He took his time looking her over, starting at her face and letting his gaze rove down her dress, all the way to her sparkly shoes, and just as slowly back up. He reached out one big, strong, callused hand and flicked the curly strands that had escaped the pins in her hair.

			“What do you call it, when you ladies put up your hair like this?” he finally said, the rumbling timber of his voice somehow managing to flip the mute switch on every other conversation in the room.

			Stella swallowed, and licked her lips. “Um, a chignon. I guess.”

			Goat nodded, as though the answer was just what he was looking for and he was filing it away for future reference. Then he cleared his throat.

			“I believe I owe you an apology, Stella Hardesty. It’s my fault your date for the weekend is lyin’ in bed an hour away instead of standing here by your side.” He let go of her hair and his fingers grazed the edge of her jaw, sending off alarms up and down her spine. “But somehow, I can’t bring myself to say I’m sorry.”

			Then he turned and stalked out of the room, not casting so much as a backward glance her way.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“I pleaded with him every which way from Tuesday to stay for dinner,” Dotty said. She’d seated Stella at the attendants’ table and switched the place cards so they were next to each other. The rest of the attendants—including Dotty’s niece, who was evidently in the market for a software engineer with a Chicago accent and a goatee, since she’d glommed on to exactly such a groomsman and not yet come up for air—had gotten well acquainted over dinner and now that the dessert course was finishing up, a festival atmosphere had settled in. “But he said he wouldn’t dream of it since he’s not in the wedding. So then I told him half of these folks aren’t either, and besides you need a date, and that just got him all flustered and he went and stood over there by the chips until you got here.”

			Kam’s groomsman took that moment to suavely hook his arm around Dotty’s niece’s shoulders, accidentally dislodging Stella’s purse and knocking it to the floor. The lad was too lovestruck to notice.

			“My, my, love certainly does seem to be in the air,” Dotty said, elbowing Stella in the ribs as she picked up the fallen purse. “Might be you could finally get together. It’s about time.”

			Before Stella could do much more than sputter in response, Kam came over, trailing his sisters. “Mom’s had one too many,” he said grimly.

			Soorat added, “She’s threatening to call up Kam’s old college girlfriends.”

			“Oh no,” Dotty gasped, a hand at her throat.

			“Don’t worry,” Rashita said hastily. “It’s going to be okay. Mom loves to dance. Why don’t you two open up the dance floor, and then we’ll take it from there.”

			Kam offered Dotty his arm, which she accepted after shooting a worried glance at Stella. As if on cue, the hired DJ, who’d been spinning show tunes all evening, launched into “You Were Meant for Me” from Singin’ in the Rain.

			After the first few spins, Dotty relaxed in Kam’s arms, and even seemed to start enjoying herself. Before long, Soorat and Rashita dragged their mother onto the floor, and Stella was relieved to see her grinning as she twirled and bumped.

			Stella couldn’t help feeling a little bit wistful as other couples joined the first dance and the song gave way to “I Have Dreamed” from The King and I. Chrissy, passing by on the arm of a red-faced and loose-limbed Deputy Lloyd Hubbard, gave her a wink that was anything but subtle.

			After the song wound down, Kam went to have a word with the DJ, commandeering the microphone while the young man played an instrumental medley at a low volume.

			“If I could have everyone’s attention,” Kam started. His sisters, who had taken their seats with their mother securely wedged between them with no way to escape, immediately started clanking silverware against the glassware. They were soon joined by everyone who was seated, while the dancers gathered themselves or, in the case of Dotty’s niece and her new beau, disentangled themselves so as to give their full attention to the groom.

			“I hope you’re all having a nice evening,” Kam said politely. This was greeted by stomping and hooting and more applauding, which he attempted to quell but eventually had to simply outwait, as sometimes happens late in a well-lubricated evening. “I have a little announcement to make. Dotty and I have been talking, and—well—since she and me are joining up to become one and all, it got us thinking about family and how important it is and, see, we just don’t feel right getting hitched without her whole family attending.”

			“Kam!” Dotty exclaimed. To Stella she stage whispered, “I had no idea.”

			“But I’ve been in touch with Tilly and Taffy and they tell me that their, uh, legal counsel assures them that while their, um, certain family members are unfortunately detained over the weekend, they’ll all be free to join us on Monday.” He coughed delicately, though Stella knew there wasn’t a single person in the room who hadn’t heard that Divinity was in the lockup. “And as luck would have it, this fine resort was able to fit us into the Galena Room at seven p.m. Monday evening. It’s just going to be a simple service, but all of you are welcome, and the resort is extending the special low rate through Sunday night. And since we got the photographer and flowers and the band and all scheduled for tomorrow night, why, we’re going to go ahead and have the reception then.”

			“Wait just one minute, young man,” Shirlette called from her table. “Y’all are calling off the wedding?”

			“No, they just postponed it,” Novella shouted at her. She had always had superior hearing, a fact which she enjoyed lording over her friends.

			“Is she pregnant?” Shirlette demanded, earning a hearty round of laughter.

			“I’m going to spend the rest of my life with this beautiful woman,” Kam said, staring at Dotty as though overwhelmed all over again by his good fortune. Stella snuck a peek at Mrs. Rangarajan, who looked unamused.

			“One more thing,” Kam added when he was finally able to drag his eyes off his fiancée, his smile turning sheepish. “The, uh, guys are all going out for a stag party in about ten minutes. All you men are invited. Meet us in the lobby. And, ladies, don’t worry, we’ve got a designated driver, even if I did have to fetch him out of the bar. Say hi, sheriff.”

			All eyes turned to the back of the room, where Goat was standing with his arms crossed over his chest, scowling even more fiercely than he had early. He gave a slight nod as the room broke into cheers.

			Kam surrendered the mic back to the DJ, and as the strains of “Don’t Rain on My Parade” filled the air he slid in the chair next to his bride.

			“I didn’t know you’d met the sheriff,” Dotty said.

			“I didn’t until just now, but I do believe he’s the only sober guy here. I found him in the bar hunched over a club soda.”

			As Kam gave his bride to be the sort of good-bye kiss that brought to mind an oceangoing departure from which he might not be expected to return, rather than a separation of a few hours, Stella was about to excuse herself when Lloyd showed up, looking disgruntled.

			“You seen Chrissy?” he asked. “We were going to run into town for some smokes and now I can’t find her.”

			Stella scanned the room, realizing she hadn’t seen Chrissy for quite some time either. “When did you last see her?”

			“Oh, ’bout an hour, I guess. She went up to fix another plate of tacos and never came back.”

			Stella would have dismissed her partner’s absence as an attempt to evade Lloyd, except that Chrissy was absolutely dogged when on the case. Stella was quite certain Chrissy wouldn’t have given up until she’d wrung every bit of useful information from the deputy.

			A frisson of worry sealed the deal—a raising of the hairs on the back of her neck. Stella had learned not to ignore her instincts. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said. “But just in case, let me take a look around.”

			“Where all you gonna look?” Lloyd said, in the manner of a woebegone hound.

			“Oh, just—here and there.” A buzzing from her jeweled evening bag got her attention. “Will you excuse me for a moment?”

			On her way to the ladies’ room, her standard choice for answering off-hours phone calls that could potentially be coming from current or future clients, Stella took a peep and saw that it was Chrissy calling. “Where’d you run off to?” she said by way of hello.

			“Golf course,” came a strangled whisper.

			“What?”

			“Hurry.” The connection was broken.

			Stella stared at the phone for the two seconds it took her to switch into on-the-job mode. Then she started running, an exercise made more difficult by her shoes, but unlike Chrissy she didn’t know if she could navigate the resort barefoot.

			And she had to get to the golf course, fast. She had no doubt that Chrissy was in some kind of trouble, because her assistant didn’t make pleas for assistance lightly. No, this was not likely to be a case of Stella being needed to zip up her dress or pin up a fallen hem. If Chrissy was in over her head, it was dire indeed.

			Out in the circular entrance, a variety of cars, ranging from beat-up pickups to a gleaming stretch limo, lined the drive. Stella ran past them and spotted what she was looking for. She leapt into the golf cart that some guest had driven to dinner and floored it.

			Stella was not a golfer, but her departed husband Ollie had been. Stella couldn’t count the number of times that he’d begged off weekend chores by reminding her that he deserved a little rest after his long workweek, leaving Stella to wash the breakfast dishes and clean the house and wonder when the hell the day would arrive when she too deserved some rest.

			Ollie had been bitten hard enough by the golf bug that he briefly owned a cart of his own, which he drove down to the public course east of Prosper until one night he stopped for a beer or six at a tavern on the way home and put the cart upside down in the ditch. It was Stella who had to go fetch it and get it upright and drive it to the course, where she attached a “For Sale” sign to it, so she knew exactly what to do to get this one moving.

			The cart didn’t exactly hurtle down the resort road, but it went faster than Stella would have in her heels. She didn’t hesitate before driving right onto the green. Lacking a horn, she started hollering.

			“I’m on my way and I’m armed! Sheriff’s right behind me!”

			Situations like these were a tough call. If Stella had misunderstood, and Chrissy had simply suffered a splinter in her foot or run out of Coke to mix with her rum, it might prove a little embarrassing to show up hell-for-leather. If she’d run afoul of the twitchy sort of trouble—say a hopped-up gangbanger wanting cash for a fix—coming on strong the way Stella was might get Chrissy hurt or worse.

			But since the likeliest scenario had to do with the fact that she and Stella had stumbled into the investigation of a murder, and said murderer was probably highly invested in not getting caught—

			A figure streaked across the green in front of her. He or she was dressed in black, wearing a tight shirt and cap that obscured any hints as to gender. “Over here,” Chrissy yelled, sounding a bit exasperated. “Took you long enough.”

			Stella didn’t let up on the gas, bouncing over sand traps and putting greens, following the sound of Chrissy’s voice to a corner of the course that cozied up to a wooden restroom with a bench out front. It looked pretty and a little spooky in the moonlight, and as she neared, an owl joined in, adding its own commentary on Stella’s arrival.

			She ditched the cart, almost tripping as she clambered out of the seat, and ran to the restroom.

			“Warmer, warmer… oh, look at you,” Chrissy said as Stella threw open the door to the restroom.

			Chrissy was standing next to the stalls with her arms up in the air, her wrists tied around the pole leading from the stall to the ceiling. She looked unharmed; the worst damage she had suffered was a mussed hairdo and a broken dress strap that trailed off her shoulder.

			“What on earth!”

			“You got your multitool with you?”

			“Do I ever not?” Stella demanded, getting the lightweight little Leatherman Skeletool she carried for more formal events out of her evening bag. She used the carbon fiber blade to make quick work of the knots. “Shitty rope,” she added, testing the gauge of the nylon cord. “I wouldn’t tie up a dog with this. You would have got yourself out in no time. Where’d you call me from, anyway?”

			“He dropped the rope out there. When he went to get it, he made a point of waving his gun around.”

			“He had a gun?”

			“Yeah, just some cheap-ass Diamondback .22. I don’t know if he even knew how to use it—he was wearing gloves, like gardening gloves? I don’t think he could have got off an accurate shot, but I called you instead of finding out. I don’t think it was exactly a brain surgeon who dragged me out of there.” Her face fell. “Course, he did get me when I came out of the john, which I guess either makes me a dumbass or him smarter than I gave him credit for.”

			“Oh, now. What’s important here is you’re not dead or even beat to hell, right?” Stella gave Chrissy an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

			“Well, someone ain’t very happy we’re poking around, looking into Bryant’s murder.”

			“Yeah… let’s think that through a minute, okay?” Stella said, tossing the rope into the trash. Even if she had the resources to investigate, the rope’s fibers probably wouldn’t reveal much other than that it was made in bulk in some developing country. Besides, Stella’s investigative techniques had never been the sort to rely on technical details. “My friend’s cousin’s child’s fiancé gets killed. We have never even met the man face-to-face, but we go hunting down the killer so Dotty can get married.”

			“Pretty thin motivation, you ask me,” Chrissy grumbled.

			“Yeah, well, it ain’t our motivation we’re trying to figure out here. Now, the murderer stands to lose if we find him, obviously.”

			“Yeah, I’ll be mighty pissed off at him for wasting my time and making me miss the chocolate fountain.”

			“But what we got to figure out,” Stella said, ignoring her assistant, “is what he stands to gain with Bryant dead. ’Cause it’s got to be something big enough to risk dragging you out here in the middle of the night just to send a warning. And if he’s got any kind of grasp on the whole escalation of threat thing, he’s got to be willing to do you worse next time. Or me, for that matter.”

			“Or she.”

			“Huh?”

			“I said, or she. Wasn’t any particularly big person dragged me out here, I hate to say. And he or she didn’t say nothing the whole time, and it’s not like those knots are tied in a particularly manly way.”

			“How do you tie knots in a manly—oh, never mind,” Stella interrupted herself hastily, realizing Chrissy probably had an opinion on the subject. “Okay. What woman do you think might be wanting us to back off looking for her?”

			“Well, considering Divinity got Bryant stolen right out from under her by her own roommate, maybe he had other gals on the side that weren’t too happy about his catting around.”

			“Or he might have had dissatisfied clients who felt like he wasn’t turning them into Taylor Swift quick enough.”

			“Yeah. Our trouble is, we don’t know enough about the man.” Ordinarily, when Stella took on a case, she made a point of knowing all about her future parolee before their first encounter: what made him tick; what he ate for breakfast; where he drank, gambled, and washed his truck; and most especially how he was likely to respond when faced with an uncooperative female. But nearly all she knew about Bryant Molder was that he’d gotten in the way of a crossbow bolt.

			“I don’t know if you want to be going back to ask Divinity about him, since they’re still kind of pissed about their evidence walking off, and if you show up it might jog someone’s memory that you were in spitting distance of it earlier today.”

			“Oh, shit,” Stella said, smacking her forehead. “I didn’t even ask. Did Lloyd let on what happened after we left?”

			“Yeah, but I had to pour like three peach margaritas down his throat to get it out of him. Get this, Fairweather’s blaming the Fayette folks. I guess he’s hopping mad at Daphne, thinks she forgot to lock the freezer after he told her the combination. They’re trying to figure out if one of the boys ran the bow up to Fayette and forgot to tell anyone, but Harvey and Charlie got the weekend off and they’re fishing down at Little Dixie Lake and can’t no one get a hold of ’em.”

			“Wow, there’s so many holes in that chain of evidence it makes my head hurt,” Stella said. “Almost makes me want to give them their padlock back so they’d have somewhere to start.”

			“Nah, probably quicker if you just find them the real killer and then they won’t have to worry about it.”

			“Ain’t that the truth… Listen, before I go digging for dirt on Bryant’s personal life, I guess we should also rule out anyone you might have pissed off concerning unrelated matters. Ian got any ex-wives or girlfriends who might have an issue with him seeing you?”

			“Nope, and you can bet I checked.”

			“Hmm.” That was a scary thought—ever since Chrissy had blazed her way around the Internet, picking up hacking skills like a vacuum cleaner picks up toast crumbs, she’d learned how to find things that most people were shocked ever got recorded. “I’m tempted to ask what all kinds of secrets you turned up on the man, but just in case you decide to keep him around I guess you can keep them to yourself. I don’t need to be looking across a Scrabble board one day knowing all his dirty laundry.”

			Chrissy followed her out to the golf cart, jumping in rather daintily for someone who’d just endured a kidnapping. “What if it was Goat? Would you want to know then?”

			“Chrissy! You haven’t—”

			“Naw, course not. Just saying, what if I had?”

			“No,” Stella said shortly. A year back, Goat’s ex-wife Brandy had turned up and caused a fair amount of trouble for Stella, including an automotive explosion, not to mention a ruined dinner date. If the man had any more surprises like that up his sleeve, she figured they could just stay hidden. “I already know what I need to know about him.”

			“Which is what?”

			Stella jammed the pedal all the way to the floor, causing the cart to take the bumps and ridges in the road a little more forcefully than necessary. “Only that he’s—well, he’s good, and kind, and fair, and strong, and he does things with a pair of polyester pants that I’m not sure are entirely legal.”

			“Stella Hardesty, it’s about time you came out and admitted all this,” Chrissy exclaimed. “Usually you won’t say boo about the man. What’s got into you?”

			“I’m not sure,” Stella admitted. “I guess maybe, what with BJ all laid up, I’m thinking about what I’m really looking for in a man. I’m not sure I even really want a man if he’s going to need me to wait on him and take care of him. I already done that, for thirty years, and I don’t need to spend one more damn day being anyone’s servant. I mean, not that that’s what BJ expects from me, but thinking about him there needing Jorge to fetch him his clicker just makes me want to run the other direction. And besides, I got everything I need already—friends, family, a job I like—maybe throwing a man into the mix would be like putting a purse on a pig, you know?”

			Stella’s phone rang, and she squinted at the display. “Imagine that,” she sighed. “BJ, just like I conjured him. Here, take the wheel, will you?”

			Chrissy obliged, steering them around the long way toward the pro shop, which Stella had to admit was a better idea than returning to the resort’s entrance with a stolen vehicle.

			“Hello?”

			“Hi, Stella, it’s me. BJ.” He sounded like a man trying to be cheerful. “Thought I’d call and see how the party’s going.”

			“It’s fine. You aren’t missing anything, though, it’s pretty tame.” Stella winced, trying to put images of Goat standing in the back of the room, with that ironlike jaw and glinty glowering gaze, out of her mind. “I mean, don’t waste any time worrying about not being able to come up here for the wedding. Things have gotten a little complicated, anyway.”

			“I heard that one of the guests got himself shot up in the woods. They figure out if it was a hunting accident yet?”

			“Well, that’s—” Too much to go into, Stella thought, and she didn’t feel like taking the time to explain. “Yeah, looks that way. Wrong place, wrong time, too much camouflage, and not enough common sense. You know, same old story. It’s just that since he, ah, was close to the family, they’re going to have to delay the wedding. Dotty and Kam decided they’re just going to do a little ceremony on Monday.”

			“Really?” BJ’s voice brightened. “Well, the doc says I can get up out of bed soon. I got to start slow, of course, but maybe by Monday I could get on up there. We could still have us that nice romantic time you was talking about.”

			Even over the phone Stella could tell the man was blushing—his voice got a little thready whenever he ventured into sexy territory, which unfortunately meant that when he said her name in moments of passion it sounded a bit like he’d sucked down helium.

			“Oh no, don’t bother,” she found herself saying. “I mean, it’s just going to be a handful of folks who stay over. Chrissy and I’ll probably share a room Sunday night and come back right after, anyway.”

			“Oh.” BJ sounded crestfallen. “Well, what’re y’all doing tomorrow?”

			Stella gave him a condensed rundown—Kam’s romantic gesture, the prewedding reception. “I mean, they got the caterers and what all already lined up. So I guess it made sense.”

			“Well, what about during the day?”

			It almost sounded like BJ was considering hobbling his way to the Ozark Shores resort, aches and pains and all, and Stella said the first thing that came to her by way of diversion, as Chrissy pulled into the end of a row of carts on the side of the pro shop.

			“Golf tournament.”

			Chrissy gave her a surprised look, and Stella winced and shrugged. She wasn’t good when she was put on the spot.

			“But you don’t golf,” BJ said. “I’ve tried to get you to go with me any number of times.” After his truck and bowling, golf came in high on BJ’s list of passions.

			“Ahh, you know, it’s for charity. Me and Chrissy, we got roped into it. I mean, I wouldn’t, except it’s for a good cause.”

			“What’s that?”

			Stella cast around wildly for ideas. That was the problem with lying—you got bogged down in the details. When she was on the job, truth stretching and outright fabricating came easy to Stella, since it was all in the name of justice, but when it came to personal matters, her own disloyal conscience tended to trip her up. “It’s, ah, um. I mean…”

			Her gaze shot past the main building down the road, which was lit up gaily, music and laughter drifting out from the party. She took in the moon shining down on the piney Ozark hills, the water glistening in the distance down by the boat docks. Nothing, not one speck of inspiration. In front of her, the shop windows were full of golf clothes and clubs and all kinds of sporting paraphernalia. A flyer in the window caught her eye, and she made a desperate pitch.

			“The Historical Society Fall Fairy Golf Event,” she read. Then, squinting, she realized that it read “Fall Faire,” which on reflection made a lot more sense. “It’s a fund-raiser. You golf, and, um, people sponsor you and the money goes to the historical society. They’re putting on a new roof,” she added hopefully; in her experience the little details added credibility and made all the difference.

			Chrissy smacked her on the shoulder. Stella turned off the ignition and tried to ignore Chrissy’s eye rolling.

			“How’s that got to do with fairies?” BJ said dubiously.

			Stella, who nearly broke an ankle trying to get out of the cart while simultaneously ignoring Chrissy’s silent jeering, said the first thing that came into her head. “Oh, you dress up as a fairy. Fairy golf. It’s a thing. Started in L.A., you know how they are out there. They finish off with a parade Sunday afternoon.”

			“Uh-huh.” Dubious had given way to outright incredulity. In the background, Stella heard a burst of rapid-fire, heavily accented English.

			“Please say hi to Jorge for me,” she said quickly. “Oh, dear, I need to run; time for toasts.”

			“You’re just now getting around to the toasts?” BJ said. “Thought you said it was winding down.”

			“Oh, these are just, the, um, closing toasts. You know. Okay, bye now.”

			She clicked off before she could strain her own prevarication skills any further.

			“You are the world’s shittiest liar,” Chrissy observed.

			“Yeah,” Stella agreed morosely. “At least when it has to do with my own personal life. Well, now we got you rescued, I guess we might as well head back, or Lloyd’s liable to send out a search party.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“Who all’s with you?” Chrissy asked. They’d taken a seat at the edge of the ballroom, where they could keep tabs on the comings and goings of the remaining partiers. She’d called Lloyd, who had apparently been dragged along on the stag party, which had accumulated all the male guests like a snowball rolling down a hill before heading out to a local roadhouse. The men had all evidently packed themselves into the back of Goat’s old Ford F-150 pickup, which was the sort of illegal that tended to get overlooked on country lanes, where speeds rarely exceeded leisurely and the man at the wheel was sober as a judge, with a badge to boot. “Uh-huh… uh-huh. And they been with you the whole time?”

			After a bit more chatting, followed by Chrissy’s evasive promises to see Lloyd later if she happened to still be up and needing to talk—an amateur’s ploy for sure, as Stella was not aware of any female who longed to bare her soul to a man who’d come stumbling out of a bachelor party in the wee hours—she hung up and confirmed what they’d suspected. “It wasn’t anyone from the party.”

			“Okay. So whoever attacked you, we got it narrowed down to either male or female and probably not a close personal friend or relation to Dotty or Kam.”

			Chrissy frowned. “Well, when you put it that way it don’t sound like much.”

			“That’s ’cause it ain’t.” Stella took a long, contemplative sip of her drink, a double Johnnie Walker Black she’d bribed the bartender to fetch for her from the hotel bar in place of the well whiskey they were serving for free in the ballroom. “Which is sure inconvenient, because if someone wasn’t trying to kill you, I’d say our job was done, seeing as Divinity’s likely going to get free Monday and nobody’s too shook up about Bryant, and now Dotty’s going to have her wedding after all and Mrs. Rangarajan will be able to calm down.”

			“Well, I will have Ian with me tomorrow,” Chrissy said. “He can protect me, I’m sure.”

			They were silent for a moment, the attempt on Chrissy’s life nagging at Stella. If indeed it was Bryant Molder’s killer who’d kidnapped her, he had somehow managed to find out they were on his trail. Had he been hidden in the forest, drawn back to the killing field by curiosity or some sort of twisted pride in his accomplishment? Had he seen them head down the road toward the state park, and managed to follow them without drawing Stella’s attention?

			Neither seemed likely, but the fact remained that someone wanted very much to dissuade them, and Stella was not about to let the matter drop in hopes it would just go away on its own. Maybe it was the fact that she and Chrissy had narrowly escaped death together not that long ago, recovering in side-by-side hospital rooms from injuries that might have killed weaker-willed women. Granted, whoever’d tied her assistant up this evening hadn’t been made of much, but sometimes luck favored the bad guys. If he hadn’t dropped the rope… if Chrissy hadn’t been able to call Stella… if he’d decided to take on the pair of them, even with a seriously underpowered sidearm… how far would he go to shut them up?

			“Well, listen,” Stella finally said, coming to a decision when there was little left in her glass but she had a pleasant buzz. “Now that the ladies are taking care of Dotty’s dress, and she ain’t even going to need it until Monday anyway, I don’t suppose I have to stay holed up here all day tomorrow. Noelle and Cinnamon aren’t coming down until the afternoon, so that gives me all morning to see if I can figure this out.”

			“Don’t be looking to drag me along.”

			“I know, I know, you got a tantric morning planned.”

			“What are you gonna do, anyway?”

			“Thought I’d head over to Branson and see if I can find out who all Bryant’s pissed off lately. And I thought I could talk to that Lexie girl. Maybe she’s been making day trips out this way.”

			“Mmm, I don’t know. I don’t get why she’d want to kill someone she just stole from his old girlfriend.”

			“Well, it’s a tangled web, ain’t it? You got your love and money mixed up together, that’s pretty powerful.”

			“You could just wait and talk to her on Monday, couldn’t you?”

			“Well, if she’s even still coming to sing at the service. I don’t think Dotty’s got all the details worked out yet. Besides, waiting around just gives someone a couple extra days to come after you. And me, too, you gotta assume, so this is a preventive-type measure.”

			Stella and Chrissy watched the party wind the rest of the way down. Dotty, exhausted from being the center of attention but still wearing the lovestruck expression that seemed permanently pasted onto her face, headed upstairs with her future sisters-in-law, who had promised to show her adorable baby pictures of Kam, as well as embarrassing adolescent school shots from before he got his hair under control. Novella and Gracie polished off the remaining shrimp puffs and wrapped up the leftover cheese cubes in a napkin before departing, and soon it was just the weary waitstaff, cleaning up the dregs of the celebration.

			“Well, I guess that’s it, then,” Stella sighed. “Ain’t much sense waiting up for the boys to come back. You don’t want to be here when Lloyd comes in—I don’t think there’s enough Pabst Blue Ribbon in the world to take the edge off his fix on you.”

			“You okay, Stella? You want me to stay with you tonight?”

			“No, that’s all right, you got to get up early,” Stella said with a heavy heart. She was thrilled for her assistant—and her best friend, Dotty, and her daughter and everyone else who’d found love. Only, it was kind of lonely, being the one left over. Which was stupid, because there was BJ, just as soon as he was up off his back, anyway, and that was one boyfriend more than a lot of ladies had. “You get your beauty rest so you’re at your best tomorrow when your sweetheart shows up.”

			“Well, if you’re sure,” Chrissy said. “But just call if you want company, okay?”

			Stella tried to keep a spring in her step as she retreated to her room. It took her a few minutes to shimmy and wriggle out of her dress—she was certain she’d split one of the seams Novella had tailored—but once she was in her nightgown with her makeup scrubbed off and her hair combed out, she felt a little better. She snuggled under the covers and dug her book out of her suitcase. She found the passage where she’d left off in Nora Roberts’s Heaven and Earth—saucy female cop Ripley was being pursued around the island by a madman and that delicious Dr. MacAllister Booke was nowhere to be found—when there was a knock on her door. Not the gentle tapping that Dotty employed or the no-nonsense rap-rap-rap of Chrissy, but an impatient pounding.

			Stella sighed and padded to the door and peeped through the peephole and just about fainted.

			“Very funny, Big Guy,” she muttered. Naturally, He would wait until she’d taken off every speck of makeup and unsprung the flesh that had been imprisoned in the tight dress, to bring the man of her dreams to the door. Stella pinched her cheeks and ran her tongue over her lips to shine them up a bit. She bent at the waist and fluffed her hair with her fingers and, when she straightened up, sucked in her gut and gave her breasts an encouraging pat to make sure they were resting more or less evenly under her nightie. At least she had packed a decent gown, a scalloped-hem lavender floral knee-length number with a satin bow at the neckline.

			Which wasn’t the least bit sexy, of course, which suddenly struck Stella with the force of revelation. Because there was another nightgown in her dresser at home, one that still had the tags on it, one that was not the least bit nice or respectable. It was black as sin with straps about as wide as a whisper, and it barely grazed her thighs, and she’d bought it not long after the last time Goat kissed her and had tucked it into the drawer, where it had stayed, untouched. She’d had to reach right past it to get the lavender gown, and there could be only one reason for that decision: Her subconscious mind didn’t feel like getting sexy with BJ.

			“Um,” she said, her hand on the doorknob.

			“Stella, open up!” Goat’s face loomed in close to the peep hole. “It’s important!”

			She took one last deep breath and pulled open the door. Goat pushed past her into the room, then spun and glared at her. He held up a length of electrical cord.

			“What the hell have you gotten yourself into this time?” he demanded. He held up the cord, which had been roughly cut at one end. Stella took it from him and held it up close, squinting to make out the frayed wires. “This thing was connected to a sensor at one end and a propane tank on the other. Would have caused a hell of an explosion if it went off.”

			“Where’d you get this?” she asked, suddenly full of fear. “Chrissy’s room?”

			“Chrissy’s . . . what? No, Stella, this was in your Jeep. The tank was wedged in between all that crap you keep in the back and the sensor was jammed under your back wheel, where you would’ve drove right over it. All it would’ve taken was you putting that damn thing in drive, and bam, it would’ve blown sky-high, and you in it.”

			“My Jeep? What were you doing there? I mean, not that I’m not grateful…” She examined the cord before wadding it up and tossing it toward the trash can in the corner of the room. Like the rope, it was cheap and generic; their would-be kidnapper-killer was shrewd enough not to make beginner mistakes, even if he or she had struck out twice now.

			Stella’s temper was starting to be tested. Whoever’d taken Chrissy had been industrious enough to rig up a bomb in the time it took for the party to wind down—even if it wasn’t much of a bomb, by any kind of standards. Whoever it was, they clearly weren’t going for style points—they just wanted Stella and Chrissy out of the picture. “How’d you even get into the Jeep, anyhow?”

			“Just a damn minute, Stella.” Goat wiped his hand over his face, which still bristled with anger. “We’re talking about you here. You leave town, you get sloppy. I get it, your friend’s getting married, you’re a bridesmaid or what have you, but you—you—you of all people—”

			Goat looked around the room like he was searching for something to break. For a second it looked like he was going to reach for the lamp and hurl it across the room; then he made a fist and a sound like a bull backed up against a fence and, before Stella could do so much as blink, slammed it into the wall so hard the floor shook below her feet.

			“Hiyyyyeeee!” he yelled, jumping back. “Oh, Jesus, Jesus, sweet Jesus Pete! Ahhhh!” He wrapped his hand around his fist and then yelled again. “Holy, hoooooly owwww. I think I broke it.”

			“Let me,” Stella demanded, and Goat stumbled out of the way.

			“Keep back, woman, I said it’s broken.”

			“Well, damn, Goat, what did you go hitting the wall for?”

			“Aw, hell, Stella, you know damn well why!”

			“I sure don’t, but standing around here arguing about it’s not going to do any good.” Goat’s fingers were already swelling, the skin on his knuckles broken and bleeding. “Come on, tiger, I’ll drive you to the clinic. Only, I’m not going in my nightgown, so cool your jets here for a minute.”

			Stella ran for the bathroom, grabbing clothes out of the closet on her way, ignoring Goat’s protests, which were liberally laced with cursing. She slammed the door and grabbed her beauty balm and squeezed out a dollop and started rubbing it furiously into her face. She managed mascara and a swipe of lipstick, as well as a subtle spritz of White Diamonds in her cleavage, before pulling on jeans and a slinky purple sweater.

			All of which was pointless, because what man noticed a woman’s clothes and makeup when he’d broken his hand? If Stella had learned one thing in her two-woman crusade against violent offenders, it was that men’s pain tolerance, compared to women’s, was rock bottom. A woman could get smacked so hard her ribs cracked and every inch of her skin was black and blue under her clothes, but she’d still walk out the door in the morning to get the paper, take the kids to school, drive herself to work—and in many cases, keep her pain and injuries hidden for years. A man gets a hangnail, on the other hand, and—stop the presses!—he’s got to carry on and let everyone know how terrible his agony is.

			Still, when she looked at Goat’s broad handsome face, now squinched up in pain, when she followed him out the door, letting her eyes linger on the well-worn Wranglers riding low on his tight ass, she could barely focus on the fact that he’d been hurt.

			When they got to her Jeep, she hesitated before opening the passenger door. “So, you, uh, checked out the rest of the Jeep? That bomb thingy was all you found?”

			“Yes, Stella, I went over this damn thing front to back. Be mighty curious to know what you keep in that lockbox bolted to the floor. Oh, and I’ll just keep to myself what you got in those Rubbermaid totes in the back.”

			Stella swallowed hard. She held the door while Goat got in, then slammed it, her face burning. In the steel box were a blunt little Kel-Tec pistol and a pretty Ruger .357 with an ivory grip, the latest in an ever-changing stream of firearms she made a practice of keeping handy. And in the larger tote was a selection of crops, whips, ropes, and restraints; in the smaller one were assorted tools of her trade, such as clamps, gags, prods, pliers, and so forth. Goat wasn’t dumb; Stella was pretty sure he’d long ago put two and two together when it came to her methods, so it shouldn’t have surprised him that she kept a few of her tools handy. Now, though, seeing what he’d seen, he could have come up with the whole quadratic equation.

			As Stella turned the key in the ignition, the implications dawned on her. Goat now knew everything. There was no way either one of them could pretend otherwise anymore. No wonder he’d hit the wall—he probably had wanted to hit her instead.

			Johnny Cash blasted out of the speakers—Stella had been listening to his San Quentin album, one of her favorites ever—and she smacked the knob to turn it off.

			“How’d you get in?” she asked, not looking at Goat.

			He barked out a laugh. “Really, Stella? You think I’m such a dumbass I can’t handle a simple door lock? Nowadays they make it a little harder, but I’m law enforcement, I got ways.” After a moment, he added, “Plus, you might want to move that magnet key holder somewhere else. Everybody and their mother uses the wheel well.”

			Stella was silent a moment, embarrassed. She pulled out onto the road that led from the resort down to the pretty valley below, her way lit by a huge orange autumn moon. “But why, I got to ask?”

			Goat threw up his uninjured hand in a gesture of disgust. “So, I get back from the roadhouse with those clowns, every one of ’em drunker than the next. Finally get them to the elevators, and then I go to get me a room. And, Stella, would you believe it—not a damn room left to be had. Hell, I would have slept in the lobby but that prissy son of a bitch at the desk probably would have had me sent out to be cleaned and pressed. And of course by then all those slobs from the party were long gone so I couldn’t even bunk with them.”

			“What about—you could have”—Stella felt her face flame—“you could have called me,” she mumbled.

			“Yeah? Well, how was I supposed to know you hadn’t sent someone to fetch—” his own voice ended in a growl. “That damn barkeep of yours.”

			Stella didn’t take her eyes off the road, a good idea since the lane wound around several times before it reached the main road. He’s not mine, she felt herself wanting to protest, but didn’t. Instead she said, “And yet it seems you found your way to my door a few minutes ago.”

			“Yeah. Only after I tried sleeping out by the pool and near froze to death, and then I remembered you keep a space blanket in your Jeep. So I went to borrow it and—well, maybe I got a little curious when I popped the trunk, and it’s a damn good thing I did because that stupid tank was tucked between those boxes you keep in the back. Once I got the sensor disconnected and all, I took the tank out by the service shed, and then when I came back I figured you ought to know about it, even if you were… if you were… uh, entertaining. Hey!” he exclaimed suddenly. “You didn’t have him in the bathroom, did you?”

			“I certainly did not! I mean, did you even look at me? When I answered the door? You think I’d look like that if I was entertaining?”

			“Like what? Like you were just waiting for someone to walk in there and—aw, hell, never mind.” Goat was practically yelling. The effect was mesmerizing and maddening at the same time.

			“You don’t get to start talking like that and then ‘never mind’ me, Goat Jones!” Stella snapped. “I had my grandma nightgown on and my face scrubbed off and I have panty lines pressed into my flesh that are liable to never come off from that dress I had on earlier. And if you think I’d take the dog for a walk looking like that, you’re crazy.”

			Goat said nothing for a moment, then he peeped at her sideways. “I didn’t notice any of that.” His voice sounded funny, which got Stella even further riled up.

			“How’d you find out which room was mine?”

			“Aw, really? You think a sheriff’s badge doesn’t hold any weight around here at all?” Goat sounded genuinely wounded.

			“Well, with Lloyd standing in for Fairweather, maybe not.”

			Goat sighed. “Yeah,” he said glumly. “That boy just about got us thrown out of the roadhouse when he tried to swipe a neon beer sign off the wall and got his sleeve hooked on the nail. Ripped his uniform sleeve one end to the other and got a nasty gash on top of it. Had to bandage him up myself. Dumbass.”

			They’d arrived at the twenty-four-hour emergency clinic. Stella had noticed it on the drive to the resort yesterday, and it was a habit of her profession to take note of such things. She’d dropped more than one of the men she’d tangled with at such establishments in the past, as a sort of final professional courtesy after she’d got done explaining how they were going to change their ways. She took care not to leave any marks that could be traced back to her, but it was funny how often it got back to her that such men had met with dubious misfortune: falling off ladders or hitting their thumbs with hammers or burning or puncturing or cutting themselves with a variety of Craftsman tools. All by accident, of course.

			“Thanks for the lift, Stella,” Goat said, his good hand already on the door.

			Stella, who’d accidentally quit focusing about the time Goat started growling at her, grabbed his shirt sleeve and hauled him back.

			“Whoa there, buster, where do you think you’re going?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m coming with you. Make sure you let them look you over. You damn men, probably go in there and use the bathroom and then leave before they can give you so much as a Band-Aid if I’m not there to keep you in the chair.”

			Goat scowled, but the corners of his mouth twitched. “I ain’t like that.”

			“Oh hell yes you are.”

			“Well, maybe I am, but—”

			“But nothing. Stop talking and get moving.”

			And even though he did, Stella managed to get around to the side of the door to hold it open for Goat so he wouldn’t have to use his bad hand. The thing had swollen even further, to where it looked like Goat was wearing a catcher’s mitt made of flesh, but as he followed Stella into the clinic he didn’t seem to mind one bit.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			They’d had to wait behind a young man who’d tried to settle a bet by jumping from a moving flatbed, and a woman with a feverish little boy Stella would have sworn was possessed by the devil, judging from his wailing, so it was nearly two in the morning when they emerged, two of Goat’s fingers bandaged and bound up in a splint arrangement.

			“Don’t know how I’m supposed to not use this hand for two weeks,” he grumbled as Stella headed back toward the resort. The orange moon had risen high in the sky and cast a silvery light on everything, making the road gleam like a sinuous ribbon. It was downright romantic, Stella thought, if one’s thoughts ran that way.

			“Well, you might ought to have thought about that before trying to put your fist through my wall.”

			“Well, you might ought to stop making me!”

			“Oh! So this is my fault?” A dangerous combination of anger and something else bubbled up inside Stella. She chanced a glance over at him, got fixed on his proud and smoldering profile. “I don’t know how as that’s possible, considering I’m not the one loading up on mixed messages and letting ’em fly all over town!”

			“Mixed—what the hell are you talking about?”

			“Well, you kiss me one minute and then the next I don’t hear from you for a month,” Stella said, knowing she was mixing her metaphors but too mad to stop. “You ask me to dinner after my birthday last May, which ’less I somehow blocked it out, I don’t recall happening even though four months have gone by.”

			“I got called up to Fayette for that watercraft rescue training!”

			“Yeah, which lasted a week and a half,” Stella shot back. She’d done some very delicate interrogating of Irene while Goat had been away for the class, bribing her with her favorite pulled-pork sandwich from Pokey Pot, so she knew exactly when Goat rolled back into town, after which she’d waited for her phone to ring for about two weeks before giving up in disgust.

			“Well yeah, ’cause you were parading your barman around town, showing him off like a prize hog.”

			“I was—what are you talking about?”

			“I seen you, Stella Hardesty. Out at Aiello’s? You were in a blue dress, staring at that—that thick-neck soldier boy like you were fixing to take a bite out of him!”

			Stella remembered the date in question, to the only Italian restaurant within thirty miles of Prosper, the sort of place that kept candles stuck in Chianti bottles coated with several decades’ worth of dust. There was a stained patch on the hem of her dress that she was pretty sure was the wine she spilled when BJ surprised her during dinner by putting a clammy hand on her knee. The date had ended with some polite groping on her front porch; Stella had hung in there as long as she could bear before pleading a headache.

			“How’d you know I was there?”

			“Well, you ain’t the only person in town who goes out to a meal now and again. Course, I lost my appetite after seeing your date stick a napkin in his collar. I mean holy smokes, Stella, you couldn’t at least throw me over for a man whose mama taught him a few manners before setting him loose in the world?”

			Stella was speechless, but since they’d arrived back in the parking lot she was saved from having to respond. Goat must have been more than a little worked up, because he tried to open the door with his injured hand. A whole lot of yelping ensued, and Stella hurried around the Jeep.

			“Hush now, you’re gonna wake up the whole hotel!”

			Goat rubbed at the edge of his splint and winced. “Don’t matter, I’m gonna stretch out in the backseat and with the doors closed, won’t anybody hear nothing.”

			He moved toward the back door, groping for the handle with his good hand. Stella maneuvered herself between him and the door. “Oh, come on,” she said. “Don’t be an idiot. You aren’t sleeping in the damn Jeep. You can stay in my suite, it’s got a whole little nook with a sofa and a TV and all.”

			“I wouldn’t want to put you out,” Goat said, after a long moment. There was that growl again; the sound traveled up and down Stella’s spine like an electric spike.

			“Oh, hush, I’m so damn tired I’ll forget you’re there,” Stella lied. She had been plenty tired when she and Chrissy left the party, but at the moment she was as wired as a polecat on an electric fence.

			“Well…” Goat looked at her with one eye narrowed, like a pirate. He took a half step closer. Stella backed up, her ass bumping against the Jeep. There wasn’t anywhere else to go, which maybe wasn’t the worst thing in the world, since the moonlight was glinting in Goat’s eyes and his mouth was doing that quirked-up almost-a-smile thing. “If you’re sure…”

			He bent forward in slow motion, his good hand heading for her hair like he was going to grab hold and drag her closer.

			Nearby, there was a scuffle in the gravel and the sound of someone heaving. Goat stepped back in alarm. The heaving turned into the unmistakable sounds of someone disgorging wetly, followed by coughing and cursing, and then a figure staggered into view.

			“Who is that?” Stella exclaimed.

			“Aw, hell,” Goat muttered. “It’s that damn Swede, that Torgrimson boy. He was a mess back at the bar. Drank like a city boy, buying rounds for everyone and showing off.”

			“I shouldn’t of had those nachos,” the man said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. Stella recognized him from the party, a good-looking young man in his thirties who, earlier, had sported a lot of hair product and a sharp-looking jacket and tie. His hair was now flattened and decorated with what Stella hoped was only leaves. The jacket was nowhere to be seen, and a bit of the tie was peeping out of his pants pocket, where he’d presumably stored it once the party took a casual turn. “They sounded good at the time.”

			Goat rolled his eyes. “I tried to stop you.”

			“Aw, man, I don’t remember that.”

			Stella started to hold out her hand to shake, then thought better of the idea. “I’m Stella Hardesty, Dotty’s friend. I’m sorry we weren’t formally introduced earlier, but I’ve heard nice things about you.”

			“Thanks.” Leif swayed a bit, looking around the parking lot as though surprised to find himself there. “Hey, what are you guys doing out here anyway?”

			“Little accident,” Goat muttered, holding up his bandaged hand. “No big deal. Stella just gave me a ride to the hospital.”

			“So did they end up finding you a room after all?”

			Stella and Goat exchanged a glance, one which was weighted heavily with all manner of unspoken thoughts. “Well, uh… actually, they were all booked up for the wedding.”

			“Hey, you can bunk with me! I got double beds. Nice view of the golf course. And Hangover II is on HBO! You know the guy who plays the monk? He’s a client of mine.”

			“Ummm… I don’t want to inconvenience you.”

			“Ah, don’t worry about it, man.” Leif smacked Goat on the back, bro style. From Goat’s expression, it seemed close proximity brought all manner of unpleasantness, probably of the olfactory sort. “I could use the company. Tell you the truth, this mess with the murder and all has me a little down. I mean, I’ve known Bryant for years, not well or anything, he’s just sent me a few leads. But, still, I thought I knew him… I mean, makes you wonder if you can ever really know another person, you know? And that Divinity girl—just, wow.”

			“Don’t go assuming Divinity’s guilty,” Stella said quickly. “I mean, they arrested her right quick without a whole lot of evidence. Is what I heard.”

			Leif yawned extravagantly, scratching at his stomach while he did so. “Yeah, I can’t really see anyone killing Bryant out of jealousy, no matter how heartbroken she was. I mean, he wasn’t that kind of guy.”

			“She was heartbroken?” Stella asked. “I mean, sure, she was heartbroken. About their breakup, right?”

			“Well, yeah, I guess, at least that’s what I heard from Bryant. Barely got out of bed, that kind of thing. Cried herself too puffy for auditions. Told him she needed time. Time!” he barked, starting to stalk toward the resort entrance. “Who has time? Did Meggy Langrick ask for more time when they were casting Harry and the Hendersons? Was Barry Pepper too busy to read for Battlefield Earth?” When Stella and Goat reacted with puzzled silence, he added, “Clients of mine. If there’s one thing I ask of my clients, it’s that they be ready to roll the minute opportunity hunts them down. There are no sick days. There are no prior commitments. You get an audition, I don’t care if your mom’s on her deathbed and your kid’s lost in the mall, you go.”

			Leif’s passionate speech was a bit at odds with his lurching progress across the lobby, which suggested that he might not have completely sobered up from the earlier festivities. But Stella was still stuck on reconciling the Divinity she knew—selfish, scheming, ambitious—to the notion of a heartbroken, listless girl. “You sure about Divinity? I mean, she wasn’t maybe taken down with the flu or…” Or lying through her cosmetically whitened teeth?

			“You know what sounds amazing right now?” Leif said, ignoring her question, having arrived at the elevator and attempting to stab the “up” button to death. “Biscuits and gravy. You know what I’m saying, Sheriff? I’m gonna call down and get us some. On me, don’t worry about it. We’ll catch the last of the movie and have a little snack.”

			Goat’s skin turned a shade of green at the thought. “You know, Leif, I’m really beat. I think I’ll just…” His eyes flicked to Stella’s, and they held some sort of promise she couldn’t wait to take him up on.

			But Leif seized Goat’s arm as though he were drowning in the lake and intended to be pulled to safety. The doors opened on the second floor and Leif gave a mighty tug, and Goat stumbled after him into the hall. “You’ll never get any sleep out in that truck. Cold as a witch’s tit, and they’ll be running those leaf blowers at the crack of dawn. We’ll just have our little snack and conk out, be good as new for our tee time.”

			“Our what?” Goat gave Stella one last glance over his shoulder—part regret, part frustration, part something dark and simmery and delicious—before the doors closed on him.

			But not before Leif got the last word in, something Stella figured happened more often than not.

			“I’ve got a noon tee time! We’ll rent you some clubs and we can get in nine holes before they open the bar.”

			

			Despite the hour, it took Stella a while to get to sleep. She tried to banish thoughts of Goat, the way his big callused hands had felt on her ass on the two occasions when they’d roved southward, the silver chest hairs she’d once glanced peeking out of his chamois shirt. She imagined the rest of that broad torso, hard-muscled from Goat’s habit of paddling his kayak all over the lake to clear his mind. She wondered what it might be like to trace a path down to his belt with her fingernails, or how it would be to grab ahold of those shoulders for balance if, for instance, she should find herself on top of him.

			It was when she began imagining what awaited the woman who managed to separate Goat from his pants that she knew she’d never sleep if she didn’t force herself to think of something else. Besides, an innocent—most probably—young woman was under suspicion for a heinous crime, and surely that deserved a little cogitation.

			Tilly had texted her at some point in the evening, and Stella thought about her terse message. Taffy planning 2 sue Q. Valley sheriff dept. Pearline 99% sure she can get Div out but not interested in suing, thx for the rec BTW. Div says check Lexie Halburtson stage name Knight. Call me XOXO

			It wasn’t the first time Stella had worked on one of her cases while flat on her back with her eyes closed. In her mind, she lined up the suspects she’d rounded up so far.

			Divinity—there was still the matter of what she was doing with a bow in the woods, but if Chrissy was right, there was no way that a hundred-pound girl had been capable of killing Bryant with a crossbow. The bigger question was why she’d bothered lying at all if she was surprised by Bryant’s sudden demise.

			The mysterious hunter—Stella figured this was as much a product of Divinity’s clumsy defense as her lame attempt to hide the bow under two inches of leaves.

			Lexie Halburtson/Knight—since Divinity had called her “plus-size,” maybe the girl had the strength to operate the crossbow.

			Surely Goat had thought of that, as well; he was no slouch, even if his approach to the law tended to be far more by the book and less out of the box than Stella’s. Of course, the case belonged to Quail Valley and the crime-scene team from Fayette, but she had to count on Goat’s professional curiosity spurring him to do a little sleuthing of his own. Tomorrow, they could compare notes and—

			And that got her right back to where she’d been before, imagining sitting cozied up in a booth in the hotel coffee shop, heads bent together as Goat sketched out his thoughts on a place mat, their knees brushing against each other under the table. His hand would graze hers, and their eyes would meet; Goat would lose his train of thought and Stella would give him a little encouraging smile and gently guide his hand back to the paper, where the solution would be unfolding. She would be wearing the fuchsia sweater set with the rhinestone zipper—the tank top dipped scandalously low, revealing an acre of cleavage—and her skinny jeans and her cute little croc-embossed boots with the wedge heels. Maybe a little body shimmer dusted on her collarbone. All of which would prevent Goat from doing much more than stare helplessly as Stella examined the facts of the case and came up with—

			Damn, she’d made a full circle and gotten nowhere further. Because while she had no idea who the true culprit was in Bryant’s death, she knew exactly how she wanted Goat to congratulate her, and it involved him dragging her up to her room and sweeping her Bernina and sewing box and all that pink satin to the floor, and taking her right there on top of the borrowed banquet table, in front of the picture window overlooking the sparkling lake far below.

			Stella rolled over and pounded her pillow in frustration. She closed her eyes tightly and took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and then imagined a pasture full of sheep, which she started counting backward from a hundred.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Somehow the hundred sheep morphed into a hundred doors, and as Stella finally drifted off to sleep, she dreamed that she walked down the hotel corridor knocking on each one, trying to find the one behind which Goat awaited her, propped up on her bed like that old shot of Burt Reynolds from the seventies, wearing nothing but a seductive smile. But every door she tried swung open to reveal one of her parolees, each one proclaiming themselves innocent in Bryant’s death.

			There was Phil Rivka, whose car Stella had burnt to cinders as a favor to his wife, Irma, after Phil beat her once too often.

			Trip Thayer, who had three permanent stripe-shaped scars on his ass, one for each of the three women he’d jilted only after bilking them out of their life savings.

			Ferg Rohossen, who still had trouble standing up straight after Stella gave him comportment lessons in an abandoned shed.

			Stella woke a little before nine, feeling less than refreshed. It took her a minute to realize that someone was knocking on her door. She flung back her covers and padded across the room, muttering that she was coming as fast as she could.

			When her hand was on the door handle she froze. What if it was Goat? What if he’d been up all night with Leif and had finally escaped when the man finished his room-service breakfast and fell asleep?

			What if he’d managed to ferret out the clue that would result in solving Bryant’s murder?

			What if he simply couldn’t wait one more moment to see her—and here was Stella, her hair slept on and pillow marks on her face, and she hadn’t even brushed her teeth? She was trying to calculate how long it would take her to run to the bathroom and chew some toothpaste and run a comb through her hair when her visitor knocked again.

			“Come on, Stella, I brought you a muffin!”

			Chrissy. Stella opened the door, chiding herself yet again. “I ain’t hardly slept a wink,” she complained, but left off whining when she saw that Chrissy was holding a cardboard tray with two enormous cups of coffee. “Oh sweet Lord in heaven, please tell me those are for me.”

			“One of ’em, anyway,” Chrissy said, sweeping into the room and heading for the sofa. She started unpacking muffins and little containers of cream and packets of sugar. “But that ain’t the best thing I brought you. Come eat something while I get this queued up.”

			She pulled her tablet from her purse and started tapping at it. Stella knew there would be no further conversation from her assistant while she stared at the thing, so she helped herself to a raspberry streusel muffin and took a deep, satisfying sip of the coffee.

			Chrissy spun the little device around as a YouTube video started playing. It featured a woman whose face was hidden by an oversize white cowboy hat. She was wearing pristine cowboy boots and a raincoat with, as far as Stella could tell, nothing underneath it, and sitting astride a bored-looking horse. It was clear that the woman was unfamiliar with the equestrian sciences from her inability to get situated comfortably, a problem that was not helped by the fact that she was attempting to sit sidesaddle while coming into contact with as little horseflesh as possible.

			She suddenly jerked up her chin, a frozen, rather frightened smile plastered to her face—and Stella recognized Divinity Flycock.

			“What the—”

			“Hang on. Bryant comes on in a minute.”

			“This is just about the sweetest thing you bought me yet,” Divinity said, in an exaggerated hillbilly accent that came off about as authentic as her hat. “My own pony!”

			The horse looked a little too flea-bitten and long in the tooth to be called a pony. It flicked its tail at a fly, hitting Divinity’s bare thigh, and she flinched and tried to scramble farther toward the front end of the horse, nearly falling off in the process.

			Bryant jumped into the camera’s view, grabbing Divinity’s leg to steady her. “Why don’t we ride out the back forty and take a look at the baby calf?”

			“Oh, I love helping the mommy cows give birth,” Divinity said, looking as though she’d rather kiss the horse on its rubbery lips, from which hung a ropy string of drool. “That’s one of the best things about farmin’.”

			Bryant clearly had a little more experience with horses, since he was able to get on behind Divinity after only a few near tries, suffering a sly kick from the horse that, luckily, only grazed his shin. When they were finally in the saddle, Bryant got the horse moving at a surly ambling pace down a dirt road. Chrissy paused the video. “I’d play you more, but it’s all just about that bad.”

			“What the hell is it?”

			“Their audition tape. For Hillbillies in Love.”

			Stella smacked her forehead. “You’re kidding. That was terrible. I’ve heard of Hillbillies in Love but I got to admit I haven’t ever tuned in.”

			“It’s the one where they follow the happy couple around seeing all the dumb shit they get into and in the end the guy pops the question. It’s pretty disrespectful—they make country folks look dumb as a stump. Somebody ought to call the ACLU on ’em.”

			“Uh… or else maybe your sister Danyelle could get on there with Ed, they could show off how they make that dandelion wine they nearly killed your dad with.”

			“Hey!” Chrissy chided. “Although, come to think of it… but no, these couples can’t already be married. ’Cause that would be cheating. Which is what Divinity and Bryant were up to.”

			“Why, they were once in love. However briefly.”

			Chrissy snorted in disgust. “Yeah, maybe, but they’re about as country as that skinny gal Prince William married. Though she probably knows how not to fall of a horse. I mean, come on, Bryant’s accent was so bad you can still hear the Windy City in it. But that ain’t the point—check this out.”

			She tapped the screen a few times and a different video started playing. This time, Bryant—dressed in a business suit that he looked a lot more at home in than the stiff new jeans and plaid shirt with the creases still showing—strolled along a city street with a pretty bespectacled woman with her hair up in a bun, who towered over him by a couple of inches. They were looking adoringly into each other’s eyes until suddenly they both looked into the camera and shouted, in unison, “We want to bet your house!”

			“Oh, I know this one—it’s where a couple of business types have to talk the bank out of foreclosing on somebody’s house, right?”

			“Yeah. It’s called Bet the House—if they lose, they have to move into a house with them and the bankers, and then they follow them around with cameras. They always lose. It’s got a huge audience share the first season.”

			“So, any chance that’s Lexie on there? I wouldn’t exactly call her plus-size, just tall. Just how tall is she, anyway?”

			“I think she’s an inch or two shy of six feet but she wears high heels all through this thing,” Chrissy said, fast-forwarding. The video showed Lexie in a tight navy dress and platform pumps, poking at a pie chart with a pointer while Bryant droned on about interest rates and amortization.

			“Okay. So you’re saying…”

			“Bryant’s made a whole little sideline out of this. He didn’t get anywhere with Divinity, which, I mean, please—but supposedly he got Lexie on Bet the House. They stand to split half a million dollars if they win. And his website says he’s got a few other credits, mostly singers down in Nashville who did the shows on the side. He got someone on Bridalplasty and someone else on Extreme Couponing.”

			“Okay.” Stella thought. “So I can see where Divinity was pretty irate when he didn’t get her on that hillbilly show, and then dumped her to boot. Still, there he was in the woods, giving her another chance, but maybe she was just hiding her feelings.” She told Chrissy about what Leif had said the night before about Divinity’s surprising grief at being dumped.

			“Well, she could have been faking being all friendly-like to set up an alibi. Or what about this—Lexie found out Bryant was still seeing Divinity. He’s supposed to just be managing her career, but if he’s managing more than that—”

			“Yeah, maybe… I guess I could go see if Lexie’s got here yet, talk to her some.”

			“Don’t bother,” Chrissy said. “Now that Kam and Dotty have scaled everything back to that little ceremony on Monday, Lexie ain’t coming. She’s got a weekday gig singing backup for some fella out of Kansas.”

			Stella finished the muffin and licked sugar crystals off her fingers. “Well, I ain’t got anything else to do today, I’m gonna buzz down to Branson, go pay her a visit.”

			“You sure? Now that Goat’s here…”

			Stella blushed. “Uh. Well, he didn’t get in until real late last night and he spent the night with Leif.”

			“Aw, honey—you must be crushed. To be thrown over for a city slicker. I never thought Goat was the type to go in for all that flash, but I guess the human heart’s a mysterious thing.”

			Stella crumpled up her napkin and threw it at Chrissy. “There weren’t any rooms, Goat just crashed in Leif’s extra bed. But I think those two are playing golf this afternoon.”

			“Well, here’s what we’ll do,” Chrissy said, gathering up her purse. “Ian’s going to be here any minute, and by the time you get back we might of got through our hellos, if you see what I’m saying, and we’ll meet you for a little afternoon snack in the clubhouse. Wear something cute, and when Goat comes in off the links, all sweaty and looking for something cool and refreshing, why, there you’ll be.”

			Stella was about to protest, but Chrissy was already out the door. Besides, as plans went, it was no worse than most.

			

			After a quick shower, Stella went out to the parking lot and spent a good half hour making sure no further automotive tampering had taken place in the wee hours before jumping in the Jeep and heading south. She popped in her Bluetooth, turned down the music, and made a few calls. First she made plans with Noelle to meet for hair and makeup before the party, even though Stella no longer had a call for maid-of-honor glamour. “You still might as well look nice,” Noelle said slyly, “seeing as the sheriff’s going to be there.”

			The next call was to Tilly, who confessed she’d told Noelle about Goat’s unexpected arrival when Noelle called to see how she and Divinity and the rest of the Flycocks were holding up.

			“But how did you find out?” Stella said, only a little mortified that even Tilly, who’d spent much of the last year cramming for her pastor exams, knew about her and Goat’s relationship or whatever it was that they kept not having.

			“Well, do you know someone named Daphne Simmons? Some sort of detective around here?”

			“Unfortunately, yes.”

			“When I was over at the municipal building with Taffy and Marty, waiting to visit Divinity, she was gossiping with the receptionist by the front desk, and she wouldn’t stop talking about him. How when she gets promoted again she’s going to transfer him up to Fayette to take her old job. What’s that all about?”

			Stella sighed. “Daphne used to be just a regular deputy but somehow she got herself promoted to head of the crime-scene unit a while back, which is a real mystery because she ain’t smart enough to sleuth out the coupons in the Sunday paper, and she thinks she’s going to take on Sheriff Stanislas’s job when he retires. And, she has a, a, um… she thinks she has a special relationship with Goat. Only, it only goes the one way, see?”

			“She’s got her eye on him while all the time he’s only looking at you—like that?”

			“Tilly!” Stella exclaimed, abashed. Then she reconsidered. “Hey, now you’ve been ordained you’ve got that client confidentiality, right? I mean, whatever we talk about, it’s just between me and you and the Big Guy?”

			“They don’t lay it out quite that way in the sacred vows, but, yes, I think I see where you’re going. Is there something you want to get off your chest?”

			“No, it’s more of a—like, I was thinking I could just talk something through with you, since everyone around here couldn’t keep their mouths from running if their lives depended on it.” Chrissy, Noelle, Dotty, even Stella’s friend Jelloman—who looked like a stoned longshoreman but gossiped like a teenage girl—all of them were great for pouring out her heart to, as long as Stella didn’t care who else knew about it.

			“Well, sure, Stella. Bring it on.”

			“See… Goat and me, well, we keep working ourselves up to starting something. And it feels like, maybe, it might be…” Stella, who’d married at the tender age of twenty-one and spent nearly three decades mostly trying to stay out of her husband’s way, didn’t have much of a vocabulary to describe the feelings she’d only begun feeling in middle age, and only for one man, ever. “Real,” she concluded in a near whisper. “Except every time, it’s like we both get scared and back off. Goat comes up with all these excuses, which I mean they might be true, since somebody’s got to keep the law and order going in town, except if he really wanted me, why isn’t he showing up on my front porch every chance he gets? Because, since it’s just me and you talking here, Tilly, that’s what I’d do.”

			She swallowed hard at the magnitude of the confession.

			“Then why aren’t you? Why aren’t you over there on his porch the minute he gets off work, with a nice casserole and a bottle of wine?”

			“Because!” Stella exclaimed. “I can’t. I mean, what if I looked like I was trying too hard? If I showed him exactly how I feel, it could…”

			“Did it ever occur to you, Stella Hardesty—and by the way I always thought you were supposed to be smart—that maybe Goat might be feeling the same thing? Men are more delicate than women. They’re afraid of rejection and their feelings are about as tender as November lettuce.”

			“They teach you that in preacher school?”

			“No, but I’ll tell you what I did learn there, sister, which is that you only go through life once, and while the Lord is going to be glad to see you when you get up there no matter what, he’ll be extra pleased if you squeeze every ounce of joy out of the time you got here.”

			Stella thought about that for a while. The roadside scenery rushed by at an alarming clip, and Stella realized she’d been lead-footing since they started discussing Goat. “That don’t sound like any Sunday School I ever attended,” she finally said, easing her foot back off the gas. “But I’ll think about it.”

			“Well, I’m coming down the minute we get Divinity out on Monday—and I’ve got half a mind to come even if we can’t. I’m not going to let Dotty down twice, even if it means that girl has to cool her heels in the lockup without the three of us driving each other crazy in the waiting room.”

			“How are y’all holding up?” Stella inquired.

			“If I hadn’t taken sacred vows, I might just strangle Divinity myself. She’s acting like she’s Lindsay Lohan, ordering everyone around and complaining about the way they’re treating her. But Taffy’s no better—she’s been trying to get the lieutenant governor on the phone all morning. And Marty keeps going outside to smoke and make calls—I guess the real estate market waits for no man.”

			“I don’t envy you,” Stella said sincerely. “If you don’t mind me asking—did it ever occur to you to just let them sort out their own troubles? When you got all these folks down here that actually like having you around?”

			“Every waking minute, especially since the three of us are sharing one room at the Hampton Inn and Marty snores and the pullout’s about as comfy as sleeping on a hay bale. Only, Taffy’s my sister. My twin, and that’s a special kind of connection. She’d do the same for me, and—” Tilly paused. “Well, okay, she wouldn’t, but there’s some times you just got to suck it up for the people you love. Or the people you got to tolerate, anyway.”

			Stella, who knew about that sort of obligation just about as well as anyone else, wished Tilly well and said her good-byes. She drove for a while, listening to Lucinda Williams singing “Righteously,” turning over Tilly’s words in her mind. After all, Tilly now had a direct line up to the Big Guy, and if Tilly said she should go for it… but what about BJ? Wouldn’t it be poor etiquette to throw herself hell-for-leather at one man before breaking up all the way, or even a little bit, with another?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Branson loomed before her in all its spangled glory, the sun glinting off the tower up on Inspiration Point. Stella had last visited Branson about four years ago, when she and Ollie had come on a church trip to see the Branson Area Festival of Lights. Ollie, who had had a few too many beers prior to strolling, knocked over a lighted camel and got himself thrown out of the nativity; but he’d waited until they got home to take out his embarrassment on Stella. She’d spent the rest of that holiday season covering up a black eye with concealer.

			It wasn’t exactly a good memory, but as Stella cruised slowly down Main Street, passing clumps of tourists out enjoying the pleasant weather in the historic downtown, she took the opportunity to consider how much her life had changed since then. For the last few days she’d been practically cowering in terror at the thought of telling a sane, rational man how she felt about him. How had she allowed fear to rule her this way? She’d done things most women only dream of—started a business, traded her extra flesh for sleek and lissome muscles, and killed her husband. Well, maybe most women didn’t dream about that last one, but the ones who did now had someone to turn to, all thanks to Stella.

			By the time she pulled up in front of Lexie’s apartment building, using the address Chrissy had texted her, she was simmering with determination.

			The apartment complex was on the unfashionable end of the town, a cluster of seedy seventies buildings with concrete-and-iron staircases slapped on the front that made the complex look like a Berlin parking garage. It was the kind of place that people moved out of just as soon as they could afford better—or got evicted.

			Lexie’s apartment was on the ground floor, but it was in the middle of a row facing the parking lot, which made any sort of stealthy approach impossible. In general, Stella liked to keep her interactions as private as possible; the more folks who knew what you were doing, the harder it was to control the flow of information—like, for instance, who was in the area when some gutless wife-beater met with misfortune. So she counted off doors and walked around to the back of the building, as though she were heading out on a vigorous power walk on the dirt path that wound along the creek, but when she got to Lexie’s patio she ducked behind a cobwebby barbecue grill and a dead hanging plant. It wasn’t much in the way of camouflage, but Stella didn’t plan to need it long, especially since the sliding door was open a crack and the smell of burnt toast wafted out on the breeze.

			Inside, someone was singing, if you could call it that. Short bursts of vowel-heavy nonsense words made their way up a scale. Stella could admire the intonation, which seemed pretty near pitch-perfect to her untrained ears, but the repetition of “eeeeh” and “aaaaahm,” would surely grate on her nerves if she spent much time in the neighboring apartment, separated only by thin wallboard.

			Stella eased open the sliding door, peering into a cramped living room that opened into an even smaller kitchenette. One wall was entirely lined with shelves bearing trophies, but otherwise the furnishings consisted of a rolling rack from which dozens of sparkly gowns hung, and a sofa and chair that were piled with magazines and folded laundry. The coffee table held plates and cups, some of them bearing bits of past meals, as well as a huge open tackle box, from which spilled barrettes and hairbands and such. Underneath the toast odor was a complex bouquet, with notes of hairspray and stale beer and perfume and something faintly rotten.

			The person belonging to the singing voice walked into the room, squinting into a mirror while she made her way up and down the scales. In her hand was a pair of tweezers, and while Stella watched, she took a flyer at one of her eyebrows, plucking out a hair as she hit the top of the scale.

			Then the girl noticed Stella, and the clear, dulcet “aaaaahm” turned into a sort of a squawk and she dropped her tweezers on the floor.

			“Who are you?” she inquired, when she recovered both the tweezers and her composure.

			“Oh, sorry, I’ve been knocking and knocking at the front door. I don’t guess you heard me, so I thought I’d just check around back since I could hear you singing. My, what a nice voice you have, too, Miss Albertson.”

			“Halburtson,” Lexie corrected her, looking a little irritated now that she’d recovered her wits. She put her hands on her hips but made no move to flee or grab a knife; Stella’s greatest asset in such situations was that she looked far less threatening, in her velour jacket and cute sneakers, than she actually was. “Who did you say you were with?”

			Stella smacked her hand against her forehead. “Oh, now, that explains it,” she said, taking Chrissy’s tablet out of her purse and tapping the blank screen a few times for effect. “We’ve been having a problem where the system keeps lopping off the first letter in folks’ names, causes all kinds of problems with the billing. Why, I just came from a fella named Roger Bass, and the system had us sending bills to Mr. Ass. Well, you can imagine he wasn’t very happy about that!” Stella giggled, all the while gauging Lexie’s reaction.

			The girl looked disconcerted, though she managed a polite smile. She was wearing a blue robe that once might have been fluffy but had become matted and threadbare, its design of frolicking kittens blurred and barely recognizable. Her feet were bare except for the cotton stuffed between her toes and a fresh coat of bright pink polish. Her hair was knotted on top of her head in what might have been a bun before most of it sprung free in a sort of waterfall around her head. Most startling of all, however, was the pale green slime that coated her face from chin to hairline.

			“Hey, is that the SeaMynt Hydrating Enzyme Masque?” Stella said, before Lexie could get a word in. Building trust sometimes flowed most naturally from wearing a person down with conversation, forging little connections with them to make them feel like you were cut from the same cloth. “Reason I ask is, my daughter’s a cosmetologist, and she got certified in the whole SeaMynt product line. Great stuff, right?”

			Lexie touched her cheek and gave a little smile. “Oh, I know. So moisturizing! Just does wonders repairing the skin.”

			“A beautiful young girl like you—I can’t believe you’d need anything but soap and water to look your best,” Stella said, and Lexie brightened even more. “Are you a professional singer?”

			“Why, yes, I am. You know Miranda Lambert? People always compare me to her, but, like, more crossover? You like live music? Because I’ve played at the Outrigger and the Shamrock Shack…”

			While the girl chattered on about her appearances at an extensive list of venues Stella had never heard of, she maneuvered herself between Lexie and her open sliding door, ensuring that the girl wouldn’t make a quick exit after hearing what Stella had to say next.

			She fished her wallet out of her purse and flipped it open, bypassing her Freshway card and jcpenney credit card and the card that proclaimed her an ordained minister of the Universal Life Everlasting Church—that one, a gag gift from Jelloman, had come in handy a time or two—and finally found the one she was looking for.

			“I’m sorry to interrupt, Miss Halburtson,” she said, flashing the card that proclaimed her a code compliance officer of the building department of Licking County, Ohio. She’d bought it from a fellow who made a tidy living modifying legitimate ID cards, but he changed only the photo, because recent advances in printing technology made it nearly impossible to create such pieces from scratch. Ohio, of course, was not ideal; nor was the building department, but Stella couldn’t afford any of the top-of-the-line offerings, like a Kansas City ATF officer ID or a Missouri Narcotics Officers Association membership card. Fortunately, few people asked to examine the card up close. “I’m afraid I wasn’t entirely straight with you. My name is actually Lynn Smith, and I’m helping out in the investigation into Bryant Molder’s death.”

			“You’re not here about my car payments?” Lexie said, looking so relieved she might faint. Stella noted with interest that the mention of her purported boyfriend’s name didn’t seem to provoke any sort of painful emotions, either.

			“No, miss, and I’m sorry for the subterfuge. But I’m afraid we have reason to believe that your apartment is being watched. You may be in danger.”

			Lexie’s eyes widened. If she was responsible for Bryant’s death, which seemed increasingly unlikely the more she chattered, she was covering it well.

			“Oh no, I was afraid he wouldn’t stop with just Bryant,” Lexie wailed. “Do you all know where he’s at or is he, like, on the lam right now?”

			“Uh…” Stella said, mystified.

			“Rex Rendell! That’s who killed Bryant. He just couldn’t stand Bryant stealing his clients. That’s how he saw it, anyway.”

			“Right,” Stella said, mystified even further. She was at a tricky juncture now; admitting she had no idea who Lexie was talking about would surely undermine her credibility.

			“Here, I’ve saved all his emails. Let me show you.” She grabbed her phone off the kitchen counter and dabbed at it. “I mean, I’ve thought about it before, that he might take it out on me and Divinity and his other clients, only it wasn’t really our fault, you know?”

			“Er, what wasn’t your fault?”

			Lexie glanced at her, frowning. “That we all dropped him. I mean, now we’re all releasing our work online, we’re, like, out from under the tyranny of the major recording labels. The gatekeepers aren’t relevant anymore, you know? Bryant knows—knew—all these indie producers who can totally help you get your work out there online without having to pay for studio time, and he’s also got the TV leads, so it just seems like a waste of time to focus on traditional vocal training. I mean, maybe five years ago when the industry was totally different—but now it’s like you got to diversify. You got to have your fingers in all these different pies, right? Here.”

			She handed Stella the phone, and Stella read the email.

			Ask Bryant if he can fix your glottalizing. —Rex

			
				REX RENDELL, voice coach to the stars!

				Nominated for the prestigious Silver Songbird Award, 2008!

			

			“Um, I’m afraid I’m not familiar with glot—glot—” Stella said, handing back the phone; squinting at the tiny lettering would give her a headache in no time.

			“Glottalizing.” Lexie sighed dramatically. “Okay. So, like, Rex was classically trained, and he thinks that’s the only way to sing. And glottalizing is this thing where you click when you’re voicing. And he was always trying to get me to stop. But the first month I released my new single, I sold almost sixty copies. Right? So maybe it wasn’t this big huge problem Rex always said it was.”

			“Uh… let me see if I understand. You used to take voice lessons so you could get picked up by one of the big labels—”

			“Who are completely terrified of innovation,” Lexie said, nodding energetically. “They won’t take a chance on anyone who’s even a little bit different, no matter how talented you are.”

			“Okay. They got their thumbs up their asses, so you did this online thing with Bryant—”

			“A guy Bryant knew,” Lexie said. “Charged me two hundred and fifty bucks, and that included mixing and graphics and prepress, all of it.”

			“And now your song is out on the Internet, where people can buy it.”

			“Yes!” Lexie said. “For ninety-nine cents, and I keep seventy percent of every sale!”

			“So, help me out here… If you sold sixty of them, you made, like…”

			“Forty-one dollars and fifty cents. But that’s just the first month, and it’s going to keep growing. There’s this guy I know who made almost four hundred thousand dollars last year on his first album.”

			Stella nodded as though the whole thing made sense. “Anyhoo… Rex, your voice coach, was upset because no one wants lessons anymore, and he blames Bryant for hooking you all up with these, uh, producers.”

			“And the shows. He was especially mad about the reality shows. He thinks they’re, I don’t know, beneath us or something.” Lexie shrugged, adorably. “Um, do you think Rex is going to come try to kill me soon? I mean, should I call my folks and tell them, just in case?”

			Her momentary vulnerability tugged at Stella’s heartstrings. So far she seemed both much more naive, and much nicer, than Divinity; it was hard to tell through the green goop, but she seemed lovely, too. “Well, let’s just go over things and then we’ll figure out a next step—that sound okay?”

			“Okay. I just feel so bad for Miss Edwards, since I won’t be able to come sing at the wedding. She seems like a nice lady.”

			“You and Divinity were close? Is that why she asked you to sing at the wedding with her?”

			“Oh hell no, I hate that stuck-up little bitch, she can fry in a pan full of chicken fat for all I care. I just owed her one, was all, and she never was planning to show up for the wedding, she was going to cancel at the last minute and this way there’d still be someone there to sing for her aunt. Of course, that was before she found out about Leif Torgrimson.”

			“But doesn’t Leif scout for the big labels?” Stella asked, confused.

			“Well, yeah.” Lexie looked a little uncertain. “I mean, I guess if a label asks to sign you, and you can still do your own stuff on the side, it’s not really selling out.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I mean, if Columbia Records wanted to give me seven figures I guess I’d do it.” Lexie frowned and examined her nails, which were painted the same bright pink as her toenails. “This is a competitive industry, you know? I mean, even with the auditions—Bryant can only ever send one of his clients when he has a connection. He gave Divinity My Side of the Mountain to make up for giving me Bet the House. She was furious, but you know, I earned it.” She shrugged, and Stella had to wonder which of her attributes made her better suited to poke at pie charts or pose in glasses and a business suit.

			“Huh.” Stella mulled that over. “And Divinity was better qualified for Mountain?”

			Lexie huffed. “Well, not at all, except she looks good in a deerskin halter top, I guess.”

			“I have to admit that I haven’t seen many of these type of things,” Stella said. “But don’t you have to have a certain set of skills?”

			“They train you some. I mean, the promo tape doesn’t hurt at all, which was why Divinity has been practicing with the bow and arrow, and zip-lining and using a compass, she might as well have joined the Boy Scouts by now.”

			“Let me ask you a hard question,” Stella said. “Were you jealous that Bryant, who you were involved with, went away alone with his ex-girlfriend, who you’ve said you don’t much care for in the first place?”

			“Oh, no, ma’am,” Lexie said sincerely. “Bryant was saving the best ones for me. I’ve got an audition for The Bachelor coming up. If I got in the finals, it could totally break me out. I mean, compared to that, My Side of the Mountain—well, it’s not very dignified, is it?”

			Stella tried to overlook the fact that the question had been asked by a woman with a green face and Pebbles Flintstone hairdo. “But you were seeing him, weren’t you?”

			Lexie sighed. “Miz Smith, there’s something you have to understand about this business. We don’t really date date. I mean, not when we’re starting out. You have to make all these strategic alliances, right? I liked Bryant just fine, and we had fun when we were together, and we went to some events together. But he’s dated lots of his clients. I mean, it works for him, too, if you go on his website he’s got shots of him with all kinds of girls.”

			“So that wasn’t… a source of tension between you and Divinity?”

			“No, not that. It was more… well, see, Divinity and I were living together until last summer. But I couldn’t hardly stand it anymore. She’s just awful messy.”

			Stella, who had seen a cockroach make his way along the countertop over a crusted pizza box, kept her face neutral. “You’re saying her housekeeping skills…”

			“Terrible! Just awful! It got so I was embarrassed to have friends over. Also she kept borrowing my clothes without asking and she used my makeup all the time and wore the points down on all my eyeliner.”

			Stella, whose own house during her married years was so clean that you could have diapered a baby on the kitchen floor or eaten oatmeal out of the bathroom sinks, wondered what exactly was going to happen to this generation of girls, who seemed to have acquired almost no household skills. She supposed that she and all the other mothers of her generation were to blame, doting as they had on their offspring. Stella had made Noelle’s bed, cooked her meals, done her laundry, and vacuumed her bedroom for the first eighteen years of her life. But in that regard, as in so many others, Noelle had surprised her, emerging into adulthood a competent housekeeper and an enthusiastic cook. Maybe it was only a matter of time before Divinity caught up, too.

			“How old are you, anyway?” she asked, on a whim.

			Lexie frowned. “I guess you can find out anyway, but don’t tell, please. I’ll be thirty-one next May, but my official bio says I’m twenty-three.”

			“My heavens!” Stella exclaimed. “Well, it’s a cruel business you’re in, if you ask me.”

			“I know. I never expected to spend my best years like this,” Lexie said sorrowfully, glancing around her cramped apartment at the glittery costumes that looked a little limp and sad in the bright light of day.

			“Oh, honey,” Stella said, knowing she ought to maintain her professional distance, but her maternal instincts trumping her common sense. “These aren’t your best years. Not by a long shot. I promise you, if you work hard and always remember to be yourself, your best years are ahead of you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Since Lexie hadn’t turned out to be much of a suspect, Stella decided to take a chance and swung by the jail on her way back to the resort to take another crack at Divinity. Tilly had gone to get takeout, which Stella figured was probably more about getting away from her sister for a while. Marty had just got back from sending a fax at the FedEx office, and despite the fact that they had the heat on in the waiting room, he hovered near the window without taking off his trench coat or driving gloves, while Stella and his wife talked. His part was crooked, as if he’d walked out of the motel without combing his hair. Meanwhile, Taffy was knitting a scarf that already looked like it was twice as long as any normal human could make use of. The vigil was starting to get the best of them, and Stella felt a little sorry for them.

			“Hello, Stella,” Marty said morosely.

			“How are you holding up, Marty?”

			“Okay, I guess. Got a buyer on the hook for a six-bedroom colonial that’s been sitting—trying to get them approved.”

			“Huh. I mean where Divinity’s concerned, actually,” Stella said gently.

			“Oh. Well, shook up, I guess. You know how it is.”

			“Nice of you to visit,” Taffy said coolly, “since you couldn’t bother to use your special influence to help poor Divinity.”

			“What on earth are you talking about?” Stella said.

			“Well, with you and the sheriff being so cozy, I would have thought you might be able to put in a word with these cretins.”

			Stella glanced down the hall to the interior offices, where she glimpsed the receptionist from the other day peering over a magazine with a young woman in a Quail Valley patrol uniform.

			“What did they, uh…”

			“Well, it says visiting hours are ten to noon and five to seven,” Taffy said, pointing to a sign affixed over the reception desk, “but seeing as Divinity’s the only one back there other than some drunk they picked up, and all they have to do is sit around on their asses all day, I don’t see what it would cost them to let me go back and sit with my poor little girl.”

			“Hmm.” Stella, who knew that in these small-town lockups, exceptions were the rule, depending on the relationships those being held had with the staff and visitors, figured that what was more likely was that Divinity had suggested that the guards could keep her mother out of her sight for just as long as they liked. “Well, let me see what I can do. But, Taffy, you have to know that I don’t have any special kind of relationship with anyone.”

			“Really?” Taffy said, raising one eyebrow. “ ’Cause word is that you’ve been playing your sheriff against a gentleman who keeps a saloon.” She said the word gentleman as though it were a synonym for excrement.

			“Huh,” Stella said. “Funny the crazy rumors that get passed around.”

			She turned her back on Marty and Taffy and headed for the reception desk, clearing her throat.

			“Yes, ma’am?” the young officer said politely.

			“Oh, Divinity didn’t tell you?”

			“Tell me what?”

			“I’m here for an emergency visit. I’m her OA sponsor.”

			“OA? What’s that?”

			“Overeaters Anonymous? You know, the twelve-step program?”

			“I’m afraid I haven’t heard of that, ma’am. She sure looks awful skinny, though.”

			Stella nodded sagely. “Oh, I know, she looks great now. But you should have seen her a couple of years ago—topped the scales at three hundred pounds.”

			“You don’t say!” The young woman cast an astonished look back toward the door to the cells. Stella squinted at her nametag: Officer J. Pinkerton.

			“Oh, yes, she’s very sensitive about it. You know how she can get a little testy sometimes?”

			“Gracious, yes,” Officer Pinkerton said in a heartfelt tone. Stella could only imagine the abuse she’d suffered from Divinity.

			“Well, she does that when she’s feeling vulnerable, and she can’t get access to her usual self-comforts. Why, I’ve seen her eat a dozen tacos from Taco Bell in one sitting. She’ll shoot Cheez Whiz straight out of the can when she’s really struggling. It’s a self-protection response. I’m working with her on overcoming it, actually. And I was wondering… I know this is irregular, and I’d certainly be happy to come back tomorrow if necessary, but do you think I could have just a few words with her? In private?”

			Officer Pinkerton blinked. Stella could practically see her weighing the infraction against suffering more of Divinity’s bad mood.

			“I think we could swing that,” she said in a low voice. “I mean, maybe it would be best if, you know, Officer Simmons didn’t find out about it. But she’s off interviewing the head ranger over at the park right now so it should be okay. And her boys aren’t in today, they got the weekend off.”

			“I’ll be quick, I promise,” Stella said. “I’m just going to pray with her a little, and maybe talk her down a bit.”

			In no time Officer Pinkerton had dragged a chair up to Divinity’s cell and excused herself, leaving Stella alone with a very disgruntled young woman as well as the only other resident, a drunk man who was lying on the floor of his cell humming in a surprisingly sweet voice.

			“Okay, I’m going to make this fast,” Stella said.

			“Whatever,” Divinity said, examining her nails under the fluorescent lights. “Mom got me some lawyer who’ll have me out of here soon. And then we’re going to sue everyone.”

			“Well, good luck with that,” Stella said, her temper already piqued. She didn’t bother pointing out that the lawyer had come courtesy of her, a favor she figured she’d pass out holding her breath to be thanked for. “Given the state of the county budget, that ought to get you a hot dog and a root beer.”

			“I’ll have a beer,” the drunk called out hopefully.

			Divinity sighed. “Unless you’re here to tell me that The Bachelor called, I’m afraid I’m a little tired, and I would prefer to be alone. Not to be rude.”

			“Huh. And yet your poor mama is out there, sitting on a vinyl couch and drinking machine coffee, just hoping for a chance to see your face. Don’t that make you feel bad?”

			“Would you want to be stuck in an eight-by-eight room forced to listen to my mother with no way to escape?” Divinity demanded.

			“Point taken. Okay, like I said, we don’t have a lot of time here. I know about the audition tape y’all were making out in the woods. Where is it?”

			Divinity stared at Stella, the wheels turning behind her icy blue eyes. “I would be interested to know how you found out about that,” she finally said.

			“And I’d be interested in getting my hands on Gary Oldman’s phone number, but neither of those is very likely to happen.”

			“What do you care, anyway?”

			Stella’s patience was close to snapping. “Honestly? I don’t care much what happens to you. You were a spoiled, wrinkly little baby who grew up into a spoiled girl who doesn’t seem to care about anyone else. I’d leave you here to rot, except my best friend is getting married and it’s very important to her that your parents be there, which is another mystery, but I guess she’s got her reasons. Meanwhile, my assistant had a brush with misfortune last night that I am not about to stand for. Someone killed Bryant, and that someone seems bent on keeping it a secret. The fact you’re in here lets you off the hook, but you can bet I’m not leaving until I’ve found out what I want to know.”

			Divinity’s mouth twisted into a not-very-nice smile that Stella recognized from her publicity photos. “And how exactly are you going to get me to tell you? All I have to do is holler and that girl cop will come running. I’ve got everyone around here eating out of my hand.”

			Stella didn’t bother to point out that the staff was acting out of a sense of self-preservation rather than any sort of affection for Divinity. Instead, she closed her eyes for a moment, took a few calming breaths, and forced a smile on her face.

			“Honey, I feel like we got going in a wrong direction there. Really, I just want what your mom wants, which is to clear this up and get you out of here. But I can tell you’re tired. You need your rest. I can respect that. I’ll just be going, and maybe if you’re feeling better tomorrow I can come back and visit again. But here, sweetie, at least I can give you something to pass the time.”

			She reached into her purse for the novel she carried with her everywhere, in case she found herself stuck in line with nothing to do. It had come in handy at doctors’ offices, carpool lanes, and the Walmart checkout at the holidays. This particular one was by the fabulous J. D. Robb, pen name of her most favorite author in the world, Nora Roberts.

			She handed it through the bars of the cell, but when Divinity reached for it, Stella dropped it and grabbed her wrist. Then she executed a maneuver she’d learned from Mr. Hou that involved using her own weight as leverage to twist it backward and up, and in seconds Divinity’s face was as white as a sheet and she was on her knees, attempting to scream.

			There are certain kinds of pain so sharp and immediate that they take your breath away. Stella had been the victim of such pain, so she knew she had only seconds before Divinity got hold of herself and started to scream.

			“Make a sound and I’ll break your wrist,” Stella said. “I’ll tell them you done it to yourself in a fit of remorse. Who you think they’re gonna believe, a nice friend of your mom’s or a stuck-up skinny little bitch with a voice like George Michael on helium?”

			Tears were forming in Divinity’s eyes, and her face was turning from white to purple.

			“Now nod your head that you understand me, and I’ll loosen up here. I’m not going to let go, though, and if you don’t tell me what I want to know, I can separate your radiocarpal joint in two seconds flat.”

			Divinity nodded energetically, and Stella relaxed her grip.

			“Get up now, honey,” she said, and with a minimum of protest Divinity got to her feet, and they stood eye to eye, holding hands like teenagers on a date.

			“What really happened? Big picture’s fine, you can save the details for the biopic when you get famous someday.”

			Divinity ignored Stella’s snide rejoinder and spoke fast, all the attitude absent from her voice. “Bryant had me climb up in a tree. He was filming. He has this little minicam he uses. I was supposed to be shooting rabbits. Well, there weren’t any rabbits, but I was shooting arrows into this bush.”

			“With your little pink girlie bow.”

			Divinity blinked. “How’d you know that?”

			“Well, you were dumb enough to pick the worst hiding place in the woods. Even these fuckups were able to find it, and that’s saying something.”

			“I was dazed from the fall!” Divinity protested. “I couldn’t think straight, I had a concussion!”

			“Keep talking.”

			“Bryant was filming, and he was giving me all these directions, do this and do that and find my light and don’t let leaves block the view and I could hardly focus. I hadn’t shot any arrows at all and I was trying to figure out how to bring my arm back without running into a branch. Anyway all of a sudden he lets out this yell and scared me so bad I fell out of the tree. I didn’t mean to kill him, Stella, I really didn’t, but I must have let go of the arrow while I was falling, because when I woke up from being knocked out there he was dead with it sticking out of him.”

			Stella stared incredulously. The girl actually believed she’d killed Bryant. “You… shot him?”

			“Well, yeah, how else do you think he ended up dead? Anyway, you can’t blame me for being scared and all confused, I mean, I’m pretty sure if those idiots in the hospital knew what they were doing they would have found signs of severe disorientation or whatever you call it. And Bryant was dead and I’m really sorry about that but it wasn’t like there was anything I could do for him except get help so they could come collect him. And I knew they’d never understand how it was an accident and all so, yeah, I hid the bow and then I just kept walking until I found that ranger.” She frowned in distaste. “Also a moron, and he didn’t smell too good either.”

			“Well,” Stella said. “Huh. Okay. Listen here. Your attorney’s going to tell you the same thing, but you need to keep all of this to yourself.”

			“I know that, Stella, I’m not stupid.”

			“I want you to just sit tight and don’t say anything at all. No more bossing the staff around. No more demanding special privileges. And just to make sure they don’t get the wrong idea, you be nice to your parents and aunt.”

			Divinity rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to—”

			Stella jerked up on her wrist. The cartilage shifted, making a little popping sound that Stella could feel more than hear, and Divinity’s breath left her in a pained whoosh.

			“We got an understanding?” Stella demanded, tugging just a little harder. “I said, are you going to behave?”

			Divinity nodded even more vigorously than she had before, and Stella let go. She patted the girl’s cheek and smiled. “Good girl.”

			On her way out, she glanced at the title of the paperback on the floor.

			Betrayal in Death.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			By the time Stella got back to the resort, the autumn sun had warmed the interior of the Jeep until she had to shrug out of her sweater and roll the windows down. It felt good to have a breeze in her hair, and she drove past the golf course with her hand trailing in the wind.

			Then she spotted Goat. It was hard to miss him, since he stood several inches taller than Leif and two other unremarkable men on their way back to the clubhouse, their bags trailing. Stella had always been dubious of men who rode in carts—her own father, Buster Collier, had carried his own clubs the few times a year that he went out on the links. He’d never gotten bit by the bug, but he did occasionally take Stella and her sister, Gracellen, down to the range, where they’d hit a bucket of balls, few of them going in the direction they were aiming.

			Stella had fond memories of those outings. Her dad’s friends would stop by and compliment every shot the girls took and joke about how they’d soon be beating the tar out of the club pro. The fellows on the neighboring tees would sometimes pretend they’d been hit when one of the girls’ shots went especially wrong, falling to the ground and yelling that they’d broken a rib or lost an eye. And the waitress in the clubhouse always served them Shirley Temples, which to this day was secretly Stella’s favorite cocktail in the world, even if the only other living soul who knew lived several thousand miles away in California.

			The driving-range trips stopped when Stella got to be twelve or so and decided golf was for boys, a decision she’d kicked herself for a hundred times since then. Maybe she’d take up golf again. Maybe, she thought, as she watched Goat’s biceps in the golf shirt that was inadequate to contain those broad shoulders and well-defined muscles, she’d get Goat to give her a few pointers. He’d stand behind her, and wrap those hard sun-brown arms around her, and steady her grip and—

			Stella was suddenly pitched against the door as the Jeep hit something and bucked. Stella bit off a little shriek and pulled hard at the steering wheel, noting too late that she’d drifted off the road and run clean over a rock. The Jeep’s original suspension was nothing to write home about, but she’d had Potter Auto outfit it with gas shocks and linear springs and it took the correction like a champ, the only lasting effect being the racing of Stella’s heart.

			But she was no stranger to back roads that petered out to nothing. On more than one occasion she’d had to hunt down some weasely woman-smacker who figured he’d ride out the law by hiding in a cabin or shack or trailer somewhere until the fuss passed and he could return and start up the cycle all over again. On these occasions, Stella was fueled by the fury of a woman who knew what it was like to wait for the bruises to heal or the stitches to come out, the man who gave them to you skulking about like a skittish cat until the evidence of his wrongdoing was gone and he could convince himself you’d overreacted. Before he died, Ollie had forbidden Stella to drive the Jeep, which had been less than a year old at the time, and which he used to buff in the driveway with a fussy little chamois square like it was the Hope Diamond. Now she took great relish in driving his pride and joy like it was on fire, and if it had picked up a few dents and creases, she figured the adventures more than made up for them.

			Once she got the Jeep back in the proper lane, she passed the foursome at a good clip, not wanting Goat to see her before she’d had a chance to do a little repair on her appearance. There wasn’t time for a shower and change, as she’d hoped, or she’d miss their spin through the clubhouse. She figured she had about three minutes tops as she parked out front, and got busy with the Hello Kitty cosmetic bag that Noelle had given her for Mother’s Day.

			Concealer, eyeliner, and lipstick were easy enough to touch up, but there wasn’t a damn thing Stella could do about her hair, which swirled around in a windswept do that she would have killed for back in the eighties. She unbuttoned a few buttons on her top and rearranged the camisole underneath to lie prettily along the north slope of her breasts, and headed into the shop with her head held high.

			Right away, she spotted Chrissy and Ian. Since they’d only recently gone public with their relationship, they were still cautious with PDA, so only their hands were entwined under the table, but they were staring into each other’s eyes as though attempting a Vulcan mind meld. Stella was about to call out a jaunty hello when the doors to the dining room opened and the golfers walked in, Goat in the lead and looking like a well-seasoned Adonis sent down off the mountain with the sun lighting up his handsome face with gold.

			Stella blushed and lowered her eyelashes in preparation for batting them coquettishly, when someone called her name.

			It wasn’t Goat. Or Chrissy or Ian, for that matter. Stella spun around in the direction of the voice and found herself staring down at her other boyfriend, who was stretched out on a piece of plywood set on a couple of chairs. He had his hands clasped over the gentle slope of his stomach as though he were getting ready to be planted out in the cemetery behind Calvary United Methodist, but he lifted up his head and gave her an eager smile.

			“Surprise!” he hollered, and then “Ow” and a string of curses as he lay back down on the board. A man hurried over from the bar carrying two tall frosty beers, one of them with a straw sticking out of it—Jorge from the bar, dressed in his trademark fleece-lined L.L.Bean plaid shirt and camo pants.

			“Hey there, Stella,” Jorge murmured, brushing past her in a hurry as though he were on a critical errand.

			Goat was standing several paces away with his good hand on his hip, and his splinted hand held gingerly to the side. Chrissy jumped up from her table, disentangling herself from Ian, and then all of a sudden everyone was talking at once.

			Everyone, that is, except for Stella, who started backing toward the bar.

			“Wow, there you are, Stella, we been saving you a seat!” Chrissy chirped.

			“Yo, buddy, don’t be doing anything you’re going to regret,” Ian hollered, heading for Goat rather unsteadily; it was unclear if he was love drunk or just plain drunk.

			“Just try a little,” Jorge coaxed softly, as he tried to get BJ to take a sip of his beer out of the straw. Jorge was the most soft-spoken man Stella knew; you had to lean in pretty close to make out what he was saying most of the time. “Stella, I brought you some tamales. They’re in the cooler out in the truck.”

			“What the hell is he doing here?” BJ demanded, looking as affronted as a man can when he’s been fixed to a length of plywood by what looked like a torn-up sheet and industrial staples.

			“Me? I’m an invited guest,” Goat snarled. “Which is more than some can say.”

			“I was invited,” BJ rejoined, wiggling in an apparent attempt to find the most comfortable pose on his makeshift papoose board while Jorge fussed around trying to keep him still. “I was invited by her. I’m Stella’s date. Jorge, tip me up a little, will you?”

			Jorge, who was roughly two-thirds as wide as he was tall, most of it solid muscle, obligingly lifted up the end of the plywood that held BJ’s head, giving him a better view of the bar. Stella took a break from rapping on the wooden bar in an attempt to get the attention of the bartender, who appeared to be mesmerized by the site of BJ and had stopped drying the glass he held, his mouth agape. She gave BJ a discreet once-over: he was freshly shaven and neatly dressed in a pair of pleated khaki trousers and a striped sweater in shades of blue; his hair was gelled up in stiff spikes the way he did for more formal occasions. He’d gone to some effort, even if the effect was spoiled a bit by his percale shackles at his ankles, waist, and chest. Stella had to give him and Jorge an A for ingenuity; it looked like the getup kept BJ’s spine well immobilized.

			And he must have made the drive up here in the back of his own truck, with Jorge at the wheel. That had to have been a hell of an uncomfortable trip, despite the hard top affixed to the truck bed and the savory aroma of Jorge’s tamales wafting from the cooler. Not to mention what a challenge it must have been to get him into and out of the truck, though Jorge—an amateur powerlifter who competed all over central Missouri—was clearly the best choice for the job.

			The bartender finally got unmesmerized enough to sidle down to Stella. “Help you, miss?”

			“Just a Diet Coke,” she said regretfully. “I’d hit the hard stuff, only it looks like someone’s gonna have to stay sober enough to deal with all of this.”

			“That’s a dogfight brewin’, you ask me,” the bartender said as he squirted soda into a tall glass. “Wonder what all they’re tussling over. Probably some woman.” He shook his head with disgust, as though it was the biggest waste of time he’d ever seen.

			“Maybe she’s worth it,” Stella suggested.

			The bartender snorted and wiped his hands on a bar rag before handing over her soda.

			“On the house, as long as you can convince them to take it outside. I don’t need nobody turning over the place.”

			BJ and Goat hadn’t gotten any further than glaring and sticking out their chests—at least, Goat was; BJ was reduced to making the tendons in his neck stand out. Stella almost felt a little sorry for him.

			“Well, since the wedding’s been canceled, I guess you probably have to get back to town, lawboy,” BJ commented. “Of course before you go, I expect you’re itching to put some other innocent bystander in traction. Maybe get that gal in the green—she don’t look like she’ll give you too much trouble.”

			All eyes turned to see who BJ was talking about. A pair of elderly women were sharing a club sandwich in a table at the window. One of them was wearing a green cardigan sweater over her plaid golf slacks and pristine white fringed shoes. She couldn’t have weighed more than ninety pounds.

			“I didn’t do nothing to you,” Goat said. His voice sounded like it had been roughed up with sandpaper. “You’re just in over your head.”

			BJ shrugged, a motion that evidently hurt like hell since he made a mewling sound that he quickly turned into a fake coughing fit. “Keep telling yourself that, if it makes you feel better. But if you was paying attention you’d know it was my truck parked over at the lady’s house two Sunday mornings ago.”

			Goat’s silvery eyebrows shot up and he whipped around to stare at Stella, whose own mouth fell open with dismay. It was technically true that BJ had been at her house, if by “morning” he meant closing in on 1:00 a.m. The stupidest part was that she’d urged him to stay with every nonverbal trick in her arsenal, but after a couple of hours of gentle groping on the couch, BJ had adjusted his trousers and tucked his shirt back in and blushed and refused to meet her eyes and asked if she might like to have dinner with him the next Tuesday, when the Rob Roy Grill had a brisket special.

			Instead, BJ had made it sound like he’d bedded her and kept her there, pinned under the weight of his animal passion, until the midday sun streamed through the windows. Which was what more or less she’d been trying to get him to do, but now Stella could hardly believe she’d even shaved her legs for the event.

			Especially when the look in Goat’s eyes rounded the corner of astonished and went right on going until it arrived at wounded. He swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and walked over to BJ. In full view of the half dozen people who were trying hard to act like they weren’t paying attention, and studiously ignoring Stella, he extended his unhurt hand. “May the better man win,” he said.

			BJ hesitated only for a moment before shaking. Goat, Stella judged, may have been a bit firm in his grip, judging from how BJ’s face turned to a shade close to Stella’s maid-of-honor dress.

			“All right then,” he finally squeaked, and Goat shook one last time and let go. BJ waited until Goat had stalked out of the bar before he seized his shook hand with the other one, clearly in pain.

			He might ought to have waited just a little longer, because the motion jostled the plywood, which made the ice bin slip out the side, causing the board to slam down on the chair and then tip off the side of the seat, with the end result being that BJ was dumped unceremoniously onto the floor, facedown and still attached.

			It took Jorge and Ian both to get him turned over, and from the sounds he was making, Stella wondered if he’d broken something. When she saw the blood pouring out of his nose she had her answer. By then the bartender was already on the phone, barking out the address of the bar.

			Chrissy hurried over to Stella, skirting the table where Jorge and Ian had set BJ’s board. Ian had gone after Goat, no doubt hoping to calm him down or cheer him up or at least keep him from getting arrested again.

			“Suppose he called the cops or 9-1-1?” Chrissy asked, jerking a thumb at the bartender.

			It turned out to be the paramedics who showed up to deal with BJ. While they got him ready to transport, ignoring his loud protests that there was absolutely nothing wrong with him, a claim that was made less credible by the approximate gallon of blood that had leaked from his nose and a cut on his head, Jorge came around to join Stella and Chrissy. By now, a crowd had gathered to watch, with the two elderly lady golfers at the center of it loudly recounting how it had all unfolded, embellishing the story a little differently each time.

			“How’d you get him into the truck?” Stella asked Jorge.

			“Borrowed a dolly from Dumfree Liquors,” he said softly. “Used a few bungees so he wouldn’t slip off.”

			“I hope BJ’s paying you overtime for all of this.”

			Jorge shrugged. “We worked it out.”

			Stella knew that BJ was more than generous with his employees; he was constantly helping them out of some scrape or other, like paying for a waitress’s tonsillectomy or housing Jorge’s cousins in the garage when they came up to visit.

			“What’d that getup run you, anyway?” Chrissy asked.

			Jorge shrugged. “Got that old sheet from the lady down the street for free. Borrowed the plywood from that house they’re building over on Oak Street. BJ had the bungee cords… so I guess a couple of bucks for a box of staples.”

			Chrissy shook her head and whistled as the paramedics strapped BJ into place on their wheeled black-and-yellow stretcher. “And what do you suppose insurance is going to bill to haul him off in that contraption?”

			Jorge squinted at it, moving his lips silently as though he was totaling up an estimate. “Few thousand, anyway,” he finally said in a perturbed whisper.

			“Fucking health care system,” they muttered in unison as BJ was wheeled out the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Stella had barely finished catching Chrissy up on her visits with Lexie and Divinity when Noelle arrived with her new girlfriend in tow. Stella gave Noelle a crushing hug and Cinnamon a rather shy one, since they’d only met a few times so far. Both of the girls were beautifully made up, with sparkly wings of eye shadow shading from one jewel tone to another and the flawless skin that is wasted on the young and lips glossed with vibrant red. Their hair was another matter. Back in Stella’s day, no one she knew would have dared go out of the house in curlers, but both Noelle and Cinnamon had complicated arrangements of combs and curlers on top of their heads, like ceremonial headdresses from some alien culture.

			After a flurry of greetings, Chrissy had Noelle glue some fake eyelashes on her and left to do the rest of her primping on her own, which Stella figured involved a fair amount of help from her beau, or if not help, at least the sort of interfering that Chrissy wouldn’t much mind. Then Stella invited the girls up to her suite.

			“Oh, Mama, look at you,” Noelle sighed, shaking her head and unzipping her cosmetic case, which was so big it came with wheels to make dragging it around easier. “We best get busy. I knew this would happen, is why I did Cinnamon and me before we left home. All’s we need to do is change clothes and take our hair out a few minutes before we go down to the party, so I can focus all my attention on you.”

			“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Stella said, sighing happily and propping her feet up on the chair Noelle dragged over for her pedicure. “You must be exhausted from your trip.”

			“Oh, hush. What I hear, your man on the side came up here to lay claim to you, and Goat just about put him in traction—you got to look good for the tabloid photos when they fight to the death over you.”

			“Okay, little miss, who you been talking to?” Stella asked, not entirely displeased.

			“Irene, if you got to know. She was so mad she missed the fight, she called me ’cause she thought I might of heard more details than she got.”

			“It wasn’t a fight.” Stella gave a quick summary of what had happened. “BJ just needed a couple stitches, is all. Jorge called to tell me he was picking him up in time for the party. The thing is… since I did invite BJ up here in the first place, I guess I need to, you know…”

			“No, I don’t know, Mama. What is it you think you need to do?” Noelle demanded, pausing from her cuticle pushing.

			“Well, be a good date,” Stella said, blushing. “Like, sit with him tonight, keep up my end of the conversation, introduce him around—for heaven’s sake, honey, didn’t we have this talk the first time you went out with Schooner?”

			Schooner was Noelle’s very first boyfriend, a sweet young man who was a regular fixture in the Hardesty house back in high school, before Noelle had figured out that she preferred girls.

			“That ain’t all you told me,” Noelle said hotly. “Don’t you remember the no-no talk?”

			Stella blinked. It sounded vaguely familiar… in fact, she seemed to remember her own mother giving it to her, nearly four decades ago.

			“If a boy wants more from you than you’re ready to give,” Noelle recited, in a perfect imitation of Stella, right down to the tilt of the chin—“whether it’s a date or a kiss or your special gift—then you just tell him ‘No way, no how.’ No and no.”

			“Oh, Lordy,” Stella said. “ ‘Your special gift.’ In my defense, that was my mom’s name for it, I didn’t make it up.”

			“Yeah, ’cause if Grammy Pat said virginity out loud the earth would have swallowed her up.” Noelle’s eyes got a little misty. “I wish Grammy could have met Cinnamon. You think she would have liked her?”

			It had never occurred to Stella to wonder how her mother would have greeted the news that her only grandchild was a lesbian. But Pat Collier had been sweet and fair and kind, and Stella had never seen her offer anything but friendship and encouragement to everyone she met.

			“Oh, sweetheart, if you love Cinnamon, then I’m sure Grammy would, too.”

			Noelle smiled like she had a wonderful secret, and got back to work, humming.

			Leaving Stella to wonder what her mother might have thought of Goat.

			On Stella’s wedding day, while her mother was helping her into the gown the two of them had sewn together, she suddenly gripped her daughter’s hands hard. She’d fastened only half of the thirty silk-covered buttons that trailed up the back of the dress, but there was an urgent look in her eyes.

			“Sweetheart,” Pat said, taking a deep breath. “If… I don’t know how to say this, exactly, but I just want you to know—your father and I want you to know—that if there is any part of you that isn’t sure, any part of you that doesn’t want to go through with this—even a little part—why, we wouldn’t judge you in the least, even if you just want to take a little more time to think.”

			Stella, whose ribs were being crushed under the rubberized girdle that was supposed to make her waist look tiny, could only gape. Her parents had never said one ill word against Ollie, welcoming him into their home during his six-month courtship, including him in holiday dinners and family outings.

			Ollie was always on his best behavior when others were around, even if, when they were alone, some disturbing things had begun happening. He’d been accusing Stella of flirting with other men, or making him look foolish with their friends; he sometimes made fun of her ideas or pretended not to remember things he’d promised to do. Worst of all, one night a few weeks earlier, after an argument about the best way to get to a party over in Harrisonville, he’d squeezed her arm so hard she still had the mark of his fingers the next day.

			But her mother didn’t know any of that, and all Stella could do was shake her head, mystified. “No, Mama,” she’d said, “everything is fine.” And a few hours later she was married.

			In the years that followed, when Ollie’s taunts and harsh words turned much worse, when the marks on Stella’s body became harder to hide, she never said a word to her parents. She was too ashamed, too embarrassed to have made such a poor choice, and too entrenched in her marriage to realize she had any choice. But she always wondered if her mother suspected. Pat always hugged Stella extra hard after every visit, and her demeanor with Ollie cooled until, by the time she died, she was speaking to him only when necessary.

			But Goat… Stella had seen Goat with elderly women before. He’d jump-started Novella Glazer’s old Skylark twice before driving her down to get a new battery himself. He’d climbed up onto Francie Cage’s roof to clear branches that fell on it during twister season a few years back. And Stella had seen him at the Freshway any number of times, carrying ladies’ groceries to their cars.

			Whenever he was caught bare-handed in that brand of kindness, Goat always blushed furiously and pretended not to notice Stella, which was somehow… sweet.

			Sweet. Yes. But if Stella had to choose just one word to describe the man she pined for, that wouldn’t be the one she’d choose.

			Only she couldn’t think of any others that were big enough or special enough, either.

			

			It was the best wedding reception ever, even if no actual wedding had taken place.

			For one thing, Stella didn’t think she’d ever seen a happier bride. At the last minute, Dotty decided to go ahead and wear her gown—“there’s no law says I can’t, and I want everyone to see me in it since I took the trouble to lose six pounds”—and Stella wore her pink bridesmaid gown, which, she had to admit, wasn’t entirely dreadful once Novella and Gracie finished with it. In fact, it was downright slimming, and if the skirt was a little froufrou, the clever seaming in the bodice more than made up for it, making her look like a fifties pinup girl. Noelle went with the theme, giving Stella Marilyn-style eyeliner and penciled brows and red lips.

			“Damn, Mama,” she said when she was done. “Either I’m just better than good—”

			“—or I am,” Stella finished.

			“I think you both are,” Cinnamon said sweetly.

			Stella and the girls kept Dotty company in a little sitting room off the ballroom, sipping champagne cocktails while Noelle touched up Dotty’s bridal makeup and glued rhinestones into her hair. They could hear the happy sounds of the guests enjoying the cocktail hour next door, a medley of Broadway favorites playing in the background. Irene popped in to update them on the gossip, including a bit of news regarding BJ, who had been given strict orders to spend the evening in bed. The hotel staff—probably fearing a lawsuit over the dustup in the bar—had put him and Jorge up in a VIP room, which, in a cruel twist, came with its own pool table. Stella tried to keep any signs of relief off her face, but Irene gave her a sly and searching look before wondering out loud if the sheriff would be forced to spend another night with Leif and then taking her leave before anyone could respond.

			Just as Noelle was giving Dotty’s hair a final setting spray, the DJ announced the wedding party. “And now it’s my pleasure to introduce to you—the new—er, actually, the old—what I mean to say is, the future Mr. and Mrs. Kamran Rangarajan!”

			Stella opened the door with a flourish, accompanied by the introduction to “If I Loved You” from Carousel. Waiting in a tuxedo and a red bow tie was Kam, and seeing his jaw drop at the sheer loveliness of his bride was only the first of the moments Stella would carry with her for the rest of her days.

			She followed the happy couple out into the cheering crowd waiting in the ballroom, Noelle and Cinnamon slipping off to find their table. Stella slunk along the wall, trying to stay out of the spotlight focused on Kam and Dotty, searching the crowd for Chrissy and Ian, who had promised to save her a place—and to make sure Goat sat with them too.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” a voice growled into her ear. Goat, wearing a dark navy suit Stella had no idea he owned, stepped out from behind the bar, where he’d apparently been holding up the wall.

			“I was… going…”

			Suddenly, Stella couldn’t exactly remember, but luckily it didn’t seem to matter much after that. There was dancing, and fancy little snacks, and more champagne, all set to one romantic tune after another. Noelle and Cinnamon twirled around the dance floor, as graceful as a pair of music-box ballerinas, and Chrissy and Ian gave up any attempt at discretion and made out right in front of everyone. Mrs. Rangarajan was coaxed onto the dance floor by one of Dotty’s uncles from Sedalia, and Soorat and Rashita showed off some moves that were just shy of scandalous.

			As the party began to wind down, Stella found herself on the dance floor, swaying gently to the tune of “So in Love” from Kiss Me, Kate, with Goat’s arms around her, his splinted hand resting gently on her hip. As she laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes, she said the thing that had been simmering in her mind all day.

			“My mom would have liked you.”

			For a moment Goat just held her, his good hand making small circles on her back. Then he steered her rather forcefully toward the darkest corner of the dance floor.

			“I bet I would have liked her, too,” he said softly. “A lady who raises a daughter like you—well, she must have been pretty special. But I got to say…”

			He tugged Stella a little closer, his face only inches away, and Stella could make out the glint in his deep blue eyes even in the faint glow of candlelight.

			“What?” she whispered breathlessly.

			“She might not have liked me as much if she knew what I was thinking right now.”

			Stella’s heart was pounding so hard that she was afraid Goat could hear it. “What’s that?” Then she had another thought. “Wait. Don’t tell me. Not here.”

			She looked over his shoulder at the dance floor, lit up with candlelight and decorated with flowers. She saw Dotty dancing with Kam, looking every bit as beautiful as any bride Stella had ever seen. She saw her daughter laughing at something her girlfriend said, looking happier than she’d ever been. She saw Chrissy perched on Ian’s knee, the deputy gazing into her eyes as though they held all the secrets of the universe.

			She saw love, in all of its glorious variations, and she remembered what Noelle had said. She was brave, wasn’t she? She did deserve to be happy. She deserved to love the man of her dreams. And she wasn’t going to wait any longer for fate to drag him over and drop him at her feet.

			“Goat Jones… will you please walk me to my room?”

			Goat’s smile widened into a big grin. “Hell yes I will. It’s about damn time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			It was nearly three thirty in the morning when nature summoned Stella from her delicious slumber nestled in the crook of Goat’s arm. Goat’s leg was thrown over hers and his chin rested on top of her head. He sighed in his sleep occasionally, and once in a while muttered about a half a syllable in his deep, gruff voice, but mostly he just slept like a man at peace.

			Which was a funny notion, Stella thought as she eased herself out from under Goat’s arm, since the last few hours had been anything but peaceful. They’d been passionate and amazing and—and, well, the word thunderous came to mind, and every time Stella thought that Goat couldn’t possibly come up with yet another new way to make her glad to be a woman, he showed just how much manly ingenuity he’d been keeping under wraps all this time.

			It wasn’t perfect—there were a few bumped foreheads and limbs that had to be untangled and at one point, during a particularly daring attempt to re-create a pose Stella had seen on the Internet during afternoons when she’d gotten distracted by the naughty videos available from the same purveyors from whom she bought the bondage gear that kept her parolees in line, there was a sudden collapse that ended up with Stella falling off the edge of the bed and Goat almost landing on her. They’d managed to bump his splint often enough that his fingers were probably going to have to be reset. And there was that unfortunate banging of the headboard against the wall that neither of them noticed until their neighbor pounded back, though Goat picked up the bed and moved it a few inches into the room as though it was no heavier than a flat of petunias, which solved that problem.

			Actually, every obstacle they encountered was instantly solved by a wonderful combination of laughter and delight and acceptance and just plain fitting together that Stella knew, without ever having experienced it before, was how it was supposed to work. She wasn’t entirely inexperienced—Goat may have been only her second lover, after Ollie’s entirely forgettable performance, but Stella had rounded most of the bases any number of times and liked to think she knew a little bit about what went where and what to do with it when you got it there. But with Goat, something as simple as a caress on the cheek or a subtle shift to give her more of the covers was weighted with… well, everything. This was love. This was what she should have held out for, what she was glad her daughter had found, what she hoped Chrissy experienced with Ian or whoever she gave her heart to. This was what Lola Brennan felt when her husband Pete drove her to the Popeye’s every weekday to have lunch with the other Green Hat Ladies and got out of the truck and came around and opened her door, like he’d been doing for nearly sixty years. This was what the little slip of a girl who tossed the newspaper onto Stella’s porch from a basket on the front of her bike had been feeling for the last eight months since the skinny redheaded boy had started riding around on the back of it, getting himself out of bed two hours before school just so she wouldn’t have to ride around alone.

			This was what her parents had felt about each other, and as Stella finished up in the bathroom and washed up and checked for mascara smudges and quickly brushed her teeth so that Goat would wake to find her delightfully fresh, she gave up a quick little prayer to the Big Guy, thanking him for coming through spectacularly for her. If Stella had ever been able to bring herself to pray for Him to deliver a boyfriend, a request that even on the loneliest day seemed like ill use of His time given the shit going on around the globe that required His attention, Goat would have been exactly what she would have prayed for.

			Stella slipped back under the covers with a contented sigh, wrapping her arms around Goat and pressing her cheek against his naked, muscular shoulder. He murmured something that sounded—could she have imagined it?—like her name, and wrapped his big hand around her small one, and slept on.

			

			When Stella woke again, the sun was streaming through the windows and Goat was buckling his belt, his bare torso gleaming and his muscles rippling while he stared down at her with a funny little smile.

			Stella couldn’t help a pang of disappointment, even though watching Goat Jones dress might be one of the finest entertainments to be had, second perhaps to watching him undress and, of course, watching him grab one’s ankles and drag one down the bed to where he had better access to—well, never mind any of that.

			“You got somewhere to be?” she asked.

			“ ’Fraid so,” Goat said. “Daphne called. Hard to hear her over your snoring, but the gist of it seemed to be that she wants me to come in for some sort of ballistic consult on some shooting back in Fayette.”

			“I just bet she did,” Stella grumbled, propping herself up on her elbows, allowing the sheet to slip down and reveal a good portion of her bosom. Judging from the way Goat’s hands froze on the buckle, the ploy seemed to be having the effect she was hoping for, so Stella slowly stretched her arms over her head, faking a dainty little yawn. “Not to criticize a woman in blue, but don’t they got any of their own folks ever took the ballistics tech class? Seems like that would be the sort of thing even Sheriff Stanislas might notice.”

			“Well, I am considered to be the county expert,” Goat said modestly. “I know you thought I was avoiding you last December when I went down to Springfield for that advanced course, but in between thinking about you in those tight jeans you wore to the tree lighting downtown I did manage to pay attention to one or two things the instructor said.”

			“You remember what I wore to the tree lighting?” Stella asked, impressed. “I didn’t even know you saw me that night.”

			“Stella Hardesty, I bet I could lay out for you every damn thing you wore since the first day I ever saw you. Which was in April 2007, by the way, and you were in your driveway washing the Jeep, and you had on a Missouri Tigers sweatshirt. I seen you in a green dress at church that spring, and I figured out when you went to the Freshway so I could run into you there. I know you like to wear your lucky shorts for races and when you don’t get around to wash day you wear them old Wranglers with the hole nearly wore through the knee. I like those, by the way, they fit you real snug and I’ll be hoping you’ll wear them for me a little more often.”

			“Wow,” Stella whispered. “I didn’t think you… uh, noticed me.”

			“Didn’t think I noticed you?” Goat’s eyes, faded to cornflower in the morning light, sparked dangerously. “Damn it, woman, you’ve been a torment to me since the moment we met. You’ve kept me from sleeping on summer nights and nearly run me off the road a few times when I got to daydreaming. I’ve wanted to strangle you just about as often as I wanted to drag you to bed, but you can bet a day hasn’t gone by that I didn’t notice you and what you do to me.

			“And one more thing,” he said, his voice now scraping down along the smoky raw register, the one that sent little trills of gotta-have-that along Stella’s spine, “if you think I got anything left in me for Daphne, even if I wanted to, why I don’t think you realize how you wring a man out. You’ve used me up, Stella, and all I can say is it was a pleasure to be used.”

			With that he closed one big warm hand around Stella’s bare foot and did something with his thumb along the sole that suggested that, despite what he said, he might have held a little something back.

			“Oh,” Stella said. “You, um, you think you might recover a little by the time you get back here?”

			“By the next time I see you, I plan to be fully charged again,” Goat said in a voice that was more threat than promise. “I got to get Daphne calmed down, and then I promised Kam and Ian and the crime-scene boys I’d have lunch with them. Kam wants to thank us law enforcement gents for helping out with getting Divinity sprung so he can get hitched.”

			He paused and glared at Stella for a long moment, and suddenly Stella couldn’t seem to find anywhere to direct her gaze. She knew what Goat was thinking, and it was a conversation she definitely did not want to get involved in.

			But Goat was not so easily dissuaded. “Let’s pretend for a second that I didn’t find a propane-tank bomb in your Jeep,” he said. “Let’s pretend I don’t know that you and trouble could find each other in the middle of a North Pole snowstorm. I’m gonna say something here and I’m just going to count on this new, ah, phase in our relationship carrying a little more weight with you than it has in the past. Are you with me here, girl?”

			Stella had almost stopped breathing, but she managed a tiny nod.

			“This. Is. Not. Your. Case.” Goat bent over the bed and cupped Stella’s chin gently in his hand, forcing her to look up at him. “Divinity Flycock ain’t some downtrodden woman needs saving, you hear? She ain’t no shy bloom, and she’s got an entire crew of uniforms and family keeping her safe. Whoever killed Bryant seems to agree with me that you might want to just let the professionals handle it from here. Now you and me, we got some hard conversations ahead, I know that, ’cause there ain’t gonna be two of us in charge in this relationship, and I’m pretty sure we’re both gonna have to figure out how to give a little, no matter how hardheaded you are. But way I see it, let’s just get through this weekend first, and we’ll tackle the rest when we get back to town. For now, for the love of God, woman, I’m just asking you to—to—go get your hair fixed or get a massage or whatever the hell it is that regular women do, and we’ll have us a nice time tonight and let the Quail Valley folks keep an eye on things so you can get your friend married off tomorrow without anyone else getting shot. Can you do that, Stella? Please? Just that?”

			Goat had worked himself into such a state that the little muscle along his jaw was jumping the way it sometimes did. Stella, fascinated like always, said the first thing that came into her head. “We’re in a relationship?”

			For a moment Goat glared at her as though he planned to light the bed on fire with his mind. Then he laughed, a gorgeous sound that Stella wished she could take a bath in.

			“Were you paying any attention at all the last eight hours? What we done, I don’t do with just anyone. I put my mark on you, woman, and my suitcase is in your closet. You want to throw me out, well, I guess that’s your prerogative. But the way I see it, from my perspective, anyway, I done showed you how I feel, and you shouldn’t even have to ask.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Stella resisted the urge to go by the coffee shop and spy on Daphne Simmons and Goat, aided by a delicious sense of trust that just seemed like a natural evolution in their hours-old relationship. It was only eight o’clock. The only friends Stella could think of who might be awake were the Green Hat Ladies, and she was pretty sure she knew where to find them.

			Sure enough, Novella and Gracie were taking up most of the seating near the free coffee service set up in the lobby. They had a box of Fiber Ones open on the table and as Stella slid into a chair at their table, Gracie was upending the Splenda into her purse. Despite the move being a technical foul, Stella couldn’t find it in her heart to blame the ladies, who were on fixed incomes and sharing a single room to save on expenses.

			It was a shame that their husbands couldn’t come, but Stella figured the arrangement suited everyone. The gals had spent the prior evening as they spent every wedding and christening and church barbecue and holiday party—sitting in the corner gossiping about everyone they assumed were out of earshot, and their menfolk were free to gather at the Brennans’ house, which was outfitted with a basement rec room that had its own knotty pine bar, and drink beer and watch a game or a little Fox News. Stella, on the other hand, had a boyfriend now, a thought that gave her a secret thrill from her toes to her hairline. She and Goat were going to talk when they got back to town, set up the whys and wherefores of their relationship, a prospect so exciting Stella could hardly stand it.

			“Good morning, ladies,” she said cheerfully, reaching for a Fiber One. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

			Two pairs of shrewd eyes turned in their nests of wrinkles to regard her suspiciously. “What’s got into you?” Novella said.

			“I reckon she’s happy on account of her young man,” Gracie said, “though I doubt his doctor would approve, what with his back troubles.”

			Stella blinked. BJ. Immediately, a backlog of guilt washed over her. She’d barely thought of BJ for the last eighteen hours—ever since he was hauled off to the hospital. Of course, the elderly ladies had retired from the party before Stella and Goat got cozy on the dance floor, so they had no way of knowing that they’d spent the evening together.

			“I doubt BJ’s to blame, seein’ as he spent the night in his room with Jorge.” They all looked up to see Chrissy calmly pouring coffee into a pair of Styrofoam cups. “Besides, I’m sure Stella wouldn’t dream of going against his doctor’s advice.”

			“Why, Chrissy Shaw, don’t you look pretty!” Novella exclaimed. Stella sighed. The ladies had a soft spot for her young assistant, partly because she had been a sweet cherub of a child who’d stolen their hearts thirty years ago, and partly because Chrissy always put on her best manners for the old ladies; Stella suspected she did it just to get to her.

			“Oh, Mrs. Glazer, you’re the pretty one,” Chrissy said. “Why, look at that sweet little sweater, it just sets off your green eyes. And here I am in an old rag—why, I’m just ashamed of myself!”

			Stella harrumphed loudly, wondering if she was the only one who noticed the bit of fire-engine-red silk peeping out from the neckline of Chrissy’s sweats, or the trail of love bites along her neck. “I imagine you could find something else to get ashamed over, if you gave it a speck of thought,” she said mildly. “What are you doing up, anyway? Nothing good on pay-per-view?”

			Chrissy shot her a look laced with good-natured wickedness. “I was just up reading my verses,” she said. “I do like to start my day with the Good Word.”

			“Oh, the devil is going to claim you for his own,” Stella whispered as the ladies murmured their approval and made room for Chrissy to join them.

			“I’d like to see him go up against these girls,” Chrissy whispered back. “You’re just jealous because they like me better than you.”

			“I believe I saw the sheriff at the party last night,” Novella said. “Mighty bold of him, seein’ as he’s the one sent poor BJ to the hospital again.”

			“But BJ moved in on his woman!” Gracie exclaimed. “Sheriff Jones couldn’t just stand by and allow that to happen, now could he?”

			“I don’t know,” Chrissy said sweetly. “What do you think, Stella? How are you ever going to decide between your two admirers?”

			Stella felt herself flushing deeply. She took a sip of her coffee to cover her embarrassment while her friends debated her romantic prospects.

			“I wish I could stay,” Chrissy said, “but I want to call my mama and see how she and daddy are faring before they get busy with their day.”

			“Such a thoughtful daughter,” Gracie exclaimed, while Chrissy shot Stella a smug look.

			“But I had a little information for Stella first.” Chrissy pulled out her phone and tapped at it.

			“Oh my, is it something incriminating?” Gracie asked.

			“The case of Bryant’s killer?” Novella demanded. “Y’all closing in on a suspect?”

			“That’s enough,” Stella said in alarm. “Listen, all of you, you can’t be talking about this.”

			“We know, we know—we keep your secrets, Stella!” Novella protested.

			“No, I mean—I think I’m off this one. Seriously, the local cops have it well in hand, Divinity’s safe, the wedding’s going to happen—I don’t see any reason why we shouldn’t just let them do their job.”

			More goggling. “You never just let them do their job,” Novella observed. “You always say that letting them do their job is a sure way to fudge things up.”

			“ ‘A woman can’t have too much firepower on her side,’ ” Gracie said, quoting Stella, who winced.

			“I know, I know, but there ain’t any woman getting beat up around here,” she protested.

			“Well, except for me,” Chrissy said. “Almost, anyway. But whatever, I’m just practically your kin, and I’d hate to take you away from your busy day.”

			“You’re not helping.”

			“On the contrary, I am too helping, and I left a very, um, fulfilling passage in my book to bring this to you, which I’m now wondering why I bothered seeing how ungrateful you are. I guess I can just shut this down and head back to my devotions.”

			“What are you reading, Chrissy?” Gracie, who was a devoted member of the church Women’s Club book group, asked with interest.

			“Oh, it’s called Hearing from God Each Morning,” Chrissy told her. “It’s got a special story for every single day of the year.”

			“It sounds inspirational.” Gracie sighed.

			“Give me that damn phone,” Stella snapped.

			“But I thought you said we were just going to let folks do their jobs,” Chrissy protested sweetly. “That everything was under control.”

			Only Stella saw her dangle the phone from her fingers, teasing her with it. Chrissy alone knew that Stella could no more resist a lead than she could a blueberry doughnut—even if she was still throbbing from last night’s romp, even if she was now Goat’s official girlfriend. The case was in her blood, and Chrissy knew it.

			“I wouldn’t want to—”

			“I said give it here!”

			Chrissy sighed and allowed Stella to snatch the phone. She clicked the screen and saw a dense paragraph in a tiny font. Exasperated, she thrust the phone back at Chrissy. “You know I can’t read that.”

			“Oh, I forgot about your failing vision,” Chrissy said. “Ladies, I’m so sorry, will you excuse me? I need to go read to Stella.”

			“Always thinking of others,” Gracie murmured.

			“You take care of yourself, now, precious,” Novella added.

			“Heaven’s angels are smiling down on you, sweetheart!” Gracie called after her, not to be outdone.

			Stella waited until they had rounded the corner before grabbing Chrissy’s elbow and dragging her to the little nook that had once housed a row of phones, back before every human over the age of three had a device practically glued to his or her ear for a good part of every day.

			“What the hell was that? Hearing from God Each Morning? Did you make that up?”

			“I sure didn’t. Danyelle got it from her hairdresser and Tater made me read to him out of it last time I babysat.”

			“You’re shameless.”

			Chrissy smirked. “That’s a big old pot calling a kettle black. But you might want to think this through. I mean, if you’re serious about letting this one go, well, I guess I’d understand.”

			“Now you’re just smarting off,” Stella said. “If I have to take that thing out of your hands and go hunting down my reading glasses, you know I will, and then I won’t have no choice but to read all them dirty texts Ian’s probably sending you right now.”

			“Okay, okay, I’ll read it to you. And I got to say, at least it goes along with the spirit of the day.”

			“Huh?”

			“ ‘Alexia Rose Halburtson’ and Wayne Donald Griffin were joined in marriage on June 15, 2009, at Big Lake Presbyterian Church. Alexia is the daughter of—’ ”

			“Wait up,” Stella exclaimed. “You telling me Lexie was married?”

			“Still is,” Chrissy said. “There’s no record of a divorce or separation ever being filed.”

			Stella whistled. “Damn, you sure about that?”

			Chrissy glared at her. Stella added hastily, “I don’t mean are you sure about are they still married, I just mean, well, you got any more info on their, ah, current status?”

			“Of course I do, Stella. If I wanted to I could tell you the state of Wayne’s prostate and Lexie’s old Girl Scout troop crest, ’cause I’m just that good. Though I expect all you probably want to know is that them two don’t live together and, far as I can tell, haven’t since practically six months after they were married. I got leases, Visa statements, phone records… all of which you probably won’t even need when I show you this.”

			She tapped away on her phone and held it up. Stella had to squint—but there was no mistaking the big, muscular, bearded man posing in front of a shop whose awning read “Wayne’s World Gun and Bow Outpost.” In the shop window was a headless mannequin making a hook ’em horns sign with one plastic hand—while the other clutched a bow nearly as tall as its clavicle.

			Wayne, assuming that was the man in the photo, was dressed in a leather vest with several heavy chains looped through the pocket. He aped the mannequin’s pose with an SSK .950 that Stella happened to know was the biggest centerfire rifle on the market.

			“I don’t suppose you’re showing this because the man has mighty expensive taste in sidearms,” Stella mused.

			“Hey, what you do at this point is up to you, I suppose. I think I’ve kept Ian waiting long enough, ’specially since I didn’t untie him all the way when I left. Here, gimme your phone.”

			“What for?”

			Chrissy didn’t wait, but dug into Stella’s purse herself and tapped it a couple times.

			“There, I got the address queued up and ready. Guess what? Wayne’s World is in Paxton, only about thirty minutes if you hit the gas a bit.”

			“Wayne… Lexie’s husband… who might not have been real happy she was seeing Bryant?”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah, Stella, come on, time’s a wasting. Get out there and get a confession out of him. What I’d do, I’d go straight to the hard stuff because you got to get back here in time for dinner. Kam’s relatives are putting on a party for everyone who’s staying around—Mrs. Rangarajan’s having Indian food brought in all the way from Kansas City.”

			“Oh, I’ll be back long before that,” Stella said, taking back her phone.

			After all, she had to be back before Goat had a chance to suspect she’d done exactly what she’d promised not to.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Wayne’s World turned out to be located between a doughnut shop and a vacuum repair business that appeared to do sewing machines on the side. Stella was torn between checking out her competition and getting a little something to eat, since she hadn’t had a chance to get anything before hitting the road, and she and Goat had probably expended about eight thousand calories each the evening before.

			The doughnut won out, but Stella called the shop while she made her way through a couple of iced crullers.

			“Stella’s shop,” Jelloman’s booming, gruff voice barked.

			“What happened to ‘Hardesty Sewing Machine Sales and Repair, how may I help you?’ ”

			“Stella!” Jelloman hollered. “Aw, man, am I glad you called. What the fuck is stiffening, and where do you keep it?”

			“Who wants to know?”

			“Nadine Schleusner. I got her over by the button rack, but she’s getting a little restless. Man, these ladies of yours, they drive a hard bargain.”

			“Oh no,” Stella said. “Nadine try to haggle with you?”

			“She says you and she got an understanding,” Jelloman said defensively. “She says you always give her twenty percent off.”

			“The only understanding we have is she can take her cheap ass over to Jo-Ann in Coffey if she don’t like the price,” Stella said. “Put ’er on.”

			“Nah, I can handle it,” Jelloman said. “Everything good there? I hear they put off the wedding until Monday.”

			“Yeah, that’s partly why I was calling,” Stella said. “Any chance I can talk you into covering one more day?”

			“Sure, no problem. I got an old Harley Evolution engine I’m putting together for a guy, but he don’t need it until later in the week.”

			“I owe you,” Stella said, relieved. “But listen, I got a sort of professional question for you.”

			“I just got some real nice Big Buddha in,” her friend said in a much quieter voice. “Medical grade. Do wonders for BJ’s back.”

			“Thanks, but no thanks,” Stella said hastily, though she wouldn’t be surprised if a little pot would make BJ feel a lot better. “What I wanted to know is, you ever run across a guy named Wayne Griffin?”

			“Can’t say as I have—how come?”

			“Well, he, uh, looks like he might run with the bike crowd. Big guy, beard, tats, leather…”

			“Stella,” Jelloman said. “That’s profiling. Bike culture ain’t about what you wear. It’s who you are.”

			“Okay, you’re right,” Stella said, backpedaling fast despite the fact that most of Jelloman’s biker friends looked like they could be his shorter, less intimidating cousins and dressed about exactly the way he did. “Thanks again for watching the shop and everything.”

			“It’s nothing. You’d do the same for me. Love you.”

			“Love you, too,” Stella said as she hung up, thinking that if the day ever came, she might be even more out of place dealing weed out of Jelloman’s front parlor than he was selling notions from her shop. But that sort of detail didn’t matter when your friends needed you.

			“Okay,” she told herself, when she’d finished licking the icing off her fingers and drained her coffee. She tossed the cup into the trash and went back to the Jeep, where she sorted through the tubs in the back for a few objects, which she slipped into her purse. Then she thought for a moment, weighing her usual practice of using only as much firepower as necessary against her tight schedule.

			Stella had a double-edged policy that involved always being overarmed for any given situation, and walking away having used less than was called for, a skill she’d honed over the years. When she’d first started out, she’d relied mostly on threatening her parolees with guns; the threat of being shot seemed to be the only way to get the attention of the men whose bad behavior had caused their victims to hire Stella in the first place. Now, she was able to achieve even better results with judicious application of specialized tools and rare martial-arts moves designed to deliver maximum pain with a minimum of evidence.

			“Oh, hell,” she muttered. Just this once, she could sacrifice style and flair and just get the job done quickly, and make it back in time to perhaps enjoy a leisurely hour or two in the sack with Goat before they had to dress for dinner.

			She unlocked the steel box bolted to the floor of the jeep and chose the Ruger. It felt heavy in her purse, especially after she dumped the contents of her public-interrogation kit in, too. These were the tools she employed in a situation where a gentleman had to be kept quiet and calm—for instance, in the back room of a public place of commerce.

			She patted her hair in place and fixed a pleasant smile on her face before entering the shop. A little bell affixed to the door tinkled, and the man from the photo looked up from a powerful-looking crossbow he was showing to a customer.

			“Nice morning, ain’t it?” he said in a deep and pleasant baritone. He had an engaging smile that lit up the shop, which was nicely merchandized, the cases and racks of weapons and accessories set off with artificial plants and beautifully lettered signage. “I’ll be with you right quick.”

			Stella browsed while Wayne showed his customer—a twitchy skinny lad with pale hair sheared close—the various features on the bow. “Pick it up,” he suggested. “See how it sets with you.”

			The young man tried it out, aiming the unloaded bow at the front window.

			“Whoa there, my friend, not like that,” Wayne said, adjusting his customer’s grip so the bow was resting on the heel of his hand. “Try it like that and you’re liable to shear off the tips of your thumb and fingers.”

			“I knew that,” the boy mumbled. “I was just getting it set right.”

			“Course the biggest injury is when folks leave the rope cocker around their neck,” Wayne continued as if the boy hadn’t spoken. “Saw a guy take his own head off.”

			The young man set the crossbow down on the counter with a clunk. “You’re shitting me.”

			“No, I’m afraid I’m not. Folks loop it around their neck after they cock the bow and forget about it, which is fine, unless they accidently catch it in the draw. And then…” He made a slashing motion across his throat—and a very convincing wet gagging sound. “Leaves a hell of a mess.”

			“Uh, okay, thanks,” the boy said, backing away from the counter. “I’m just going to think about it for now.”

			“You do that,” Wayne said gravely. “Thanks for coming in. Say hi to your dad.”

			He waited until the door shut behind the young man before chuckling.

			“Am I mistaken, or did you just sabotage your own sale?” Stella asked.

			“Aw, he’s a nice kid, he just ain’t ready for this piece yet,” Wayne said, setting the bow carefully back on the display rack. “Now, what can I do for you?”

			Stella launched into her cover. “I’d like to buy a gift for my boyfriend,” she said. Rule number one of extorting information from folks was to keep their suspicions unraised as long as possible, which meant making yourself unremarkable. So, for this outing, Stella intended to play the part of the nice middle-aged lady she appeared to be on the outside. “For our anniversary. He’s been wanting some new arrows. He’s got a…” She dug around in her purse and pulled out a crumpled receipt from Wendy’s and pretended to examine it. “Diamond Core compound bow? Does that make sense? I wrote it down. Anyway I guess his old arrows are just worn to nothing and he wants these new ones.” She peered at the paper again, batting her eyelashes, and exhausted the last of her bow hunting knowledge. “Carbon Express?”

			Wayne Donald Griffin chuckled good-naturedly. “I think I know just what your boyfriend needs,” he said, going down the glass display case to the end that held an impressive variety of arrows and bolts. He dug his keys out of his pocket and bent down to open the locker—and Stella launched herself around the counter with the speed she’d practiced on a thousand sprints around the track at Prosper High on weekends. She’d already grabbed the grip of the Ruger when she pretended to put her shopping list away, and now she had it poked into the sweet spot in the hollow under Wayne’s ear, and was crouched down with him, out of sight of any potential customers, before he’d got the key fitted to the lock.

			“Not one sound,” Stella said quickly, giving the gun a little jog for emphasis. Wayne immediately dropped the keys and put his hands up against the glass where she could see them. To his credit, his moves were smooth and calm.

			Stella was pleased to be dealing with a fellow professional. Amateurs were messy; men who understood the potential for damage a gun could do were far more likely to treat them with respect. The odds of Wayne doing something stupid like trying to disarm her were very low, particularly because Stella had him in a position where such an attempt could only end in his brains decorating the floor and case and cash register.

			That is, if she was willing to shoot him, which of course she wasn’t, but she was counting on Wayne to give her the benefit of the doubt. Just to add a little credibility, she fast-talked him through the scenario she thought he was most likely to buy into.

			“You and I are headed into the back room, where we’ll make you comfortable. You’re going to give me your keys. We’ll turn the Closed sign around and get you settled, and then I’ll let my partner in. You’re taking a long lunch today, my friend.”

			“I ain’t got but a few hundred in the register,” Wayne sighed.

			“It’s not your cash we’re after, as you know very well,” Stella said. “You got a mighty nice inventory here, and my friends over in St. Louis are going to be pleased to give us top dollar for it once we get those pesky serial numbers filed off.”

			Wayne just nodded, though he managed to look aggrieved enough that for a moment Stella felt guilty until she remembered she wasn’t actually helping herself to anything she hadn’t paid for. “Upsy-daisy now, nice and slow,” Stella said, in the coaxing voice she reserved for Chrissy’s son, Tucker, who was currently in a stage where his fascination with his mother’s vacuum cleaner often required Stella to lie on the floor with him so she could peer properly into its underside—an exercise that had done its part to strengthen her knees, something she appreciated as she and Wayne slowly stood up together, his hands never leaving the merchandise case. Several years ago, when Stella had been carrying an extra thirty pounds and hadn’t bothered to strengthen any muscles except the worrying and fretting and self-pitying sort, she wouldn’t have been able to pull off such a move without an entire symphony of popping and crackling.

			“The door,” Stella prodded gently. She walked right behind Wayne, gun pressed lightly into the base of his spine, and to his credit Wayne neither sweated nor trembled as he locked the door and turned the sign and put down the blinds.

			“Thisaway,” he said, holding his hands up without being asked as he led her through the open door into his office.

			Stella took a look around. It was as neat and organized as the rest of the shop, a genuinely inviting man cave that made up for its lack of a window with the warm glow of a banker’s lamp. A nice big monitor took pride of place on his desk, and shelves of books and trophies shared wall space with file cabinets and stacked boxes of merchandise.

			“Chair’ll do,” she said, quickly assessing its potential for what she needed. “Get comfy, but keep those hands up a minute more.”

			She dug in her purse for a pair of restraints. As she bound his wrists, she took care not to pinch or abrade his skin, a professional courtesy she did not afford most of her parolees. Binding a fellow, if you did it properly, could deliver all kinds of promises of the pain to come; it was often as effective as the flogging or clamping or singeing that followed in convincing gents that they had gone down a very wrong path the last time they raised a hand to their women. But Wayne had not yet proven himself guilty, so Stella held off on the hurting.

			When she was done, Stella pulled up the spare chair and laid out the rest of her tools in a neat row on the desk. There was a padded steel clamp with adjustable wing nuts, a pair of smaller clamps on a chain, a studded leather paddle, and a rubber filament flogger. She couldn’t help noticing that Wayne wore a very nice cologne; his hair had an enviable gloss and was well cut. Overall, Wayne was a very nicely groomed and put-together man; it wouldn’t do to make such comparisons, but Stella had to guess that he had Bryant beat in just about every department you could judge in a short acquaintance. Wayne’s expression was more incredulous than afraid, which might make the process a little tougher, but Stella had no doubt that once she got rolling he’d soon come around.

			“You know what these are for?” she asked conversationally.

			“Yeah, ’cept I’m having a bit of a disconnect here. Thought you were just going to fill up the truck and go. I’ve cooperated, I’ll give you the code for the safe.” He looked increasingly disappointed in Stella, which made her more uncomfortable than if he’d been furious. She was having a hard time picturing the man in front of her killing anyone, but she had learned that human beings were capable of fooling those around them—sometimes for years—about what they were doing in private, and who they were doing it to. “I’m well insured, ma’am, so this is just going to be a big paperwork headache for me. Don’t know that you need to go compounding that with the, uh…” he gestured at the tools laid out on the desk and swallowed, the only hint that he was nervous about what was to come.

			“Let me catch you up. I ain’t robbing you. I’m here about Bryant Molder. To put it plain, I think you killed him and I’d be obliged if you just go ahead and get it off your chest.” Stella pulled the last piece of her equipment out of her purse, a digital recorder about the size of a credit card that she kept in a pink vinyl cigarette case. “You’ll feel better, and we can get you started down the debt-to-society road and Bryant’s family can get the answers they’re sure to be wanting. You must a been keeping a lot of anger stored up inside you since you and Lexie split—you need to start getting that out there so you can heal.”

			“Lexie?” Wayne’s eyebrows shot up. “What the hell—why, I haven’t even talked to her in three, four weeks. I heard about Molder getting shot, but I wasn’t even in town when that happened!”

			Stella rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. If I had the time, I’d get my assistant in here to take a crack at your phone and your PC there. I bet you anything she’d find you still got Lexie on your speed dial, and you been Facebook stalking her since she told you not to let the door smack your butt on the way out. What happened, did she finally decide to serve papers on you once she started seeing Bryant?”

			Wayne’s face went dark with anger. “Lexie’s one of my best friends,” he said, his irritation finally blossoming into full-scale fury, the sort of mad that made the tendons in his powerful neck stand out and his wrists strain against their restraints. All of which made Stella glad she’d gotten him secured before she started the grilling. “It’s none of your business, but the only reason she and I ain’t divorced is so she can stay on my insurance. I got vet benefits.”

			“You served?” Stella said, her righteous indignation crumbling a little.

			“Yeah. Afghanistan, ’03 to ’04.”

			“Look, that’s all the more reason for us to get this sorted out. You probably got all kinds of combat strain and PTSD. You need help.”

			“What I need, ma’am,” Wayne said grimly, “is for you to give that mouse a nudge.”

			Stella looked warily to where he was casting his gaze. The computer mouse rested on a pad, which, curiously, held an image of George Takei making a live-long-and-prosper sign. “Why?” she demanded, meaning suspicious.

			Wayne gritted his teeth. “Because sometimes a picture is worth a whole lot of us sitting here arguing, is why.”

			Stella gave the mouse a little tap and the screen lit up with an image that took up the entire space—a very nice portrait of Wayne and a smiling red-haired fellow, both wearing tuxedos, standing next to a flower-decked bower while a tropical sunset lit up the sky behind them.

			The gentlemen were kissing.

			“That’s my partner, Lincoln,” Wayne said. “We’ve been together almost two years. That picture was at my sister’s wedding. Lexie was there, too, by the way—she’s stayed close to my family. They all love her. I do, too, actually, but I wouldn’t go killing anyone over it.”

			“Wait,” Stella said. “You’re gay?”

			“Yes, damn it, only I didn’t have that all the way figured out when Lexie and I were together. Obviously.” Wayne let out an aggrieved sigh. “All of which I’m sure she would have told you, if you’d asked her.”

			“I didn’t… it didn’t come up,” Stella said, an awful feeling of remorse turning her skin clammy.

			She’d fucked up, and worse yet, it was a fuckup she could have avoided if she’d paid attention to her instincts and stuck to her SOPs. If she’d proceeded in her usual fashion, doing the background work and easing into using force only after she’d methodically closed all the other doors, like for instance checking his alibi before threatening him with a nipple clamp, this information would have come to light.

			And there was only one reason why she’d rushed in the first place. Just as Stella was winding up to face the truth, which was going to be both embarrassing and uncomfortable, she heard a sound from the shop. Someone was moving around just a few feet away.

			“Who else has the key?” she demanded.

			“Just my night manager, but he don’t come in on weekends,” Wayne said, looking confused.

			“One minute,” Stella said, jumping to her feet. “And, uh, I’m, like, sorry about… well.”

			A more detailed speech would have to wait; as genuinely remorseful as Stella was, she wasn’t keen on issuing her apology from prison up in Fayette, which was where she was sure to end up if someone stumbled on the scene in the back room.

			She’d barely cracked the door to the back room when a big hand shot out and grabbed her wrist and yanked her all the way through the door, unsettling her grip on the Ruger and nearly causing her to shoot a hole in the floor.

			“Damn it!” Goat Jones yanked Stella hard up against him while grabbing for her gun with his injured hand, his fingers scrabbling awkwardly in the splint. Stella probably could have held on, but the sight of her brand-new boyfriend took all the fight out of her, and she let him take the gun from her. “Confound it all to hell, Stella, I let you out of my sight for two fucking hours, after extracting a promise from you that you ain’t going to get up to nothing worse than—than acting like a girl for one miserable afternoon of your life, and the first thing you do is come running over here and threaten a man’s life, which I wouldn’t even know except Ian saw your Jeep heading out Route 9 when he went into town this morning and I knew—I just knew it, Stella. Deep down I guess I knew I couldn’t trust you, not even after what we done and what we shared and what I thought we—oh, fuck it. Fuck it.”

			He released her so abruptly that Stella stumbled backward. But he wasn’t quite done.

			“I thought we had a chance,” he said, all the anger drained from his voice, replaced by a quiet sadness that was a thousand times worse. “I ought to of known better, but I really thought if we both gave a little—if we tried to see the other person’s point of view—if I remembered we both want the same thing in the end, which is justice—that we could…”

			“I messed up,” Stella said in a very quiet voice. “Wayne didn’t kill Bryant. I got some… ah…” She was about to say she got bad information, but that wasn’t entirely true, and even if her heart was breaking in half, even if she was watching the only man she’d ever love stop loving her back, she wasn’t going to tell anything but the truth. “I didn’t do my research. I usually do, Goat, I swear it to you, I don’t ever go in half-cocked the way I did today but I—I—”

			How could she say it? How could she tell him that she wanted to look nice for him, that when she got ready for dinner, she hoped he’d look at her and find her pretty enough, that she’d shine brightly enough to catch his eye forever? How could she tell him that he’d become so important to her that she’d temporarily lost her sanity?

			“You nearly hurt an innocent man, is what you did,” Goat snapped. “I been standing here for five minutes, hoping I wasn’t hearing what I was hearing.”

			“How did you…”

			“I was on your tail ever since the turnoff,” Goat said. “Can’t believe you didn’t see me in the rearview.”

			Stella couldn’t either—a rookie mistake if there ever was one—except she’d been so busy mooning and singing along to the radio and remembering how Goat’s hands felt on her body that she doubted she’d checked once.

			“And now I got to go back and pretend I ain’t ever heard any of this. It’s just lucky I showed up before you seared off his privates or put a few thousand volts through his chest hairs or something.”

			Stella blushed furiously. She had always suspected that Goat had a vague idea about her contribution to helping abused women find justice, but she had hoped he’d never found out some of the starker details, like the fact that she had a corporate discount at the Fetish Mart or that she knew more about the tender places of a man’s anatomy than thirty years of marriage had ever taught her.

			“I’ll make this right,” she whispered. “Just give me a chance, Goat.”

			“I done gave you one chance too many,” he said, and if his voice was a little choked up as he stomped out of the shop, it was little consolation as Stella went back to clean up the giant mess she’d made for herself, weighted down with a heavy heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			At least Stella didn’t have to suffer the indignity of watching the tailgate of Goat’s pickup all the way back to town. She got Wayne untied and mollified as best she could, while leaving just enough murkiness around her cover story to suggest that silence about what had transpired might be the man’s best option—a move necessitated by a desire to preserve her reputation that nonetheless left Stella feeling even worse, even after Wayne, who turned out to be an extremely polite gentleman, assured her that “we all make mistakes” and asked her to give Lexie his best the next time Stella saw her. When she finally left Wayne’s World, Goat was long gone, and Stella drove back slowly in the beautiful autumn sunshine, watching the blue sky reach down to fields of pumpkins and turned-under corn.

			On the way, she called Taffy to deliver a status update.

			“What have you found out, Stella?” Taffy demanded. “You figure out who done it yet?”

			“I’m afraid not.” She briefly went over her latest dead ends, skipping the details of her failed interrogation. “At this point I don’t think it was Lexie or her ex. I think we got to start over at square one. I keep thinking there’s something I’ve missed. When Divinity gets out on Monday, I was thinking you guys could bring her down here and Chrissy and I can go over everything from top to bottom again.” She chose her words carefully. “Last time we spoke, I’m afraid the, ah, stress of incarceration might have made it hard to focus.”

			“I guess we could do that,” Taffy said reluctantly. “I suppose they probably aren’t going to let the whole thing drop until they have someone else locked up.”

			“If by ‘the whole thing’ you mean the murder investigation, then, yes, that’s true. Cops are funny that way.”

			“Well, then, I guess you best keep on it.”

			Taffy hung up without ever getting around to thanking Stella for her ongoing efforts or apologizing for the danger she’d been dragged into, but Stella figured she could make do with Tilly’s gratitude and the satisfaction that came from not having someone try to kill you.

			By the time she parked, all she wanted was to lie down in her room with the pink satin gel mask Noelle had given her laid out across her eyes, and catch a little nap before she had to put her game face on and join the party.

			Which was why, when she heard BJ’s voice on her way into the hotel entrance, she wished there was some way to get to her room that didn’t involve walking across the lobby right past her maybe–sort of boyfriend. But unless she was going to scale the side of the building to get to her balcony—a feat she was actually fully capable of, except her carabiners and belay plates were neatly stored in her garage at home—she was going to have to do the grown-up thing and face him.

			“. . . told me the parade was this afternoon,” a confused-sounding BJ was saying. “You know, the Fairy Golf tournament?”

			“I’m sorry, sir,” an even more confused desk clerk answered, “but if you’ll hang on here a moment I’ll see what I can find out.”

			Oh no. Stella had forgotten entirely about the excuse she’d given BJ the other day. Evidently he’d managed to get up out of bed, a thought that filled Stella with remorse since she hadn’t bothered to think of his welfare since earlier that morning when she was chatting with Novella and Gracie. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders in preparation of doing the right thing, and walked into the lobby.

			And there he was, BJ Brodersen, her plenty-sweet, plenty-handsome, plenty-devoted yet just-not-quite-right suitor, standing on his own power and dressed in a pair of tan Dockers and a pistachio green shirt that contrasted nicely with the sparkly pink wings affixed to his shoulders.

			“Guh,” Stella sputtered. BJ’s wingspan ran easily to four feet, and their lacy surface, as Stella got a better look, was spangled with tiny stars as well as a copious amount of glitter. Also, whenever he moved—as when he spun to face her, slowly and carefully, with his spine very straight—a pleasing tinkling sound was emitted by the tiny bells sewn to the tips. “You’re up and around.”

			“Just stitches, this time, and my nose, of course,” BJ said, a slight clenching of his jaw the only hint that he suffered any discomfort as he pointed to his scalp, where an oblong bandage bumped up against his hairline to the north and the butterfly-shaped bandage across the bridge of his nose below. “As far as the back goes, Doc says I might as well be up walking around, get it all moving again. Can’t really swing a club yet though, so…”

			His smile had a pained quality to it, and Stella’s chagrin—already a giant sloshing pool in her heart, given the unnecessary grief she’d already heaped upon one innocent man today—swelled up to nearly take her breath away.

			“So you dressed up for the parade,” Stella finished for him. “Oh, BJ.”

			His face underwent a sort of twitching realignment, passing through revelation to comprehension to mortification. In that moment, if Stella could have bartered with the Big Guy to undo all the mistakes of the weekend, she would have given just about everything she had.

			“There ain’t any parade, is there,” he said softly.

			The terrible silence was made worse by the fact that the desk clerk and a lady helping herself to iced tea over in the complimentary buffet were both watching with wide eyes. “I’m afraid there isn’t,” Stella said miserably. “BJ, I guess I got some things to say to you.”

			BJ nodded, his handsome face suddenly looking very tired. “Okay, Stella, let’s have us a talk. Only first, I wonder would you help me with these here wings. What with my back and my stitches and all, I can’t really reach around up there.”

			

			They found an out-of-the-way bench down near the meeting rooms. BJ lowered himself slowly and gingerly onto the seat, and then insisted that leaning up against the wall was doing wonders for his back, that he was comfortable as can be, practically as good as new, and would Stella be happier if he hunted up a chair for her?

			It was BJ’s steadfast good manners that undid her. Stella had known other such men, a breed that seemed to be disappearing: her father, her friend Jelloman, the fellow who had owned the filling station at the corner of Third and Clayton for forty years. Men who were quick to help and slow to anger, who gave up their seats for ladies and the elderly, who took off their caps to sing the national anthem at ball games, who kept a tight lid on their grievances and disappointments and would never, ever consider taking them out on a woman.

			In short, BJ was exactly the sort of man Stella would have given her eyeteeth to trade Ollie for, all those years. And here he was, delivered and practically gift-wrapped—though he’d stuffed the sparkly wings into a trash can on the way out of the lobby—and she had the terrible duty of not only facing the fact that BJ would never be enough for her, but telling him the truth to boot.

			Stella dabbed at the tears puddling in her eyes, which just made her cry harder. “This is all my fault,” she sniffled. “I’ve wrecked everything. You’ve been so good to me and—”

			“Aw, now,” BJ said, gingerly putting his arm around her and wincing from the effort. “Aw, Stella, honey, don’t cry. You ain’t done nothing. I mean, truth be told, I guess we both knew it wasn’t going to work out, didn’t we?”

			Stella hiccupped and dabbed harder. “We did?”

			“Well, sure. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re—why, you’re a stunning woman, Stella, and I ain’t never been prouder than when I was out on the town with you on my arm.” He sounded so sincere that Stella felt her face warm, and the tears slowed to a trickle. “But, well, I guess I’m an old fool. I believe… now don’t laugh, Stella, but I believe there’s a true love out there for all of us. We had fun together and all, and we’ll always be good friends, but—well, I guess neither of us ever felt the spark, did we?”

			Stella blinked several times. “You mean… when we were, uh, all those times, like on my sofa—”

			“Great times,” BJ said quickly, tipping up her chin so she was looking straight into his eyes. “You’re just, well, sexy don’t even begin to cover it. Way you look in a skirt, why, you could get a fella’s engines revved up—well, I suspect you hear that all the time. It’s just, at this point in my life, I’m ready for a little more. I’d like to find the one, you know?”

			Stella took BJ’s hand in her own and squeezed, smiling through her tears. All those make-out sessions that had ended up tentative and awkward, all those kisses that seemed a little soggy and uninspired—well, of course he’d noticed it, too! She’d sold BJ short—Stella had never stopped to think that maybe she wasn’t exactly the woman for him, either.

			“You deserve better,” she said decisively.

			“Not better,” BJ amended. “Just, you know, different.”

			“You’re a fine man,” Stella said from the bottom of her heart. “And I hope we’ll always be the best of friends.”

			“I’m sure we will,” BJ said, patting her hand and then wincing as he began the process of rising from the bench. “But right now I think I best hunt up Jorge and see if he’s ready to haul me home.”

			“Aw, you poor man,” Stella murmured, trying to assist him with a hand under his elbow.

			“Ain’t nothing,” BJ protested, while he staggered a couple of steps, clearly about to pass out from the pain. “Why, I hardly even notice it.”

			As they made their slow way down the hall, BJ leaning on her for support and covering up the occasional pained squawk with fits of coughing, Stella reflected that if men—even dear ones, like BJ—were half as tough as they pretended to be, the Advil folks would be out of business.

			

			Once she and Jorge got BJ set up in the passenger seat of the truck—after popping a couple of Vicodin, he seemed to feel he could make it home without resorting to the homemade plywood stretcher, which had gotten lost anyway somehow in the excitement of the paramedics and the ambulance and all yesterday—Stella bid him a fond farewell and watched his tricked-out truck drive slowly down the road into the trees as a pink-and-orange sunset gave way to an indigo evening.

			Stella went to her room to change clothes, her heart heavy when she saw that Goat had removed his suitcase along with every other trace that he’d ever been there. She chose a sweater in a stormy gray-blue that matched her mood, and pulled on her jeans and a pair of high heeled boots. Then she headed to Dotty’s room, where the ladies had planned to get ready for dinner.

			Stella was vastly relieved that the breakup with her boyfriend had gone as well as it had, but her mood remained low. Going through the motions of merriment was one of the hardest things she had ever done, but she put a smile on her face and got on with it. She owed it to Dotty—and to Noelle, and Chrissy, and the Green Hat Ladies—to bear up cheerily even though she felt like her heart had been run through a Slice-O-Matic and sautéed into a patty before being returned, hard and charred, to her chest.

			All around her, a festive air pervaded Dotty’s suite. Dotty’s future mother-in-law regaled them all with stories about Kam’s childhood, which featured dual presidencies in the chess and Star Trek clubs. Ian popped by with a delivery of ice and the best champagne stocked by the gas station out on Route 9, and Chrissy mixed up yet another batch of punch with supplies she’d brought from home.

			With only half an hour to go before they were due downstairs, Noelle tugged her wheeled case over to where Stella, sipping dejectedly, sat on the couch next to Irene.

			“You want to talk about it, Mama?”

			“No, sweetie,” Stella said softly, trying not to cry. “I guess I don’t.”

			Noelle nodded. “Okay. Well, at least you don’t have to look as bad as you feel.”

			Then she set to teasing and spraying Stella’s hair into a faux-messy topknot with bits cascading loosely around her face as though they’d been sprung free by Stella’s own untamable sensuality and made up her face with a generous application of smoky eyeliner and plum lip gloss. Then she set to fixing a nail that Stella had broken in the tussle with Wayne.

			“Honestly, you are so hard on your nails,” Noelle tutted.

			“Thanks for making me look nice,” Stella said to her daughter as she dabbed on nail glue and smoothed out the polish.

			“I bet the sheriff’ll take notice.”

			“I don’t know if he’s coming,” Stella said quietly. “He, uh…”

			“He have to get back to work?” Noelle asked. “Couldn’t stay over?”

			“Well, you know. Crime. It… never sleeps. Or whatever.” Stella grimaced at her blundering effort.

			“Okay, Mama,” Noelle said gently, letting her off the hook. “But you got to promise me you’ll have fun anyway and not mope.”

			“I promise,” Stella lied, determined to fake it.

			“It’s like you always told me. You got to make the best of what you got.”

			Stella only nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. She remembered dishing out that advice… only that had been back in the days when she’d been her husband’s punching bag, a shadow of a woman whose hopes and dreams had been squashed so flat you could have slid them under a door. How many mornings had she woken up dreading the hours until she could crawl back into bed again? How many times had she done the laundry, the shopping, the cleaning, scrubbing so hard her knuckles were rubbed raw, trying to fill the days with something, anything, to take her mind off her reality?

			“Wait,” she said softly.

			Noelle, who was applying a fresh top coat, paused. She looked at her mother with her beautiful green eyes wide. “What, Mama?”

			“It’s just…” Stella swallowed, not really sure what she was on the cusp of saying, or how to say it. “It’s just that I might have been wrong. Kind of.”

			“Wrong about what?”

			“About making the best of what you got. I mean… what maybe I should have told you is what you done figured out for yourself anyway. It’s not that you should sit there suffering through a bad lot with a smile on your face. What I should have told you is that if things are bad… why, you get out there and you change ’em, baby girl. Which is what you’ve done, right? You put yourself through beauty school, you got rid of the wrong man and found yourself the right, er, girl, you got you a job you love, and look at you, why, you grabbed the reins and never let go.”

			Noelle broke into a big grin that showed off her dimple and crinkled her eyes in a way that reminded Stella of old pictures of her mom when she was a little girl. “I learned that from you, Mama.” She capped the nail polish bottle, peeled off her gloves, and tossed them in the trash. “It’s such a relief to get those things off. I feel like I’ve had them on all weekend. Not that I mind, but—”

			Stella blinked. “What did you say?”

			“I said, I feel like I’ve had these darn things on all weekend, what with everyone’s manicures, and the powder just dries out my skin like nobody’s business, and—”

			“Honey, I need to run.” Stella’s mind had snagged on her daughter’s words and gotten stuck, resulting in a revelation, one big enough and urgent enough to blow her glum mood clear away.

			“But you need to dry!”

			“Be right back, sweetie,” Stella said, fanning her hand furiously. “You go on down to dinner and I’ll be there right quick. I just got to take care of something.”

			Noelle didn’t protest, but she gave Stella a raised-eyebrow expression that implied she had an inkling that it wasn’t a run in her hosiery or a sudden craving for peanut-butter-and-cheese crackers from the vending machine that called her mother away. “I’ll save you a seat,” she called as Stella made a beeline for Chrissy.

			“Come on, duty calls,” Stella muttered, grabbing Chrissy’s arm. “Let’s get out before anyone misses us.”

			Chrissy squawked her protest. “We’re supposed to be downstairs in, like, ten minutes!”

			“And we sure don’t want to be unfashionably early,” Stella snapped, pulling Chrissy out into the hall. “Now listen good. I think we might’ve  overlooked something been trying to stare us in the face this whole time where Bryant’s untimely death is concerned.”

			“And we got to sort through it now?”

			“Well, yes, as a matter of fact we do. I’m going to run up to my room and get my sneakers. I suggest you do the same, and we can meet—”

			“No, to hell with that,” Chrissy said. “I’ll wait for you right here. If I’m gonna have to go knock heads on my way to the party, I might as well look good doing it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Stella considered shucking her tight jeans and throwing on some sweats, but settled for changing only her shoes. Luckily, she still had her interrogation kit in the room; she’d brought it up with the intention of cleaning and sorting out all her tools, a habit she’d learned from her dad long ago when she hung around with him in his workshop. “Job ain’t done until the tools are put up,” he’d counseled her a hundred times, letting her wipe the top of the workbench with a rag and sweep up wood shavings while he took care of the rest.

			She grabbed the Tupperware box and had twisted the door handle when suddenly the door burst open and she was knocked flat on her ass. Marty Flycock slammed the door shut behind him and stood above Stella, panting. His left hand sported a white bandage on his thumb, but in his right he held the little Diamondback handgun, a one-handed piece if there ever was one.

			Stella sighed and rubbed the elbow that she’d fallen on. So it was his thumb that he’d been hiding all along. It wasn’t until Noelle had peeled off her gloves earlier that Stella had made the connection: Marty had been keeping his hands hidden for the entire weekend—jammed in his pockets, or hidden by his ridiculous driving gloves.

			“You follow me up here?”

			“Well, yeah, since you called my wife to tell her you’re going to keep poking your nose in our business, I figured you just weren’t going to get the message. I tried to be a good guy about this—it’s your fault it’s got out of hand.”

			“You mean, you thought Chrissy and me would quit because you locked her in the ladies’ room? You’re right, that was totally terrifying.”

			Marty colored. “Well, look where it’s got you.”

			“How’d you explain that to Taffy, anyway?” Stella inquired, pointing at Marty’s thumb. She was trying to buy time; if she got Marty distracted enough maybe she could make a grab for the gun.

			“I told her I was slicing a bagel.”

			“Aw, nice, good thinking. Guess you’re lucky you didn’t take off the tips of your fingers—that would have been tougher to explain. And I reckon you’re lucky it ain’t sliced all the way off—don’t those bolts go hundreds of miles an hour?”

			“My thumb is fine. Going to be, anyway, and that was—I was just rushed is all. I can hit a tin can at twenty paces.”

			“Yeah? I never knew you were a marksman, Marty. I kind of thought the real estate thing kept you pretty tied up.”

			“It ain’t your business, but my cousin hunts. Sometime I go.”

			Stella nodded. “Uh-huh. So you got your cousin’s crossbow, looks like you got his gun—how does he feel about being an accessory to Bryant’s murder?”

			A little bubble of spittle formed at the corner of Marty’s mouth. “He’s—just—just be quiet, Stella. Ain’t none of this any of your concern. Which if you’d just stayed out of all of this, everything would be fine. The cops around here would have wrote it all off as a hunting accident and Divinity would be on TV where she belongs.”

			While Marty talked, he waved his gun around like he was trying to hypnotize her with it. Guys who didn’t know how to handle their weapons were the worst threat; none of the usual disarming techniques Stella had learned would work with Marty, who was likely to shoot them both by accident. “I don’t need to put up with your sassing right now.”

			“Seriously?” Stella goggled incredulously. “Considering you and Taffy been on a steady diet of sass since you brought Divinity home from the hospital, seems like you might of got used to it by now.”

			“Don’t you say nothing about my daughter,” Marty snapped, his face going purple with fury. “Divinity isn’t like me and you. She’s gifted. She’s a natural talent, not like all of these bubbleheaded trollops parading on stage with no modesty at all.”

			“The thing I don’t get is, how did you figure killing Bryant was going to help anything? He was trying to help her get there, making her audition video.”

			“Ha.” Marty spat the syllable out with contempt. “That’s where you’re wrong. Bryant was only ever trying to help himself. He made two videos, did you know that? Divvy told me. One with some brand-new girl he’d taken on, and Divvy’s, and he was only going to send one of them to the show. That’s how he always did it, pitting his girls against each other, and even though he was dating my daughter, he never once sent her video in. Hillbillies in Love, Bet the House, Pawn Stars—she worked up auditions for all of them, but he always picked other girls in the end. How is that fair?”

			“Who ever said life was fair?” Stella demanded. “He was a promoter, Marty—he was just doing his job, sending along the video for whoever showed the most potential.”

			“It ain’t just a job when he’s crushing my little girl’s dream,” Marty snapped.

			“Well, if running around in the woods in a bikini top and eating squirrels was Divinity’s dream, then I guess you got me there. Only, unless I misunderstood, there ain’t a whole lot of singing going on in the show, is there?”

			“It’s a vehicle.” Despite telling her to mind her own business, Marty couldn’t seem to keep from defending himself. “Once we get Divvy in front of an audience that can appreciate her, why, she’s on her way. I’m telling you, there’s no stopping her now.”

			“You really think they’re going to want her after this whole arrested-for-murder business?”

			“Hah! That shows what you know,” Marty said smugly. “My Side of the Mountain called today. Got my tape in the mail and Googled her, saw the story about Bryant—they think they can spin it as a tragedy, get viewer sympathy. She’s practically guaranteed a spot.”

			“You mean, if she ain’t busy being a prisoner and all.”

			“Which won’t happen because you got us that lawyer. Which I guess I ought to thank you for, except I’m a little too busy being annoyed at you for being such a busybody and poking around in everybody else’s business. Now get your handcuffs out of that box of tricks of yours.”

			Stella glanced at the box, which had opened when she dropped it. Restraints and clamps spilled out onto the rug. Marty didn’t appear to be especially surprised to see any of her gear. “How do you know any of that’s even mine?” Stella asked.

			Marty barked out a laugh. “Time was, your little business was a secret. Sure, people talked, but it was all rumors and whatnot. Why, Taffy and I even defended you. We told people there was no way a God-fearing woman such as yourself would be involved in something as ugly as that.”

			“Yeah? Well, sometimes God-fearing folks have to step up for what’s right. I think if you take a look at the Good Book, you’ll even find some precedent there.”

			Marty shrugged, kicking over the restraints and jabbing at Stella with the gun. “Whatever. If I hadn’t come along, it was just a matter of time before you got caught. Now get a move on.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong,” Stella said with conviction, reluctantly snapping one of the zip ties on her wrist. “I mean, yeah, it’s possible somebody will eventually find something out I wish they didn’t. Maybe somebody will turn me in, and I might even spend a little time in the joint.”

			She took a breath, trying not to shudder, because she’d spent more time considering this scenario than she cared to let on. In the past few years, she’d often been one passerby, one chance sighting, one set of loose lips away from discovery. Dealing out justice on the sly meant you were always looking over your shoulder, because unlike real cops, you couldn’t count on backup units or the courts being on your side.

			But Stella had a few assets that the rest of the entire criminal justice system lacked, and when she spoke again, it was with a steady voice.

			“But I got an assistant who would never let me fry alone. I got a whole lot of men who practically pee their pants whenever they hear my name, and they ain’t going to roll over that easy, which is gonna make it damn near impossible for any serious charges to stick to me. And finally, I got a whole army of women who’ve discovered they’ve got steel of their own. Women who are pleased as all get-out not to have the shit beaten out of them anymore, who’d say any number of things to get their old pal Auntie Stella out of a jam. So you see,” she said, concluding her speech with her chin high as she got the other wrist bound, a feat not many people could pull off but which she figured she could accomplish with less discomfort than Marty would probably cause, given his lack of experience, “you can’t scare me, no more than any other soft-palmed pansy-ass smarmy-voice shyster. Why, the Big Guy’s probably up there shaking his head at you right now—you ought to be ashamed.”

			Over the course of this speech, Marty’s face was becoming more and more contorted with fury, until he looked like he was about ready to lay into Stella with one of her custom-tailored floggers. Which wouldn’t have had the effect he might have liked, since Stella knew firsthand how much practice and technique it took to deliver the maximum amount of pain; it was something of an art.

			“Git up,” he snapped. “You and me, we’re walking down to the dock now, where you’re gonna suffer yourself a bad fall and bump your head on a sharp edge before you go tumbling into the lake and drown.”

			“With these on?” Stella held up her wrists. “Good job, boy genius, then they’ll just know my killer was here tonight, and it ain’t gonna take ’em all that long to narrow down who’d be mean enough and dumb enough to pull a stunt like that.”

			“No, Stella, I ain’t gonna leave those on, what do you take me for?” Marty jammed his free hand in his pants pocket and came up with a pair of wire snips, which Stella had to admit was more preparation than she would have expected out of him.

			“Fine,” she sighed, then yanked her hands apart so hard and fast that the welts from the plastic restraints rose immediately and a little bead of blood popped up where the sharp edge cut in. Then she launched herself at Marty and raked her nails down his arms as hard as she could, leaving long red scratches. He jumped back and squawked like a turkey on the run, nearly dropping his gun, which would have been handy.

			“What was that for, you damn crazy woman? I ought to shoot you now,” Marty said, cradling his arm tenderly.

			“Well, you just go ahead,” Stella said. “Do it here or in the lake, I got restraint marks and enough of your DNA under my nails now that you’re pretty well fucked.”

			“Lake’ll wash it out,” Marty said uncertainly.

			“Hell no it won’t—don’t you ever watch Cold Case?” Stella demanded, though she was pretty sure that after a few days in the lake they wouldn’t be able to tell much about her other than the fact she’d spent more on her bra than her electric bill, which was a damn shame because now all the pretty new things she’d bought to wear as a warm-up for the romping she’d hoped to do this weekend were all going to go to waste, which was only one of many reasons she was pissed off she was about to be dead. “You’re gonna watch Divinity on TV from jail while your roommate appreciates your tight little butt.”

			“That won’t happen—that crime-scene team they brought down from Fayette ain’t managed to do anything but destroy evidence.”

			“Yeah, but it ain’t gonna be Fayette that brings you down—it’ll be Goat Jones. If you kill me, he won’t rest until you’re put away for good. You’re messing with the wrong sheriff now.”

			“I’ve had about enough out of you,” Marty said. “Now here.” He grabbed Stella’s sweater off the chair where she’d left it, and draped it over her hands. Then he pulled off his own V-neck sweater—a fancy-cable number that looked like he bought it in the ladies’ department—and used it to cover up the gun he was holding. “We’re going to walk down the hall and out the back way real friendly-like. We run into anyone, you tell them you weren’t feeling well and I’m going outside with you to get some fresh air. And now I know how your mind works, don’t even be bothering to tell me to just shoot you on the spot, because I’ll do worse. You so much as look at me sideways, when I’m done with you I’m going to go after Noelle.”

			Stella faltered at the mention of her daughter’s name; she couldn’t help it.

			“Yeah, how you like that?” Marty demanded, pushing her toward the door in front of him. “You got a daughter, too. We both want the best for our girls. Only, my daughter has been denied what she deserves. She has more talent in her little finger than the rest of the girls in this whole state ever had. She could sing La Traviata when she was four. Four years old. You want to guess how much money I’ve spent on the pageant circuit and lessons and getting her set up in Branson? And then Bryant goes and gives her big chance away.”

			“Save it, Marty,” Stella sighed. She didn’t wish to spend her last few moments on earth hearing the ranting and railing of a bitter man who figured life had screwed him; that was an old refrain she’d heard enough times over the years.

			Marty opened the door and Stella was almost into the hall when she was shoved violently out of the way and, unable to brace her fall with her bound wrists, she bounced off the wall and fell down on her ass in time to see a housekeeping cart plow into the doorway. From the resulting oof followed by a wail that sounded more or less like owowowowowow—and from the distinct lack of shooting—it was clear that Marty had lost his weapon on his way down.

			“Get up!”

			Stella twisted onto her stomach to see Chrissy standing in the doorway, her hands on the housekeeping cart’s handle, her face pink from the effort of, apparently, trying to crush Marty under the wheels. Bottles of cleaner jostled and towels tumbled off the pile as the cart jostled and shook but didn’t budge.

			“Stella, get off your ass and help—this thing’s wedged in there and he’s going for his gun!”

			Stella scrambled to her feet, grunting and wincing from the pains shooting down her arms and up into her elbows, not to mention her bruised ass.

			“Pull it back,” she said, getting a grip on the handle, and she and Chrissy yanked backward, sending the rest of the towels and a shower of little bottles and soaps to the floor. With the cart out of the way, they had a clear view of Marty on his hands and knees, taking aim with the gun. A purplish shiner was already blooming on one eye, and his lip was split and bloody, but otherwise he looked unharmed and madder than ever.

			Just as he squeezed, Stella landed a kick to his shoulder. The gunshot echoed at the same moment Stella felt the bullet slam into her side, but before she could react Chrissy threw herself onto Marty.

			And she hadn’t changed her shoes after all. So Marty was suffering the repeated impact of a pair of four-and-a-half-inch molded plastic faux-leather heels, which seemed to subdue him pretty quick. Chrissy barely paused to pluck the gun off the floor and hand it to Stella.

			“I’m hit,” Stella protested.

			“Yeah, and we’ll get to that in a sec, but right now you just point that thing at him, ’kay?”

			Stella dabbed at her side experimentally while she took aim at Marty’s forehead. The area around her ribs smarted, but she seemed to be able to breathe just fine and she was still standing, so she stepped out of the way.

			Chrissy dragged the cart into the room, swept up all the fallen supplies and tossed them into the room, too, and closed the door, panting. “You dumb shit,” she said to Marty, who was holding on to his knee for dear life; Stella wouldn’t be surprised if Chrissy had managed to crack his kneecap or worse. “I ripped my skirt. You can bet I’m sending you the bill.”

			He started to protest, but Chrissy gave him a little nudge with her shoe and he stopped.

			“Honey, let me lift up here,” she said, pushing up Stella’s sweater and pressing her fingers to Stella’s skin with surprising tenderness. “Well, what do you know,” she whistled. “This bra of yours saved the day. What the hell is it made of, anyway?”

			Chrissy turned toward the wall and ran her fingers across the wallpaper, then bent over and picked something up off the floor. “Why, this bullet barely grazed you, honey, and that bra slowed it down so much it didn’t even penetrate the wall.”

			Stella examined the wall. Sure enough, there was a dent in the wall, the paper torn and the wallboard shredded, but the bullet hadn’t gone all the way through.

			“Still hurts,” Stella said. She groped under her sweater. A section of the bra’s underwire had been ripped clear through by the bullet. Underneath, the beige foam was shredded, the padding hanging in pieces. Her rib felt bruised, but the skin was barely broken.

			“Aw, I seen worse from a pellet gun,” Chrissy said. “Now here, I’ll take care of this one. You go change your underwear and we can still show up at the party fashionably late.”

			There was a tentative knock at the door. “Miss Hardesty?” a man’s voice asked.

			Stella and Chrissy looked at the door and then each other. Chrissy dropped down on her knees and wrapped her hand around Marty’s mouth. “Not one sound,” she hissed. “Not one little peep, or cough, or fart, you hear? Stella, give me that.”

			Stella handed her the gun, and Chrissy pushed it into Marty’s doughy neck. “You feel this? Huh? You feel it?”

			“I think he gets it, honey,” Stella whispered. Tears were forming in Marty’s eyes, and he was trembling like a lamb.

			More knocking. “Miss Hardesty? Are you all right in there? People heard sounds.”

			“I’m fine,” Stella called. “Just, uh, I… tripped. On a thing. I fell down.”

			There was a pause, and then an entirely different voice chimed in.

			“Stella, you open this damn door right now.”

			Goat.

			He hadn’t stormed back to Prosper in disgust. Not yet, anyway.

			The heaviness in Stella’s heart lifted just a little, enough for a sly breath of hope to slip inside. “Um…” She went to the door and looked through the peephole. Outside in the hall were an anxious looking bellman with a sprinkling of acne along his hairline… and Goat, his unbandaged hand clenched in a fist.

			“Sheriff Jones?” Stella said, causing the bellman’s face to screw up in confusion. “Can I, um, talk to you alone please?”

			“If you don’t open up that door in ten seconds flat, I’m shooting it open,” Goat snapped. And Stella realized something. He wasn’t just angry—he was worried. About her.

			“I’ll come out,” she said quickly. “But I wonder… could you ask your friend to, um, go?”

			Goat’s eyes narrowed, and then he turned to the bellman. “Safer for you if you go on back to the desk,” he said. “I’ll keep you apprised.”

			“Yes, sir. My manager’s going to want me to check—”

			“I said I’ll keep you apprised.” Goat didn’t bother to inject any warmth into his voice.

			“Um.” The bellman retreated, looking back over his shoulder a couple of times. The minute she heard the elevator door ding, Stella opened the door and slipped into the hall.

			“What happened?” Goat said, grabbing her hard by the shoulder with his good hand. Stella winced.

			“Are you hurt? Where? What happened?” Goat’s voice grew more and more agitated as he turned Stella around, examining her from every angle. “What’s this?”

			He lifted the torn sweater. Underneath, her skin was beginning to turn purple and yellow. It was going to be a world-class bruise.

			“I was. Um. I’m fine,” Stella said. “I mean, I will be.”

			From inside her room came a muffled exclamation. Stella stiffened, then relaxed as she heard a familiar sound—the bolts on her portable spreader bar being snapped into place. Once Chrissy got Marty’s wrists bolted down, he wouldn’t be able to so much as pick his nose.

			“Who’s in that room, Stella?”

			Gently, Stella pushed Goat’s hands away from her body. She couldn’t afford the distraction, not with what she was about to say. Not even when Goat flinched and she realized that she’d wounded him—again.

			“Nobody,” she said. “Nobody you need to worry about, anyway. I, um, I told you I was going to make it right. Earlier today, when I, when I… made that terrible mistake. And I did. I made it right. Only, you can’t know about it. Because you’re the law and I’m, well, it looks like I ain’t got any choice but to keep being me, no matter what comes of it. Oh, Goat, if I could change, I would do it for you. I’d do anything for you, actually, I’d saw off an arm if I thought it would fix things between us, but… how did you know to come up here, anyway?”

			One of Goat’s eyebrows slowly crept up. “I just drove Kam’s mom all the way to Kansas City. Waited around in some restaurant where nobody spoke a lick of English, and carried about eight hundred pounds of food out to my truck. On the way back, I heard all about how long it took Kam to learn to use a potty. I heard about his first haircut and the first time he lost a tooth and every rank he earned in the scouts and the name of his high school algebra teacher. And the whole damn time Mrs. Rangarajan was talking, all I could think was, I wonder if she’ll be there when I get back. I wonder if I lost her for good this time. And then we’re walking through the lobby and Mrs. Rangarajan’s got me weighed down with all those boxes and trays, and I hear this—”

			He stopped and shook his head, as though trying to shake loose a bad memory. “I heard this man at the desk saying he thought he heard a gunshot from room 202. Your room, Stella.”

			“Oh,” Stella said carefully.

			“I want to tell you don’t ever do that to me again.” His good hand was back on her shoulder, squeezing, but Stella didn’t dare flinch, afraid he might stop. “I want to, I don’t know, lock you up so you can’t ever scare me like that. But I can’t. Damn it, woman, I can’t make you mind me and I can’t keep you out of trouble. I can’t even keep you safe. So I’m going to have to settle for trying to pick up the pieces when you get in a scrape.”

			“You mean…”

			“I guess I don’t need to know what’s behind that door. In fact I’m going to go get in my truck and head back to Prosper in a minute. And I’d consider it a courtesy if you’d keep whatever you got in there to yourself until I’ve had a chance to let folks know I’m back in town, where I couldn’t have had anything to do with… whatever you done.”

			“I can do that,” Stella said quickly. “I can definitely do that.”

			“And when the news breaks, I’m not going to take any interest in it at all. The Quail Valley crew’s going to handle it—hell, Daphne can handle it for all I care—and I never want to discuss it again. Ever. You hear?”

			“I hear,” Stella whispered. She tried to ease out of his grasp, but he slid his good hand down her arm until he was gripping her bicep, keeping her both immobilized and with nowhere to look but directly in his eyes.

			“You’re not going anywhere, Dusty, I got a few more things to say to you.” He sounded even angrier, if such a thing were possible, as if might just snap her arm in half and use it for a toothpick. She swallowed hard.

			“I can accept your off-hours activities, as long you never put me in a position of having any firsthand knowledge of exactly what’s going on. And you will never use anything you might accidentally learn from me for your own… purposes. And for God’s sake, woman, I never ever want to see an unregistered firearm anywhere near our house.”

			His voice had gone so low and growly that Stella figured soon only dogs would be able to understand him, and she wondered if she’d misheard that last part.

			“Our?”

			“Huh?”

			“You said ‘our house.’ ”

			“Damn right I did. I’m moving you in with me, where I can keep an eye on you. And what’s more, we’re doing it legal.”

			“Doing… what?” Stella wondered if she was hallucinating. Because this was starting to sound like a proposal. Either that, or he was putting her under citizen’s arrest.

			“I mean to make this official, Dusty. You and me. Just as soon as things calm down around here. So for the love of everything holy, could you maybe not get yourself kidnapped again until I have a chance to buy you a ring? I’ll engrave my address inside it so the bad guys know where to drop you off when they get tired of your sass.”

			Goat barely paused for breath before barreling on. “The thing is, I’ve learned something since I met you. Try as I might, I can’t keep everyone in line… not even everyone in one little podunk town. And stubborn as you are…” His hand slid down her back to rest tantalizingly on her hip. “As crazy as your methods might be…” He tugged her a little tighter, and Stella melted against him, feeling his heart beating through the soft cotton of his shirt. “I can’t help but notice you do some good around here. And I can’t stop thinking about you for one damn minute, and it’s interfering with my ability to do my job. So, yes, I want to marry you, just the way you are, so you can drive me crazy for the rest of my life. What do you say, Dusty, will you have me?”

			Stella had barely got out a “hell yeah” when Goat Jones took her breath away with a kiss for the record books. She wriggled closer, yelping when her gunshot wound came in contact with his splint. Goat immediately pulled away, gently lifting her sweater and taking another look underneath. “Aw, hell,” he said, tracing the outline of the bruise tenderly. “Hell.”

			And then he kissed her, once more, very softly. “Call me the minute you get back,” he said, and then he stomped down the hall like he meant to hit something with his hand that wasn’t already broken.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			November

			“Everybody pay attention!” Stella said. “The show’s about to start!”

			She set the tray of mugs of Irish coffee down on the coffee table, stepping over Tucker, who was sprawled on his stomach coloring on a stack of scrap paper Ian had brought over from the office. Some folks might consider Prosper Municipal Annex booking sheets and budget reports fodder for the shredder, but Ian must have figured that at four years old, Tucker didn’t pose much of a security threat. Chrissy was still protesting that she wasn’t sure where her romance with Ian was going, but he and her son, and everyone else in town, had it figured out pretty well.

			Stella looked around for a seat, and came up short. Chrissy and Ian were tucked in next to Tilly on the couch. Irene Dorsey and the Green Hat Ladies were lined up in Stella’s kitchen chairs, which Goat had dragged in and arranged to give them a clear view of the TV. Noelle and Cinnamon were snuggled up in the love seat, and Taffy—who had been in a bit of a funk since starting divorce proceedings against her husband, whose defense team was having a hell of a time figuring out how to deal with the taped confession they’d found in his pocket when the grounds crew found him tied up on the Ozark Shores golf course—balanced a cup of tea on her lap in the upholstered chair.

			As for Goat, he’d stretched out with his back to the love seat and his long legs taking up the only clear patch of the carpet next to the coffee table.

			“Get that shapely ass down here, woman,” he growled, just loud enough for Stella to hear. Before she could even blush, he’d grabbed her hand and pulled her down onto his lap.

			“Oh my,” she breathed happily as he wrapped his arms around her and she nestled her head against his chest. She joined her hands with his, mostly so she could admire—for the millionth time—the ring he’d given her on Halloween night, after the final trick-or-treater had come and gone. The little diamond sparkled mightily and Goat nuzzled against the back of her neck, his hot breath doing the sort of thing to her insides that usually resulted in them staying up until the wee hours.

			On the TV, Jack Mackenzie—host of Hollywood Edition—gave the camera his trademark salute. “And we’re back, with several of the ladies from the much-anticipated second season of My Side Of the Mountain, which is going to be filming in…” He made a show of looking at the little card he held. “Peabody, Arkansas. People, I don’t think I could even find Arkansas on the map!”

			“Dumbass,” Irene Dorsey observed. “Don’t they teach geography out there in California?”

			“Hush up now,” Novella scolded. Then the room erupted in shrieks as the camera panned down a row of three young women sitting on a couch—with Divinity in the middle. She was wearing a low-cut fuchsia blouse and short skirt, her hair teased in a giant mass of blonde curls.

			“These ladies will be battling for a half-million-dollar purse,” Jack said. “It’ll take strength, daring, and endurance, not to mention forging alliances with other members of the cast. There will be six men and six women to start—let’s hear how these young ladies are planning to deal with those odds!”

			The camera zoomed in on the first contestant, a tall, athletic-looking girl with bleached hair. Jack introduced her as a Florida State volleyball player who had a shot at the 2016 Olympics.

			“Just look at how damaged her hair is,” Noelle exclaimed. “The cuticle’s completely wrecked. I can’t believe they let her go TV on looking like that!”

			“You’re known as The Club around the locker room,” Jack said. “Why is that, and how will that help you on the show?”

			“Well, Jack, part of it is from my playing style. A reporter from the Sun-Times said I ‘club’ the ball when I spike. But I also like to think it’s because, even though we may face each other across the nets, all the players in the ACC are like a big club. It’s like we’re all pulling together, you know?”

			“Sounds like you’ll be looking to win by forming alliances,” Jack said, while The Club beamed and the audience clapped their approval.

			Divinity made a most unladylike snort. The other two girls glanced at her with expressions that suggested they were staring at dog excrement stuck to the soles of their shoes.

			“We’ll get to you in a minute,” Jack said hastily.

			“He’s got her number!” Chrissy crowed. Stella stole a glance at Taffy; she’d started to feel a little sorry for the woman since her fortunes took a turn for the single. Taffy’s face hadn’t changed; it was a mask of stiff propriety. Still, there were clues to her unraveling—her blouse hadn’t been pressed, and her lipstick was a bit askew.

			Stella tugged at Tilly’s pant leg to get her attention. “Is Taffy okay, do you suppose?”

			Tilly bent down to whisper back, grabbing a pizza roll while she was at it. “Aw, don’t worry about her. She’s tough as nails. Besides, she’s gonna have to get used to the mouthing off if Divinity makes it through the first round.”

			Jack had moved down to the girl at the end of the row. “Bernadette helped found a shelter for abandoned pit bulls in her home city of Detroit,” he read off his card. “She has been shooting competitively since—wow, you were only thirteen when you won your first marksmanship award!”

			While the crowd cheered, Chrissy practically spit up her guacamole. “Time I was thirteen I could shoot a tick off my brother’s ear from a hundred yards.”

			“So what’s your strategy, Bernadette?” Jack asked. The Club leaned in front of Divinity to get a better look at her competitor—Noelle sucked in an appalled breath as she flipped her damaged hair out of the way—and Divinity, not to be outdone, pretended to adjust her high-heeled shoe, effectively cutting her out of the camera’s angle.

			Bernadette, a skinny, plain girl with tribal tattoos around both arms, ignored them both. “I think it all comes down to discipline. I follow a vegan diet and I don’t drink, smoke, take any kind of drugs, or eat processed food. I meditate every morning and practice Tai Chi, which I plan to continue on the mountain. I think this will bring me the clarity I need to focus on my goal.”

			There was an uncertain murmur from the crowd, while Stella’s living room erupted with laughter. “Only thing she’s going to win is Miss Regularity,” Novella observed.

			“A mountain lion could make a meal out of her and have room for dessert,” Gracie added.

			“And that goal, folks, just to remind our audience, is to eliminate all of the competition with these specially modified bows.” Jack held up a lightweight curved bow, as well as an arrow with bright orange feathers on one end and a quarter-size plastic ball where the point should have been. “Now they won’t be shooting to kill, only to hit the other contestants with these specialized paint pellets. When this comes into contact with a target”—he tapped the ball—“the ball bursts and nontoxic paint is released. I’m told it can’t be washed off, though it gradually wears off over a few days. And once you’re hit, you’re off the show, right, ladies?”

			Lots of nodding and smiling from the contestants.

			“All right, let’s meet our final guest. Divinity Flycock hails from central Missouri, where she’s known for her beautiful singing voice. And you’ve been performing in Branson!”

			“What’s that?” The Club asked, while Bernadette examined her short, unpainted nails. Divinity went rigid, her smile fixed and fire in her eyes.

			“Oh, The Club shouldn’t have said that,” Taffy said. “Divvy’s not going to be very happy.”

			“I believe it’s a, well, a country-music theme park, is that right?” Jack asked. “And music is your passion, correct?”

			“Yes, Jack, you’re right,” Divinity said, shifting in her chair so that her eyes were downcast, her hands folded demurely in her lap. “Ever since I was a little girl, my dream was just to sing. And it’s true that I have focused most of my energies on my music—practicing my scales, learning piano, helping sew robes for my church choir, and giving lessons to the little ones. Just anything having to do with music, really.”

			“What’s she doing?” Tilly demanded. “Is this some new strategy she came up with?”

			“She never sewed a stitch in her life, or gave anyone any lessons,” Taffy assured her sister. “I don’t know what she’s up to.”

			The audience was silent as the camera panned out to include the other guests. Bernadette watched Divinity with a predatory smile, while The Club smirked and brushed imaginary lint from her skirt.

			“And how do you plan to compete?” Jack inquired. “Do you have any survival skills you’ve been keeping to yourself? Can you read a compass, maybe? Any good at tracking?”

			“No, I’m afraid not,” Divinity said softly, not meeting his eyes. “I’ll probably do some singing, even if it’s just to keep my spirits up, but mostly I’ll have to learn as I go.” She lifted her eyes and looked directly in the camera, her pink-glossed lips turning up sweetly into a shy smile. “Of course, my daddy is a stone-cold killer, and they say I favor him, so there’s that.”

			After a shocked silence, the audience erupted into thunderous cheering. So, after a moment, did Stella’s guests.

			Divinity wasn’t especially well regarded by the people seated in Stella’s living room, with the exception, maybe, of her mother. But she was one of their own, and they’d cheer her on as long as she managed to stay in the game.

			The segment ended, and a commercial came on. Noelle turned off the TV and got some music playing, and most of the guests wandered into the kitchen to refresh their drinks. The older ladies stayed in their seats, so Chrissy and Ian pushed the food over close enough for them to help themselves.

			“Hey, Stella, come on out back a minute,” Goat said, helping her up from the floor. “Saw something on the way over here that made me think of you.”

			Stella followed him out the back door onto the porch. “It’s cold out here, but we won’t be but a minute,” Goat said, putting his arm around her. She snuggled in close and walked out into the yard with him.

			When they were standing where the clothesline pole had once stood long ago, next to the little Japanese maple Stella had planted a couple of years back in honor of her mother, Goat put his finger under Stella’s chin and tipped it up.

			“Look at that moon,” he said.

			It was a perfect crescent, a sparkling silver sliver low in the star-studded night sky.

			“It’s beautiful,” Stella breathed. “But how does it remind you of me?”

			“Well, it’s—now don’t laugh at me, Stella.”

			“I’d never,” Stella said with all her heart.

			“That’s a waxing moon. It just turned. For the next twelve days, it’ll get a little bigger and brighter every night, and in a couple weeks it’ll be a full moon shining up the whole damn town.”

			He gently turned Stella so she was facing him. As pretty as the moon was, the view of Goat’s handsome face, his sparkling eyes, was still her favorite. Her heart did the little skippy-jump thing it did whenever Goat was about to kiss her.

			“See, you’re the same way,” he said softly. “You’re just starting to shine. You got great things ahead of you, Stella. There’s no telling how far you’ll go. And along the way, you’re just gonna keep lighting up the place for everyone else.”

			Stella wrapped her arms around Goat’s neck and pulled him closer, and the rest of the world faded as she kissed him by the light of the moon and a million lucky stars.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			JOE BASHIR STOOD IN the glow of the streetlight shining through the triple-glazed windows of his girlfriend’s Berkeley townhouse, pulling up his trousers and staring thoughtfully at the tableau unfolding in the street below.

			Six years after a thicket of half-million dollar “green” homes had been built among the bungalows that stood on these streets for nearly a century, the long-term residents seemed unimpressed with their hipster neighbors. As Joe watched, a skinny woman in a stained parka tugged at something protruding from a drain next to a shopping cart loaded with cans and junk; a few paces away a boy who looked about fourteen palmed a baggie to a man in a knit hat pulled low on his brow. In this neighborhood, it was likely to be a doub, a twenty-dollar rock, but Berkeley was well outside Joe’s jurisdiction. In Montair, folks tended to chase their highs with wine racks and hydrocodone prescriptions.

			Amaris padded down the stairs, coming to rest on a step near the bottom. She’d put her bra and panties back on, but that was all. Today she’d managed to get most of Joe’s clothes off before they made it to her bedroom. Joe still hadn’t gotten used to the vertical nature of her place: a kitchen and living room perched above the garage, and a couple of bedrooms on top of that. He’d had to come downstairs just to find his pants.

			Joe watched her watching him, buttoning and zipping by feel, unwilling to look away. This was part of it, for him.

			“Mother found me a cardiologist to date,” Amaris said. “He’s taking me to the symphony.”

			Joe shook his head and sighed. “Amaris, you really don’t understand how this works. If you’re going to rebel by dating a non-Jew, you have to actually tell your parents you’re doing it.”

			Amaris flicked out her tongue at him and smiled. “But you’re Muslim. That’s like, quadruple points.”

			“I’m hardly Muslim,” Joe said. “I go to the mosque with my dad a few times a year to make him happy, and I feel guilty when I order lunch during Ramadan. That’s about it.”

			“Yeah, but my parents don’t need to know that. Besides, look at you.”

			Joe finished tying his tie, then sat down next to Amaris on the stairs. An odd and not terribly comfortable tenderness hit him.

			“Amaris,” he said, taking her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. “What do you see when you look at me? Because if it’s all about provocation for you—not that you aren’t very, very good at that…”

			Amaris pulled his hand to her face and rubbed his knuckles against her forehead. “I see a beautiful, dark, righteous man,” she mumbled, pressing his fingers over her eyes.

			It was not lost on Joe that she wouldn’t look at him. He sighed. “Amaris, I don’t really care when I meet your parents. Or what they think. But what about you? Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re terrified of what they’ll do, or if you want to throw a grenade right into the middle of your family. Sometimes…”

			He was going to add that sometimes he felt like the heat when they made love was Amaris imagining that explosion, the immolation of everything that bound her to the life she’d always known.

			There wasn’t an easy way to put that into words. Instead he gently pulled his hand away. He was still trying to figure out what to say when his phone rang. He answered as he always did, his attention diverted by watching Amaris disappear behind the facade she maintained so carefully, the one that only fell away completely when they made love. She examined a flaw in her manicure and pretended not to listen.

			“I have to go,” he said after a brief conversation, slipping the phone back into his pocket.

			“Why hurry? Whatever it is, the deed’s already done,” Amaris muttered, stretching luxuriously, looking both feline and predatory. “Right?”

			“I guess you could say that,” Joe said. “Guy’s dead. Hurrying won’t change that.”

			“Really? Where?”

			“The Foothills, if you can believe it.”

			“Oh, I believe it. Rich people are the unhappiest. And the angriest.”

			As Joe got to his feet, steadying himself with the handrail, he considered that it was easy to make statements like that when your father was still paying your bills a few months shy of your thirtieth birthday.

			“I’ll call you if it’s not too late.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Amaris said lightly. Only her refusal to look at him gave her away. “I’ve got a ton to do. I’ll be up forever.”

			“Lock up after me.”

			“Mmm.”

			“I mean it, Amaris. Don’t forget.”

			Letting himself out the front door, he tried to put out of his mind the shining tears he’d seen trembling under her lashes.

			

			Joe’s mood darkened as he cruised through the tidy, manicured streets of Montair toward the Foothills, a massive gated community nestled into the base of Mount Diablo. He had to figure out what to do about Amaris. She was almost frighteningly intelligent; she was beautiful and she was a tornado in bed. But Joe wasn’t sure how much longer he could tolerate her eternal dissatisfaction, especially when it seemed like what she loved most about him was an illusion. Joe suspected that Amaris found him exotic—how could he make her understand he was the opposite?

			Joe’s father emigrated from Pakistan in 1967, his mother six years later. Osman found work as an accountant; Mumtaz raised her boys, watching Sesame Street and Schoolhouse Rock with them to practice her English. They blended the life they’d brought from home with the culture that lapped at the edges, coming ever closer like a summer tide. Half the kids at Joe’s elementary school were white, something he and Omar didn’t even notice until they’d been there a few years. Their classmates’ ancestors came from everywhere, or so it seemed when his fourth grade teacher had every child show on the world map where their grandparents had come from. Joe’s best friend in middle school was a boy named Jojo, who lived with his Filipino grandparents; Joe could still recite every Tagalog insult Jojo taught him on long summer afternoons skateboarding in Central Park. Joe’s first girlfriend was an older woman, a high school sophomore named Cindy Bell who played harp and wore her hair in a fluffy blond perm. Joe spent most of his freshman year making out with Cindy in the band building every chance he got; it was the first—but certainly not the last—time he would disappoint his parents.

			Joe liked girls and sports and Xbox; he excelled at science and math when he tried, and did pretty well when he didn’t. He moved effortlessly between his brother’s desi friends and the other cliques at school, got himself elected to student government, and quit when he got bored with the meetings. He hated disappointing his parents, and lied to avoid doing so, which on one memorable occasion made his mother cry. There were a few boundary-testing incidents—minor vandalism, a little weed, a few missed curfews—that served to label Joe as trouble among his parents’ friends, but all in all the Bashir family survived the boys’ adolescence relatively unscathed.

			Joe was the second son of a happy American family, a member of the MTV generation. He arrived at adulthood culturally as well as spiritually agnostic, and would have remained so if it hadn’t been for the days following 9/11. These had marked him forever, but this was not a subject he discussed with Amaris or, for that matter, with anyone. He was a good cop, a loving son, a decent boyfriend—but as he arrived at the Foothills with Amaris’s scent on his skin, he wondered if that was enough for her.

			Joe slowed at the guardhouse long enough for the guy to wave him through. He recognized the man, a heavily mustachioed Croat who’d worked the gate on weekends for as long as Joe could remember, keeping the criminal element from sullying the pristine streets, golf course, and country club within the gates. Which was a joke, because if you counted narcotics and white-collar crime, there was probably more lawbreaking going on within the gates than outside them.

			Murder, though—the last one to take place in the Foothills had been before Joe’s time. And it had been an unusual situation—the disabled adult son of a wealthy widow in her sixties had bludgeoned his mother to death in her bathrobe; he’d been declared unfit long before the case ever went to trial. Word was the house sold cheap because of what happened, knocked a few hundred thousand off the price.

			Of course, the economy had hit the Foothills as hard as anywhere else: as Joe drove slowly past the enormous estates, he noticed more than a few with dried-out lawns and untrimmed shrubs, which in this zip code hinted at bank ownership.

			Eight fifteen Apache Drive wasn’t one of these, however. The flower beds were in full and glorious bloom despite the fact that summer was past. In Northern California, time and money could make a garden thrive all year long. Joe braked a little too late and snugged the curb in front with a rubbery impact. He felt no remorse, though: the department-issued Dodge Charger was hardly a model of precision engineering.

			He took a few seconds to check his reflection in the pull-down mirror. No lipstick on his collar, and his tie was reasonably straight. Satisfied with his appearance, Joe took a long, appraising look at the house. Set far back from the street behind faux-stone retaining walls and staked trees, it was lit up like Christmas. Sconces, well lights, path lights, spotlights—Joe did a quick inventory and figured the place for twenty grand in landscape lighting alone.

			In a pool of brighter light, a BMW 735 and a Lexus sedan were parked front to back in the driveway. Past the cars, Joe could make out the profile of the cop who’d taken the call. Odell Collier’s sloping gut was as distinctive as the painstaking comb-over that invited constant derision from his colleagues.

			Joe got out of the car and made his way up the curved stone walk. These Foothills homes—every one tackier than the last—were huge echoing monuments to new and tainted money. Odell had set up a few tripod lights on the driveway, in front of the four-car garage. As Joe got closer, he could see a dark, lumpy form casting shadows on the etched concrete.

			“Hey, Joe. You beat Marty here again,” Odell said in his thick drawl. “He must be driving over on a damn golf cart or something.”

			“Now, now,” Joe said soothingly. “Traffic on 680 was terrible. He probably got hung up.”

			“Well, you’re here, aren’t you?”

			“Mmm.”

			“Coming from Amaris’s?” Odell pressed. “She lives in Berkeley, doesn’t she?”

			“Yes.” Joe pressed gently past Odell so he could take a closer look at the body.

			“Nice evening y’all were in the middle of having?”

			Joe sighed. He’d never brought a woman around before Amaris, but he’d been dating her for nearly a year—a record—and there was a general hue and cry: everyone wanted to meet the woman who’d settled him down. When Joe finally brought Amaris to Nate’s, the one bar in Montair down-market enough for the police department regulars to hang out in, most of the guys had been stunned into slack-jawed silence. Amaris tended to do that to men, with her panther-like build and overripe lips and cascades of ink-black hair.

			“Nice enough, until this guy got himself offed. So what do you have so far?”

			Odell nodded at the body. “Got a damn mess is what we got. He’s lying in enough blood it’s like somebody stuck half a dozen pigs. Crazy thing is, I can’t see much damage on him.”

			Joe looked closer: the blood pool, black and rusty smelling, was indeed enormous, and its outlines irregular, as if it had splashed out of the body instead of seeping.

			“Nobody bleeds out like that.”

			“Yeah. Well, I’ll wait out here for evidence, if you want. Bertrise is inside.”

			“I appreciate it,” Joe said. “What do we know about him?”

			Odell squinted at his dog-eared notebook. “Tom Bergman, age forty-nine. Guest of the folks who live here, Bryce and Gail Engler; they were having a dinner party. He came out for a smoke. Lives a couple doors down. Wife says he’s a strategy consultant, whatever the hell that is. And I need to check when we get back to the office, but I’m pretty sure I’ve been out here before.”

			“Here? You mean, like this house?”

			“Yup, this very one. Problem is they all look so dang much alike, but me and Army were out here a couple of months ago on a disturbance call.”

			“A domestic?”

			“Naw, protestors, if you can believe it. They walked in right past that guard shack, nearly gave the guy a heart attack, carried their little signs and whatnot in here and stood around in the middle of the street chanting. I don’t think anyone even saw them but a handful of gardeners and housewives. And they pretty much took off with their skirts in a bunch the minute we explained how these are private roads and we could ticket their asses.”

			“No kidding?” Joe shook his head. “Protesting’s just not what it used to be. Back when I was at Berkeley—”

			“Yeah, whatever.” Odell cut him off. “Save your flower power stories. I think they were just hoping one of the news stations would come around, anyway.”

			“What were they protesting?”

			“Some kind of environmental something. The house they were in front of, which I kind of think was this one, belongs to some sort of developer.”

			They both stared at the dead man lying on the ground.

			“Any chance it was this guy?” Joe asked.

			“Maybe, but that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? Besides, he’s a consultant, not a builder.”

			“Maybe he’s a building consultant,” Joe suggested. When Odell merely snorted, he added, “And you seriously can’t see anything wrong with him?”

			Odell pointed with the toe of his scuffed black brogue. “I’m pretty sure he took a knock on the head. Didn’t want to roll him before evidence took photos, but see—it’s all matted there—”

			Joe accepted the flashlight Odell offered and crouched low, careful not to step in the black pool of blood. He saw what Odell was talking about—just out of sight under the curve of Bergman’s skull, what might have been a broken place with a white outcropping of bone and a red-black crust of blood. It didn’t look like much—not the work of a claw hammer, for instance, or a baseball bat.

			Joe stood, considering. “It’s a stone wall…”

			“Yeah, I thought that, too. Fell, pushed, whatever.”

			“Pushed, you’re thinking.”

			“No doubt.” Odell knelt down and touched the surface of the decorative ledge.

			“That’s not really stone, Odell,” Joe said. “That wall. Places like this—half the stuff you see isn’t real.”

			“I hear that, I do.”

			“Might as well lay down a few rubber plants… plastic grass… hell. Cut down on the watering.”

			Odell glanced at the lawn, glistening in the gentle spray of the sprinkler system, then up at the sky, where a pale freckling of stars was visible.

			“They might just do that, they think of it. These crazy-assed Californians.” Odell had followed a woman to California half a dozen years earlier, but the girlfriend got homesick and hightailed it back to the Lake of the Ozarks. Odell liked California enough to stick around, though he had never completely adapted to the culture.

			Joe took a last look and shook his head. The guy’s legs were tangled together awkwardly as though he’d gone down trying to dance, white-guy style, bobbing from side to side and waving his hands in the air, maybe stumbling on his date’s shoe.
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