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CHAPTER ONE




Ihave a sixth sense. No, it’s not precognition or ghosts, although I’ve seen some things. My sixth sense is for disapproval, specifically parental, but since the proverbial village raised me, I can pick it up from practically anyone in my vicinity. They don’t even have to be in the same room and at that moment, they weren’t.

As a kid, I usually didn’t know what I’d done wrong. I was just being me. That was generally a problem, but that time I knew exactly what I did or rather what I didn’t do.

“Mercy, dear, turn up that song,” said Millicent. “I do like that one.”

This is going to go over well.

“Sure.” I cranked up Icona Pop and The Girls started singing.

“I don’t care,” sang Myrtle.

“But I love it,” sang Millicent.

My godmothers smiled at me and went back to the activity they were so excited about. I was less excited. Much less. And it was all my fault. Some time ago, I’d introduced them to Pinterest, not realizing what would come of it. The Girls found a source for antique wallpaper and decided it was time to replace the wallpaper in the music room. In the eighties a window leaked and wrecked the wallpaper picked out by The Girls’ mother Florence. They picked out a silver baroque paper to replace it. Very eighties. The dye was cast when Myrtle found her mother’s paper in Pinterest, much to my detriment.

The Girls were uber wealthy, but they were do it yourselfers too. If there was a leaking faucet, they didn’t call a plumber, they picked up a wrench. Touch up paint? They were all over it. One of my earliest memories was of The Girls replacing a toilet. My job was to put the wax ring in the right spot. I failed, but they weren’t deterred. They were the reason my mom could fix everything herself. Dad was never around and frankly, not the most useful guy when he was. Pop Pop was handy, but he didn’t think to teach his girls how to adjust gas burners or use a caulk gun. It never occurred to him, so The Girls taught Mom everything they knew. Mom didn’t call a plumber. She called The Girls and they taught her.

This way of thinking had its upsides and downsides. I could fix a running toilet, but I also lived through the great hardwood floor refinishing of 2015. I’m great at running a sander, not that I ever intended to use that skill again. Those kinds of projects were family projects and I was considered family.

Until recently, I didn’t realize that I was literally family, a dyed in the wool Bled. No one did and even now that information was close hold until I could figure out a way to tell the Watts clan that they weren’t from a long line of cops, or Irish for that matter. Until I did, I was the only one on the hook for The Girls’ projects. Mom and Aunt Tenne used to pitch in, but Mom was still recovering from the stroke and Aunt Tenne had proved to be stunningly uncoordinated when it came to physical labor. After she fell off a ladder for the third time and nearly sliced off her foot with a reciprocating saw when we were tree trimming, The Girls decided they’d rather have Aunt Tenne stay at home and have fewer ambulances and less blood around the mansion.

In theory, I was good with it. I loved The Girls and for the most part helping was fine, but not that day. My godmothers didn’t really understand timing, or Sundays for that matter. As far as I was concerned, Sundays were for church if I was being good, and for lounging around. Especially that Sunday. It was the day after Fats Licata’s baby shower, a party that lasted well into the wee hours and made the national news for having Double Black Diamond headline it.

I was exhausted and I did not go to church. To their credit, The Girls didn’t expect me to and waited until what they considered a decent hour to call me. It was eleven o’clock and I was still in bed when Myrtle told me that I was expected at two.

“What’s at two?” I asked. “Are we doing the party cleanup?”

“No, dear. That’s already complete. Now listen, I thought we’d start with a planning session and then begin. Four hours ought to do it,” said Myrtle.

“Four hours for what?”

“Scraping. I can’t wait. It’s so satisfying.”

I rubbed my eyes and rolled over. Chuck was looking at me with his blue eyes intense. “I’m going into work to do a pile of paperwork.”

“I didn’t ask you anything,” I said.

“You were going to.” He kissed my forehead, got up, and went into the bathroom.

“Mercy, dear?” Myrtle asked.

“I’m here.”

“Are you alright?”

I checked myself out and darn it all; I was alright. I didn’t even have the decency to have a hangover. Aaron and his stupid hangover cure.

“I’m fine. What’s going on?”

“Oh, I thought maybe you’d forget. We’re going to take down that awful eighties paper today. Our mother’s original paper arrived yesterday. We said we’d get that tacky stuff off as soon as it arrived and it’s arrived.”

She was beaming. I could tell.

“Oh, yeah.”

“Does two work for you, dear?”

No. No. And no.

“Sure.”

“Now I know you’ve got a case for that lovely Calpurnia Fibonacci and that’s important.”

I do have a case, an important case that is so very important I must not scrape wallpaper.

“I do and it is time sensitive.”

“We understand. Fats and Tiny should definitely move into that house well before the baby comes.”

Calpurnia had hired me during the party to investigate Brian Shill’s parents’ deaths. Since he was a rapist and murderer, everyone thought it awfully convenient that they died in accidents, leaving him everything. His extended family hated that he was spending the money on his defense and if I could pin the deaths of Conrad and Mary Shill on their not-so-loving son, they could get control of the family fortune and be able to sell Fats the house, a gorgeous Tudor in Clayton. I’d pointed out that if Brian did kill his parents, it was a murder house, but Fats was undeterred. That was her house and it was now my job to get it for her.

“How in the world do you know what the case is? Did I tell you?” I asked.

“You weren’t that inebriated. Morton told us.”

I had to let that sink in. Uncle Morty wasn’t the biggest fan of The Girls. He called them creepy old bats. I’d never known him to have a conversation lasting more than three words so this was new.

“How in the world?”

“We were talking to Nikki and things happened. We realized that you were about to be very busy again and we had to get on the music room immediately. Morton said he would have your starting research late this afternoon so you have time.”

That’s how I ended up spending my Sunday afternoon scraping wallpaper and not lying around like a slug. The Girls were exceedingly excited about the job, but they were the only ones. Mom called and told me to stop them from getting on ladders or using the steamer removal thingy or scraping anything that wasn’t easy. Aunt Tenne called and said the same thing. Mary, Lester’s widow, called and ordered me not to let them do a single thing. Two of the Bled cousins got wind of the project and called from New York with the same order. Somehow Grandma J found out and called from Europe, where she was still having the time of her life with Isolde and Moe, unaware that her husband was coming to join her. Even she had an opinion on what The Girls ought to be doing.

All that advice was fine and useless. The Girls were, as always, the adults in the room. I didn’t get to tell them what to do, unless it was medical related. I arrived at two and they were already in their work clothes. Lester had always saved his old clothes for them and they were dressed in frayed Oxford shirts that reached to their knees and cutoff khakis.

They hustled me right into the music room and we got to work. The music room wasn’t huge, but four hours was optimistic so I, in a fit of insanity, called my cousins the Troublesome Trio. Myrtle and Millicent would never accept help from professionals, but family could do it. Plus, Weepy, Snot, and Spoiled Rotten were real Bleds too, although they didn’t know it and were always miffed about how I was so close to The Girls. I asked them in turn to please come over and help. Sorcha was confused and kept giving me wallpaper company recommendations. Bridget laughed and Jilly told me to hang up and call 911, since I was clearly having some sort of seizure.

After two hours, having a seizure was starting to sound like an attractive option. I don’t know what paste they used on that paper but it was akin to Gorilla Glue. I did manage to be the one using the steamer. It was a heavy-duty model and my arms were aching, but it was worth it. If they dropped the metal paddle on their foot, they’d break so many bones. The Chucks I’d bought them for gardening weren’t exactly protective footwear.

I pressed the paddle against the wall and inched it across with Millicent next to me. She was smiling as she scraped another strip of paper from the wall. Myrtle was on her other side and washing the wall with a jumbo sponge. The more I inched across, the more the feeling of disapproval weighed on me. Someone was in the house. It was just a question of who it would be and how much power they had to make my life miserable.

Please not Aunt Miriam. Please not Aunt Miriam.

“Mercy!”

I turned around to see Joy, The Girls’ housekeeper, in the doorway, holding a pineapple and frowning.

It could be worse.

“I can’t believe you. I’m calling Carolina.”

“No, no,” I said, pausing the music. “It’s fine. Everything is fine.”

“It certainly is not,” said Joy.

Myrtle and Millicent turned around carefully and grasped the safety railing on the scaffolding. I considered the scaffolding a big improvement. The Girls used to insist on ladders, but clearly Joy didn’t agree.

“What do you think you’re doing? That is… you can’t…”

“What?” Millicent asked with a glint in her eye and I waited to see how brave Joy was. Would she dare imply that The Girls were too feeble to do the things they’d always done?

Joy’s mouth worked as she struggled to come up with the right words.

Myrtle smiled at her and said, “Why don’t you put that pineapple in the kitchen and then join in? I think Mercy’s getting tired of holding the paddle.”

“I… well… Mercy, why are you doing this today?” Joy asked finally.

Yeah, this was my idea.

“The Girls wanted it done before I start my next case,” I said with my own glint.

“Oh, I suppose that makes sense. I just thought you’d be tired and we could worry about this in a week or two.”

My godmothers scoffed. A week or two? Please. When did they ever let things sit?

“And there you have it,” I said. “Grab a scraper. Let’s do this thing.”

“Oh, I like that,” said Millicent. “Let us do this thing. Turn up the music.”

I started the song and The Girls went back to scraping to the beat.

“Mercy, can I talk to you?” Joy asked.

“Sure.” I steamed a large section and then said I’d be right back before climbing down. Joy fumed while she waited and looked like she might biff me in the head with her pineapple. Myrtle and Millicent went on with scraping and scrubbing as Joy hustled me out of the room.

“Have you lost your mind?” she asked when we were in the hall.

“Frequently and recently, now that you mention it,” I said. “What’s up with the pineapple?”

“Don’t change the subject. The Girls cannot be up on that platform.”

“They can and are.”

“Mercy, do you really think they should be up there?” Joy asked, with the pineapple trembling in her hands.

“Nope.”

“Then what are you doing?”

I shrugged. “This is what they want to do and they enjoy it.”

“You could just say no,” said Joy.

I crossed my arms and our eyes locked. I waited. She could not outlast me. Tommy Watts was my father. He taught me the value of a good stare.

Joy threw up her hands. “Mercy, I know you don’t get it. I know that.”

“What don’t I get?” I asked.

She lowered her voice and whispered, “They’re old ladies. Very old ladies.”

“I do know that, but they are mentally capable of making decisions. They ordered the scaffolding with the wide steps, handrails, and extra safety railing.”

“This is insane. They could fall and it would be catastrophic.”

“They know. I told them. A lot.”

Tears formed in her eyes. “Why would you do this?”

“You think this was my idea? I expected to be in bed, eating burritos and ice cream all day.”

“Where is Carolina? She should be here.”

“Mom’s not going anywhere. She has a headache and you know how that scares her. Aunt Tenne is with her and everyone else is working or hungover.”

“Couldn’t you put them off?”

“Has anyone ever put them off?” I asked. “You’re welcome to try. I’d like to go back to bed.”

“I work for them,” Joy said.

“You’re as much family as the rest of us.”

Joy eyed me and I knew she knew exactly the extent was unclear.

“Go for it,” I said. “I’ll wait.”

Before she could answer, the bell for the front gate rang.

“I’ll get that,” Joy said.

“And I’ll just be steaming some ugly wallpaper.”

“Get them to take a break.”

“That I can do.”

Joy dashed off with her pineapple and I went back in to find The Girls ready for a section to be steamed, but just when I got to the top of the steps with an argument for a well-deserved break planned out, Joy came back in with a bemused look on her face.

“It’s for you, Mercy,” she said. “I’ll take over.”

“Who is it?” I asked.

“A young woman. She says she knows Pete.”

That could only be bad news. Pete was my ex-boyfriend and it wouldn’t be the first time some random girl came to me for advice on how to snag him. “What does she want?”

She waved at me to climb down and then said, “I didn’t ask, but she’s upset.”

I groaned. That was even worse.

“Can you tell her I’m not here?”

“She already knows you’re here,” said Joy. “Go.”

I groaned again and trudged through the house. It seemed odd, knowing Pete, but in the wake of our breakup, he’d become a hot property. Since he was really a nerd dressed in a lab coat, the poor guy was befuddled by the attention and had asked me how to make it stop. If I knew, I’d have made it stop for myself so I was zero help.

When I got to the door, I peeked out to see what I was up against and saw a girl wearing a purple puffer jacket over scrubs, huddled up by the wrought-iron gate. Given the amount of high-priced art in the Bled mansion and Lester’s murder, we weren’t supposed to let just anyone in, but that girl looked about as threatening as a flop-eared bunny.

I pressed the microphone button on the security panel. “This is Mercy. Would you like to come in?”

She jumped and then said, “No, I can’t. Can you please come out?”

“Be right there.” I grabbed my coat and ran out into the March chill.

Unlike most people who showed up at the Bled mansion, she didn’t stare up at the unusual structure. Most people were fascinated by the curved pillars and the huge wrought-iron hieroglyphics encasing the conservatories on either side of the main house, but she was looking down with her shoulders hunched.

I slowed down and tried to decide if I needed to be worried. Once you get assaulted and thrown in a trunk, you have to think about things in a different way. She didn’t feel threatening, but you just never know who you’re dealing with.

I stopped a good ten feet away. “Can I help you?”

She looked up with big, weepy eyes and brushed a lock of chestnut hair off her pretty face. “I hope so.”

“So you know Pete?” I had my phone out, ready to call him and confirm the claim.

“We’re going out,” she said. “I’m Tara Levy. Did he mention me?”

Er…

“Maybe. We don’t talk much and I’ve been busy,” I said.

“I heard about your old boyfriend and that lake. I’m so sorry.”

“Thanks. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve kinda got something going on with a pair of old ladies and some scaffolding so…”

“I’m so sorry to bother you. I just didn’t know what to do,” said Tara.

“Is Pete okay?”

“Oh, yes. He’s fine. He’s at the Mayo Clinic, taking a class or something.”

I nodded. “Good. I’m glad to hear it, but are you okay?”

She looked nervously around.

Please don’t say he’s going to dump you.

“He’s not dumping me, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said Tara.

Whew.

“I wasn’t thinking that, but I’m curious as to why you’re here,” I said.

Tara teared up. “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought I could do it. I thought it would be fine. You did it. More than once, and I know it’s stupid. I know you are you and I’m me, but I mean I should be able to handle it. You handled it and you solved like a hundred murders at the same time.”

“Handle what?” I asked.

She yanked on something and for the first time I realized she had a leash in her hand.

“Come on,” said Tara. “Please. I beg you.”

No. Not today. Not any day. It can’t be.

But it was. Wallace, the miniature pug, waddled into view, sat on Tara’s foot, and peed.

Crap on a cracker.
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Wallace started yapping the minute she saw me and I had a slew of flashbacks. So much peeing.

“She loves you so much,” said Tara.

“I don’t know about⁠—”

That was the moment when Wallace chomped on Tara’s ankle. She screamed and hopped around, trying to get the pug off without kicking her. I whipped open the gate and snatched Wallace up.

“Stop that! What is wrong with you? You’re supposed to be Wallace the Wonder Pug, not some run-of-the mill hairy biter.”

Grr.

“Growl all you want. No biting.”

Wallace wiggled around and snapped at poor Tara, who pulled up the hem of her scrubs to reveal several sets of teeth marks in her pale, otherwise unblemished, skin.

“I’ve been there,” I said. “Don’t take it personally.”

Tara sat down on the curb and sniffed. “She hates me.”

I tied Wallace’s leash to the fence, where she snapped and strained to get at Tara.

“How long have you had her?” I asked.

“Twenty-six hours,” said Tara.

That is not a good start.

“How long do you have to keep her?”

She didn’t answer.

“Tara?”

“Until Thursday, but I’ll never make it. She’s peed on all my shoes and is barking incessantly. My neighbors have already threatened me.”

Bark.

“Quiet,” I said, pointing at Wallace, who sat down and panted with that smiley pug smile that everyone thought was oh so charming. “She gets better.”

“She tried to bite my throat.”

“She does that,” I said. “Why did you take her if you don’t mind me asking? Did Pete make you?”

“God no. He’s so sweet. His parents are on a trip and I offered because I wanted to make a good impression on Pete’s mom. She likes you.”

What now?

“I think you have me confused with practically anyone else on the planet,” I said.

“Seriously. Nancy really likes you. She talks about you and how you solved that crime out in Colorado and how Wallace is so good with you. I thought I could win her over, but I can’t do it. I just can’t.”

“Did you try a kennel?”

“She’s still on the blacklist,” said Tara. “I asked other people. I did, but everyone knows about Wallace. I didn’t know. Nobody told me.”

“Pete let you go in blind?” That did not sound like Pete. Sure, he stuck Wallace with me, but I did owe him for being me.

“He introduced us and Wallace was fine. No problems, so I said sure, but the minute he left she tried to rip my throat out.”

Bark. Bark. Bark.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said with a glare at the snarling pug. “She’s a nightmare. There’s no magic pill.”

“You have to take her,” said Tara.

“Oh no. I’ve done my Wallace time.” I went for the gate and Tara choked back a sob. “Please, I’m begging you.”

“I know she sucks, but really it will be fine,” I said. “Give her a donut. She likes donuts.”

Tara wiped her eyes. “She won’t eat.”

I stopped halfway through the gate. “What?”

“She won’t eat. I have that fancy food she likes, but not a nibble. I tried everything. Nancy said she loves sausages, foie gras, and meatballs. I made the meatballs from scratch, but she wouldn’t eat them. She’s going to die and Nancy will hate me and Pete will dump me and everything’s dirt.”

Think of something.

“I can take her.”

Not that!

“I meant to say⁠—”

Tara hurled herself at me and hugged me breathless. “Oh, thank God. I was praying the whole way over here that you would be nice and you are.”

I’m a sucker, if that’s what you mean.

“I guess I’m happy to help,” I said.

Five hugs and fifteen thank yous later I was officially saddled with Wallace. Again.


CHAPTER TWO




An hour later, Wallace lay curled up on a tufted ottoman. Was she eating? Yes, she was. Everything we put in front of that pug, she ate, including a green bean. The Girls thought she missed me. Joy thought she was evil, but I knew the truth. The thing she really wanted was simple. Her way. That and she hadn’t peed on me in months and I was obviously due.

Other than surprise dog sitting, the day had gone oddly well. We had two steamers and once Joy got in the groove, we moved to the third wall before The Girls started to sag. I suggested that was enough for one day and even though we hadn’t finished, they agreed, climbing down with our help and grabbing brooms. Millicent went off to find her favorite broom that was probably in the left conservatory.

“We can do that,” said Joy.

“I like doing it,” said Myrtle, happily wielding any old broom. She wasn’t picky. “It makes me feel like the day is complete.”

Joy grabbed a trash can and I squatted down to man the dustpan when my phone rang. It was Big Steve, which was unusual to say the least. Sunday was his time with his wife. Absolutely sacred.

“Hello?”

“Mercy, where are you?” he asked.

“With The Girls. We’re⁠—”

“Get to the door.”

“What door?”

“Think, Mercy,” he said. “The front door.”

Joy frowned at me as Myrtle yawned. I stood up and said, “I’ll be right back.”

Wallace jumped off the ottoman and followed me out into the hall and through the house. “What is going on?”

“You know that situation with the Daumier?”

“Um…”

“The painting. The Daumier.”

I sat down on the bench by the door, the one with the Egyptian dog head armrests. Wallace sat on my foot, but mercifully she didn’t pee. “I got nothin’.”

“For crying out loud, Mercy. You’ve been helping with the Bled Collection practically since birth. The Honoré Daumier. It’s in the library.”

“The one with the blood or the other one?” I asked with a yawn.

“Wait. They have two Daumiers?”

“The painting and the wood engraving.”

“And one has blood?” Big Steve asked.

“The painting. What’s the situation?”

The gate bell rang and Wallace ran over to yap at the door.

“Someone is trying to assert ownership,” said Big Steve.

I got up and looked out the side stained-glass window at a man in a dark suit standing at the gate. “Someone’s here.”

“Does it look like a process server?”

“On a Sunday?” I asked.

“Mercy!”

“I don’t know. What do process servers look like?”

“As if you don’t know. You’ve been served,” said Big Steve.

“He’s wearing a suit and carrying an envelope.”

“That’ll be him. Do not let The Girls get served. I will handle him and I don’t want them upset.”

The bell rang again.

“They’ve been served before. What’s the big deal?” I asked.

“I need time to figure out who we’re dealing with,” said Big Steve.

I felt a chill go through me. “You think it’s The Klinefeld Group back for another try?”

“I don’t know, but their initial contact was upsetting to The Girls and I don’t want it to go further until I have some idea who’s behind it.”

The bell rang again and Joy yelled from the depths of the house, “Mercy! Get that!”

“He’s not leaving,” I said. “Why can’t we just take it?”

“Because the last time someone served The Girls for an individual piece of the Stella Collection, the legal battle lasted five years before we could prove it wasn’t the owners, it was a Saudi Arabian prince that just wanted to add to his collection.”

“Well…”

“Once the legal process starts, it’s hard to stop,” said Big Steve.

“When did this happen?” I asked as the bell rang again, setting off a flurry of yaps.

“While you were investigating David’s death. They didn’t want to bother you, but Myrtle and Millicent are upset. They’ve thoroughly investigated that painting and came up with nothing. Even Lawton had a go at it.”

“And someone just showed up out of nowhere?”

“Yes. They got their numbers and started calling them. They accused The Girls of stealing the piece for profit. It’s the art museum thing all over again.”

“I’ll just go out and tell him to get lost.”

“Fine,” he said. “Mercy, I have a feeling about this one.”

“Swell.”

“Yeah.”

I looked out the window and said, “Oh crap.”

Millicent was at the gate.

I whipped open the door. Wallace darted out and I ran down the steps. “Hold on! Hold on!”

“What happened?” yelled Big Steve.

Millicent held out her hand.

“No!”

The process server put the envelope in Millicent’s hand and gave me a little salute before jumping in his Toyota, the bastard. I reached her too late and she’d already ripped open the envelope and pulled out the letter. I grabbed it out of her hand and said, “That’s about me. Don’t worry about it.”

“Mercy, dear, that’s for me and Myrtle. I need to see what it’s about.”

“Big Steve is on it.”

“On what?”

“Nothing.”

She eyed me with the Bled baby blues and then plucked the papers out of my hand. Before I could think of another argument, Wallace leapt into the air, snatched it out of her hand, and ran for it.

“What a bad dog!” she cried. “Mercy, get that!”

I chased Wallace completely around the house, weaving through the rose garden and dodged millions of thorns. Wallace outpaced me easily and by the time I caught up to her, she’d squatted on the papers and peed on them.

“Oh, would you look at that,” said Millicent.

Joy came out and watched. “Mercy, that dog is a menace. That might’ve been impor⁠—”

I shot her a look and she said, “I’m sure it’s nothing. Something stupid.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Well, what was it?” Millicent asked. “We don’t get official papers every day.”

“We’ll ask Big Steve about it,” I said, pushing the sopping papers under the nearest bush.

“Is that him on the phone?”

“Um…”

“It’s Chuck,” said Joy. “He’s starving and… mad about Wallace.”

Millicent frowned. “How do you know that?”

“He called me to see if I’d take her, but my cats hate dogs so there’s that.” Joy came down and steered Millicent toward the front door. “You look tired. How about dinner in bed?”

“I’m not an invalid, Joy,” said Millicent.

“Of course not, but if you rest up, we can finish up tomorrow.”

“That’s true. Dinner in bed is such a treat.”

Joy got her up the stairs and glanced back at me mouthing, “What is going on?”

I shrugged and put my phone to my ear. “Well, that was exciting.”

“Did she get it? What happened?” Big Steve asked.

“Wallace peed on it.”

“Who? What?”

“It doesn’t matter. The papers are destroyed.”

The lawyer sighed. “But she was served. I was hoping to avoid that for at least a week, but I had a feeling this crew would be sneaky and come in when no one was there. Hey, why are you there?”

“Wallpaper,” I said.

“The Girls are too old to be doing that stuff.”

“Tell them, not me.”

“Never mind.”

“That’s what I thought. What’s up with this painting grab?”

“We don’t know yet,” said Big Steve. “It’s an odd piece to go after.”

“Good.” I yawned. “So the Daumier is one of the dead-end pieces?”

“You’d know better than I would. I just know that The Girls investigated several leads over the years and found no survivors or family. They didn’t give me any details. This crew has the right names, though.”

“Then why are you so suspicious? It could be the rightful owners. That’s what we want, to return the pieces.”

“The way they came in is wrong. Too hard. Too fast.”

“The Klinefeld Group is more subtle and the Daumier doesn’t do anything for them.”

“They might just do it out of spite,” he said thoughtfully.

I didn’t argue. The Klinefeld Group was capable of practically anything in order to get whatever it was Stella Bled shipped back in the liquor cabinet during the war. I’d been on the trail for a while now and I still didn’t know what it was. My encounter with a Klinefeld Group operative in the Panthéon made me realize they didn’t know what it was either. Well, I suppose someone knew, but they weren’t telling the group at large. They’d been quiet since Paris. That didn’t mean they’d given up. I wasn’t so naive as to think that.

“So we just need to prove whether they’re the real thing or not,” I said.

“Easier said than done.” He said goodbye and I picked up Wallace.

“Who’s a good girl?”

Bark.
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Skanky was not thrilled. He and Wallace had never gotten along and bringing that wrinkly little peepot into our new place wasn’t met with enthusiasm. My cat did an extreme arch and hissed so hard I could see the spray before he dashed into our bedroom, making a distressed noise that I’d never heard before.

Wallace was, of course, barking, wiggling, and slobbering like she was completely demented. Her little legs were flailing around and I could barely keep hold of her.

“Stop it. I will have to put you down in the garage. Do you want to live with cars, do you?”

The pug paused as if she was thinking it over and just when I thought I’d gotten somewhere she launched into another demented rant.

“To the garage.”

Before I got my hand on the knob, Chuck walked in with his poodle Pickpocket, a goofy, black giant poodle. Chuck’s mouth dropped open at the sight of Wallace going absolutely nuts and he froze. Pick didn’t. The poodle lunged and since he wasn’t on a leash, he was on me in half a second. The pug screeched and leapt from my arms and away they went, running through the apartment at top speed. I ran for the lamps The Girls picked out. I was afraid to ask what they cost. Chuck protected the delicate sculpture on a display pedestal by the fireplace.

“What is that thing doing here?” Chuck yelled.

“It was an accident.”

“How is Wallace being in our apartment an accident?”

“I didn’t mean to do it,” I said.

“That Pete! I’m going to have to have a talk with that guy.” Pickpocket brushed by him and bumped into the sofa table, knocking over a water glass I’d left out, spewing water all over Chuck’s plethora of workout magazines. I could live with that, but the water was going toward my pile of Klinefeld Group research.

“Pickpocket! Stop it!” I yanked the plugs out of the wall and carried the lamps to the table, getting the research just in time. “Stop him, Chuck!”

“Why didn’t you tell me you had Wallace?”

“I don’t know!”

“Well, that’s not great.”

“I do know that.”

Wallace dug in and started circling the island with Pickpocket on her heels, nipping.

“Chuck, stop him!”

“He’s playing.”

“Wallace doesn’t know that.”

He put down the sculpture and yelled, “Get her, Picky!”

I nearly dropped my lamps. “Are you crazy?”

“Watch.”

I guess Pick really was playing because the instant Chuck gave the order, he put on his real speed and the running stopped—suddenly—with a yelp behind the island.

“Nancy will kill me and I don’t mean maybe,” I said. “Go look. I can’t.”

Chuck walked over and looked down.

“Is it bad?”

He looked at me and smiled. “You have to see this.”

I put down the lamps and went over, fearing the worst and getting the best. In the area between the island and Aaron’s stove, Pickpocket had Wallace pinned down with jaws on neck. The fuzzball was wagging furiously and Wallace’s eyes were huge, practically popping out of her oversized head.

“Oh, thank goodness.” I leaned on the island. “Good boy, Pick.”

More wagging.

“I guess we have to let her go,” said Chuck. “I am enjoying this, though.”

“Wait for it,” I said as Skanky sauntered in. My cat was not a high-class cat. I bought him off a homeless man for twenty bucks and a latte. He came with multiple infections and a strange love of cotton balls, wrappers of all kinds, and Q-tips. We’d spent a lot of time at the vet and I was forced to become a whole lot neater or suffer the consequences.

Skanky might’ve been dumb as a box of rocks, but he had opinions and wasn’t afraid to share them. He walked right up to the pinned pug, sniffed her all over, and then sat next to her head, shot a leg in the air, and began giving his rump a serious clean.

“I feel the same way, Skank,” said Chuck.

I went over to Wallace and squatted down. “There’s a new sheriff in town. Behave or Pick will handle the situation. Got it?”

Wallace blinked.

“Alright, Pick. Let her go.”

Pick released the pug, but Wallace didn’t move.

“What’s she doing?” Chuck asked.

“Petrified?”

“Works for me. I’m going for a run.”

He went into the bedroom and I watched the animals in a kind of strange stalemate. Skanky kept cleaning. Pick panted and Wallace stayed frozen.

“Okay. That’s a bit dramatic, even for you,” I said. “Who wants a sausage?”

Wallace rolled over and jumped to her little feet.

Bark.

Skanky took a swipe at her and Pick bopped him with his snout. I never saw the fuzzball as a peacekeeper, but there we were. Skanky backed off and Wallace managed to control her urge to chase the cat.

“Everyone be good and we’ll have a little sausage. Don’t tell Aaron.”

I got out some leftovers from my partner’s restaurant Kronos and broke off some bits of his house-made sausage. Wallace pranced around, wagging her curly tail and Pick spun in circles. In a rare show of dignity, Skanky took his piece, stuck his nose in the air, and walked into the living room to the enormous cushion he shared with Pick to eat in peace.

Chuck came out in his running clothes and said, “You have to learn to say no to Pete.”

“It wasn’t him.” I told him about Tara and he sighed.

“So we’re stuck.”

“How mad are you?” I asked.

“I don’t really care.”

Concerning.

“Really? Why not?”

“I’ve got other things to deal with,” said Chuck, putting his earbuds in.

I bit my lip and then asked, “Like Delilah?”

He came over, gave me a quick kiss and was out the door without answering. Which was an answer in its own way. Chuck’s mom was in the doghouse, except doghouse didn’t begin to cover it. His real father, Charles, had shown up and revealed that he never knew Chuck existed. The more I learned about my soon-to-be mother-in-law the crappier she got.

I gave Pick and Wallace a little more sausage and then cleaned up the water. Fifteen old magazines gone. The day just got better. I made a Ghirardelli hot chocolate because Aaron wasn’t there to judge my choices and curled up on the sofa with Wallace, who bit my ankle and then went to sleep. I just let her slobber on me and sent a picture of the situation to Pete. He felt terrible that I got stuck with the pug, but it was fine. Pete wasn’t exactly family, but you do what you have to do for people when they need it.

My hot chocolate was nearly gone before I felt strong enough to call Uncle Morty. He hadn’t sent the research for the Shill case and that wasn’t like him. Everything had changed since he met Nikki, lost Nikki, had a heart attack, and got her back. He was still cranky and difficult, but it was like he wasn’t really feeling it like he used to and had to keep it up on principal.

“Whaddya want?” he asked.

“Gee, I wonder,” I said.

“Look, I got my edit back and this crap ain’t high on my list right now.”

Uncle Morty was a bestselling author in the high-fantasy epic saga world and he was a big deal. To me, he was my dad’s best friend, a first-class hacker, and the guy who used to smell like pizza rolls twenty-four seven and decided to chaperone my fourth-grade field trip to the zoo. That went so well he was barred from ever chaperoning a field trip again. No, he didn’t lose anyone. But since he didn’t have an interest in zoos, he took his group to the reptile house and taught them Dungeons and Dragons lore. Half those kids are still playing today. The other half spent the rest of the year pretending to smell me and gagging. It wasn’t awesome.

“Do you have my info or not?” I asked.

“What info?”

“The Shill backgrounds. You’re supposed to have them this afternoon.”

“Who the hell told you that?” Uncle Morty asked and I heard a reprimand in the background. Nikki was awesome.

“Myrtle said you said you’d have it ready.”

“That old bat? She’s out of it.”

“She’s not. What is up with you?” I asked.

He grumbled and Nikki got on the phone. “Mercy, that was the best party. Thank you for inviting us.”

“Is Uncle Morty okay?”

“He’s just a little under the weather,” she said.

There was a litany of cursing in the background

“Should I come over?” I asked.

“No. He just had a drink and he’s feeling the effects.”

“Oh. His first drink after the surgery?”

“That’s it and he’s really not feeling good at all. Must be the medications,” said Nikki.

“I get it. I’ll call Spidermonkey.” I barely got that out before there was a scuffle and Morty was back on the line.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “Don’t you call that old bastard. Horning in on my turf and stealing my clients.”

“I thought you two had a truce.”

“The truce is over!” He hung up on me and I sighed. I’d much rather have called Spidermonkey. He was great in general and much easier to deal with. I figured I’d give it the evening and see what happened, but I didn’t have to wait that long. Ten minutes later, my phone dinged an alert. He’d sent some files over so I got my laptop and opened the first ones, Conrad Shill’s police and medical report with some basic photos of the steps and house. There was an impressive amount of blood, but no shots of the interior or the body, presumably because it was deemed an accident from the get-go.

I knew the basics already. Conrad was in his eighties and recovering from a bypass operation when he got up in the early morning in February 2015 to get his paper. He went outside, fell on the icy steps, and bled out. Conrad was on blood thinners at the time and the combo of hitting his head and ripping his stitches in the fall killed him. He could’ve survived had someone found him in time, but he was out there at five thirty. His wife, Mary, slept in until nine usually and the neighbors generally didn’t leave for work before six thirty. It was eighteen degrees that morning and Conrad’s body was already freezing by the time the ambulance got there. His death was ruled accidental and no one thought much of it. Accidents happen and Conrad’s son Brian had been disinherited after he was sent to prison for attempted rape of a thirteen-year-old. My dad hated Brian Shill and even he wasn’t sure he killed Conrad.

I opened Mary Conrad’s file next and that’s where it got interesting. She died a mere four months later of complications of listeria and blood loss. I read that report more closely. Dad had given me a rundown at the party, but I’d had a few and was hardly in a condition to remember the important bits.

The door opened and I looked up to see Chuck walking in, dripping sweat, and he froze again.

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “The fur balls are all sleeping.” I pointed at Pick and Skanky curled up on their cushion.

“I forgot something.”

“What?”

“I got you something.”

Please no.

“I don’t need anything. I’m good,” I said, but he ran out and I groaned. Delilah had been calling him for weeks and he didn’t tell me. Nothing seemed off until she called me during the party and I found out. It wasn’t a big deal to me, but it was to him. He wanted me to block her, but I couldn’t do that. We were going to be family, not that that meant much to Delilah, but I didn’t want to start things with a feud. We hadn’t even set a date yet and there was a problem.

Chuck came back with a smile and one hand behind his back. “Guess what I got you.”

“If it’s a coffee maker, I swear to God I will burn this place to the ground,” I said.

“You’re adorable and it’s not a coffee maker.”

I heaved a sigh. “Excellent. Is it kitchen sponges? We need kitchen sponges.”

“Kitchen sponges aren’t a gift.” He brought his hand around and held the gift out like he was presenting me with a tiara. It wasn’t a tiara, by the way. It was a toaster.

“It’s a Breville,” he proclaimed. “Highly rated.”

Crap on a cracker.

“Didn’t we get that fancy air fryer so we wouldn’t have to get a toaster?”

“And it’s blue,” he said.

“I see that.” Breathe. “Tell me it’s not a murder toaster.”

“It’s not a murder toaster,” he said.

“Do you have a receipt?”

Chuck put the toaster on the counter and plugged it in. “Why do you need to see the receipt?”

“Because I think it’s a murder toaster.”

“It’s not a murder toaster.”

“Why wasn’t it in a box?” I asked.

A range of emotions went through his eyes and I waited.

Instead of answering, he pulled a phone case out of his pocket. “This is in the box.”

I took the bulky thing and asked, “Why do I need this?”

“It’s waterproof,” Chuck said with a grin.

“Are we going to the beach?”

“And drop proof to nearly seven feet. You need that.”

“Because…”

“How many phones have you wrecked?”

I had to give him that one, but it didn’t change the toaster situation. “Back to the box. Where’s the box for that toaster?”

“I’m going for a run,” he said, dashing for the door.

“You just went for a run,” I said.

He stopped with his hand on the knob, looking like that was new information.

“Chuck, let’s not do this again.” I crawled across the sofa and leaned over the arm. I’m told I look good at that angle. If I had to bat my eyes to get him to not go back into the exercise and buying a bunch of crap thing, I’d do it. No hesitation. “Take a shower. Let’s have dinner and watch a movie. You and me. Just the two of us.”

Bark.

“And Wallace.”

Bark.

“And Pickpocket.”

Chuck took a breath. “I had a difficult day. I need another couple miles.”

“What happened?” I asked. “You weren’t even working.”

“That’s why it was difficult,” he said.

“You’re not supposed to be working all the time.”

He gave me a weak version of Aunt Miriam’s stink eye. “You are.”

“I have a case. It’s for Fats and Tiny,” I said. “And I could use some help.”

“You don’t need me,” he said. “You got it. I’ll be right back.”

He slipped through the door and I yelled, “Call your mother!”

“No thanks!”

I flopped back on the sofa and my phone rang. If it was Delilah, I was ready to give her a piece of my mind, the one I could spare, but it was Fats.

“How’s the case?” my bodyguard asked.

“Less than twenty-four hours old,” I said, putting her on speaker.

“Don’t make me come over there.”

“You’re not going anywhere. Bed rest. You get to grow a baby. I get to work this.”

Fats muttered and then said, “I think you need me.”

“I’ll have to get along without you,” I said.

“Are you being sarcastic? I’m chained to a bed and eating real dairy. You do not want to mess with me.”

“It’s a fact. You aren’t going anywhere.”

“I have to do something. I want the baby to come home to that house. Tiny agrees.”

Because he didn’t have a choice.

“I know. I’m going to do it.”

“What do you have? How did he kill them?”

I got up and put my hot chocolate in the microwave. “I haven’t established that he did.”

“Your dad thinks he did. Everyone thinks he did,” said Fats.

“Dad’s not sure,” I said.

“What have you got?”

“Two accidental deaths.”

“They weren’t accidental,” she said. “I met that guy. He killed them.”

I took a sip and said, “I know. I was there. Shill is garbage, but he had alibis.”

“That’s bull. What alibis?”

I went back to my laptop and scrolled through Mary Shill’s report. She had basic photos too, mostly of a bloody bathroom. “He was camping on the Black River. He set up camp the day prior and the rangers knew him well. He was chatty.”

“Setting up an alibi.”

“He did a good job of it.” I scrolled up and started reading. What I saw didn’t give me a lot of hope for nailing Shill for his mother’s death.

“He had motive, Mercy,” said Fats. “Didn’t anyone pay attention to that?”

“They did. That’s why they checked his location.”

“How much did he inherit?”

“Millions. There’s a note here that says Mary was supposed to write him out of her will, but she never did,” I said.

“According to who?”

“Several friends and the family. They came in kicking up a fuss, saying he bumped her off for the money.”

“They ought to have been throwing hands,” Fats said.

“They threw lawsuits. Give me a minute. I’m reading Mary’s police report.”

“Why is everyone named Mary?”

“I don’t know. You are.”

“No one calls me that.”

“Your dad did last night.”

“He’s the exception. What does the report say?” Fats asked.

I went through it twice with Fats and it was weird I had to admit. Unlike Conrad’s brief report, Mary’s case was looked into, but not for the reasons one would think. No one thought it was a murder, even with the obvious motive, but the CDC and USDA were involved because of the listeria. They had to find the source and Mary’s movements were important.

Mary Shill had a normal last day. Normal for a recently widowed, rich woman, that is. Brian called her in the morning and then she went shopping at Plaza Frontenac and had a late lunch with a friend. It was her custom to take an afternoon nap and she went home after lunch to do that.

For a new widow, grieving didn’t seem to be on the menu. She had a date with a banker that night, but she called him at six to cancel, saying she was sick. There was nothing until seven forty-five when Brian called her. He reported that she said she was sick and going to sleep. Mary’s friend from lunch called her the next morning to see how her date went, but she didn’t answer the phone. The friend called for a couple hours and then went to the house. When Mary didn’t answer, she called the cops.

After being unable to ascertain Mary’s whereabouts, they called Brian and he told them to break a window to get in. Everything was locked and the alarm was set so no foul play was suspected. They found Mary passed out in her bathroom in a pool of blood. She’d hit her head on the edge of the tub, but they also found blood in the toilet and the sink. There were also traces of vomit in the bathroom and in the bedroom.

The ambulance took her to the hospital where she died two days later. Since it was an attended death, meaning she was in the hospital at the time, there wasn’t an autopsy. No one thought it was needed. They knew what happened.

“Well,” said Fats. “What happened? The listeria killed her?”

“Partially.”

“What was up with all that blood?”

“She was on blood thinners for A-fib. Looks like she’d taken a triple dose of it.”

“Oh, that’s not suspicious at all,” said Fats.

“The detective in charge questioned that, but Mary didn’t use a pill keeper. Her friends, and notably Brian, all said that she would forget to take her pill and that sometimes she might’ve taken it twice.”

“Why didn’t she use a pill keeper?”

“She thought she was too young, apparently.”

I could hear Fats cracking her knuckles and a thrill of fear went through me. I wasn’t exactly scared of Fats Licata, but her angry was a sight to be seen.

“Are you telling me this was an accident?”

Tread lightly.

“It was ruled accidental.”

More cracking.

“But it’s pretty weird,” I said.

“What did they say killed her?”

I told her what I had. Mary was quickly diagnosed with a head injury/fall, likely brought on by a bout of listeria. Her cause of death was the listeria with secondary causes of blood loss and skull fracture. It was listed as accidental. The problem that I saw was the same that the detective and the government saw. Where’d she pick up that listeria? And why did it hit her so hard?

“I’m not super happy with that,” I said, clicking on the reports from the CDC and USDA. “They found the source of the bacteria.”

“Oh, yeah? Why do I think that’s not good news?” Fats asked.

“In her fridge. A pack of garlic bologna.”

Fats went silent.

“You’re not going to ask the next question?” I asked.

“What’s the next question? I’m thinking we’re screwed unless we can prove Brian put that bologna in there and shoved a bunch of pills down her gullet.”

“We’re not gonna prove that.”

“You’re giving up.” When Fats Licata says that to you, it sounds like a threat, and I had to hold myself back from reminding her that I was, inexplicably, her best friend.

“I’m not, but I’m giving it to you straight. Brian hadn’t seen her in days and there’s no evidence he was in her house. She told her friend at that lunch that she hadn’t seen him in a couple weeks and he didn’t come to the house because that was where his dad died. And she was his mother and they were in contact. Would he really kill his own mother?” I clicked through the report. “People questioned that. Matricide is pretty rare.”

“I don’t know. We should ask the Menendez brothers.”

“Fair point.”

“So what’s the next question?” Fats asked.

“Who else got sick?”

She made a pleased sound and then asked, “Okay. Who?”

“Nobody. There was no outbreak. Mary Shill had a deadly case of listeria. It might’ve killed her without the blood loss and there wasn’t a single other case.”

Fats took a breath and asked, “How likely is that?”

“Not very,” Chuck said from the doorway.

“You’re back,” I said.

“I’m back.” He was literally dripping and it was bitterly cold out. “Case sounds interesting. Lucky you.”

I frowned. “If by interesting you mean ice cold.”

“It’s a challenge,” he said. “You deserve it. I’m going to take a shower.”

My fiancé walked out and I stared after him until Fats asked, “What’s going on? You deserve it?”

“I don’t know.” I flopped over and considered making pancakes. It was the only way I could basically eat cake for dinner and feel good about it. Scrambled eggs on the side made all syrup permissible. “He bought me a toaster.”

“Is it a murder toaster?”

“Looks like it.”

“You want me to ask around?” Fats asked.

“About what?”

“What he’s gettin’ up to. That sounded like an unhappy man and an unhappy man will do things that will make you unhappy and then I will have to call in a favor.”

I smiled in spite of myself. I didn’t want Fats to call in a favor, but it was nice to know she would if necessary. “It’s his mother. Maybe. Or something else.”

“Way to be clear. Back to the case. What’s next?” Fats asked.

“I guess I’ll go see the family,” I said. “I think Big Steve knows their lawyers and he owes me.”

“Keep me in the loop.”

I said I would and then watched Chuck come out of our bedroom looking like he ought to be on the cover of Men’s Health.

“What did you mean by I deserve it?” I asked, going to the island to eye him getting out a frying pan.

“Eh? Oh, that. I meant you deserve interesting cases. Someone ought to have one.”

“You have interesting cases all the time,” I said. “You just had that fentanyl case. The eyebrow is way better, by the way.”

“It was alright.”

I knew enough not to argue, but in time I would have to.


CHAPTER THREE




Big Steve did know the lawyers that handled the case contesting Mary Shill’s will. To my surprise, it wasn’t a single person or even a single family that hired them. Both sides of Brian Shill’s family contested the will in an unusual show of solidarity. The Shills and the Grimes came together in a vain attempt to keep Conrad’s money from their dirtbag nephew.

Big Steve said he’d make some calls and I took Wallace to the music room to scrape some more old wallpaper. The Girls were worn out and rightfully so. Joy and I polished off the rest with Myrtle and Millicent apologizing and bringing us lattes and tea. Wallace was remarkably well-behaved and that came with great rewards of Iberico ham and bits of croissants.

Then Rocco sauntered in with a protein shake and a happy glint in his eye after having brought the Maybach back from what he called a checkup at Egon’s Cherry Pit. The car was in perfect health and Rocco reminded The Girls they had facials booked at eleven and a lunch with the board of the Bled scholarship fund at two.

“Maybe you should cancel that stuff,” I said. “You’re pretty tired.”

Joy jumped on that. “Yes. Cancel it. Mercy will go.”

“I don’t need a facial,” I said.

“Well…” Rocco grinned at me.

“Pipe down Skinny McSwizzle Stick.”

“Speaking of insults have you talked to Fatasaurus Rex since the party?”

“Rocco,” Millicent gasped.

“She likes it,” he said with his most charming grin.

“I seriously doubt that, but why are you asking about your sister?”

“The house. Tiny says she’s brooding.”

Swell.

“I’m working on it,” I said. “Do you want to help?”

His handsome face lit up. “Yeah. I’ll help.”

“Great.” I handed him a sponge. “Wash these walls. I’ve got to get to a meeting with Shill’s family.”

Rocco groaned. “I totally fell for it.”

The Girls and Joy laughed as I left the music room with a spring in my step and Wallace waddling behind me. I could’ve just left, but I wanted to see the Daumier first so I went to the library instead. It was a beautiful room with wall-to-wall bookcases and elegant furnishings. I could just see Florence Bled, The Girls’ mother, writing Stella letters at the desk with inlaid mother-of-pearl decorations. Myrtle and Millicent had preserved the house while keeping it up to date. There were now computers, a printer, and WI-FI, but somehow it wasn’t any less elegant for the modern touches.

Bark.

“Hold on.”

Wallace bit my ankle, holding on without causing any pain, just lots of drooling. I wasn’t a fan and plucked her off me, tucking her under my arm like a football.

“That’s the one,” I said, pointing at a painting hung inside the bookcase. If you didn’t know what you were looking at you might not think much of Honoré Daumier’s painting. It certainly wasn’t the largest piece that Stella smuggled out or the most valuable. To be honest, I never paid much attention to it at all. It was only about ten inches by eight in what appeared to be an original frame. The painting itself was really more a mixed media if you asked me and nobody was. Daumier used watercolors, gouache, pen and ink on paper to depict a scene of what looked like a group of lawyers chatting. I only knew that they were lawyers because Millicent told me it was similar to another painting sold in 2018.

Rocco came in to stand beside me. “What are you looking at?”

“Have you talked to Big Steve?”

“No, but I know some asshats are hassling The Girls about that painting.”

I glanced back at the door. I’d already filled Joy in and I supposed Rocco made sense so I told him about the process server.

“I’ll clean the pee letter up,” he said.

“Joy already did. Can you stick with them? I’m worried they’ll approach them in public.”

Rocco bumped my shoulder. “I always do.”

“Thanks.”

“It’s my job and I’d do it even if it wasn’t,” he said. “What is it about this painting? There’s lots of art around this joint that’s worth more. If it’s fakers, why not go after the jewelry or the impressionist stuff?”

“Which jewelry?”

“That ugly collection of jeweled birds. I can’t believe Stella risked her life to bring that stuff out of Nazi Germany. The bird of paradise is so ugly Fats would love it.”

I grimaced. Fats did love her leopard print leggings paired with anything from a lime green puffer to a pink faux fur. There were times when I thought she could be visible from outer space.

“It was all they had to survive with after the war,” I said.

“But they didn’t survive,” he said.

“No, not usually, but we try to find relatives.”

“Myrtle said they have a sixty-five percent success rate. That’s pretty good. The news made it sound like they haven’t found any owners and were hoarding it all.”

“The news. Puhlease.”

“You still haven’t said what it is about this piece,” said Rocco.

“Beats the heck out of me, but it could be worth a lot. The painting in 2018 sold for over two million.”

“I stand corrected.”

“Here.” I handed him Wallace. “I want to look at something.”

I took the painting off the shelf and gingerly looked it over. The back had the usual Stella tags naming the owners. It was always painful to see the ones with children’s names like the ones in my bedroom. The back only had the name of a gallery in Brussels that was strip-mined by the Nazis and then destroyed in the subsequent bombing so The Girls got no help there.

“What’s that?” Rocco asked.

“Blood,” I said, looking at the stain on the backside of the canvas. It looked like fingerprints. Two sets on either side and there was more on the frame, but none on the painting itself.

“Jesus, that brings the war home, doesn’t it?”

I nodded and placed the painting back on the shelf.

“You gonna take a fresh look at where it belongs?”

“If The Girls couldn’t place it, I doubt I have a shot.”

“You never know,” said Rocco.

“You never do.”
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I arrived at Big Steve’s office an hour later, wearing, as ordered, ballet flats and a black pencil skirt with a white blouse. No jewelry other than my engagement ring. Big Steve said that was the look that would hook. Whatever that meant.

The last person I expected to see was sitting at the enormous mahogany desk in front of Big Steve’s office. I knew the practice had expanded and Freya, his favorite secretary, had changed to part time so she could care for her parents. Big Steve told me he hired an executive secretary to oversee things and that she was new to the practice, but not new to me. I had no idea what he meant until Wallace and I walked off the elevator and ran smack dab into Mrs. Lane Sanders.

“You’re on time,” she said. “Excellent.”

“Er…”

“Why do you have a dog?” Mrs. Lane Sanders looked down at Wallace, who was sitting on my left foot and panting like she’d run a mile.

“I uh…”

“That is not an answer.”

I couldn’t think of an answer. I first met Mrs. Lane Sanders when she worked for the enemy also known as Arlene Cobb aka the Duchess of Dirt. Cobb was Brooks Bled’s lawyer when he was trying to get a hold of the Bled Collection by calling The Girls addle minded and my parents manipulative users. I was a manipulative user too and also a nitwit slut. That’s how Mrs. Sanders looked at me then and how she was looking at me now.

“Well, alright. You wore the clothes and that’s a step in the right direction,” she said.

“This was your idea?” I asked.

“Yes, I happen to know the women you’re meeting with and more importantly they know you. Or rather, they think they do.”

“Oh no.”

“Exactly. I couldn’t take the chance that you’d wear something like that wrap dress. If you did, you may as well forget it.” Mrs. Sanders looked me over and I did the same to her. I hadn’t changed much and neither had she. Her iron-grey hair was still in perfect waves back from her high forehead. She did have on a cream silk blouse this time with a heavy cameo sealing the top button against unwanted incursions.

“You look very nice,” she said.

“Really?”

She blinked in surprise. “Yes. Why do you doubt that?”

“Well, I didn’t think you liked me,” I said.

“That’s just my face. I think you’re fine.”

I’ll take it.

“Great. Who am I meeting?” I asked.

“Sarah Shill and Dr. Twyla Grimes.” She looked down at Wallace, who snorted and farted at the same time, and tapped her chin. “This might work out. Come with me.”

Mrs. Sanders led me through the outer office into the inner sanctum and into her own office, a room done tastefully in antiques from the Edwardian period and sprinkled with pictures of her family. She had a lot of grandchildren and they were all blond.

She went to the desk and picked up a file to skim it. “Yes, I was right.”

I imagined that she was rarely wrong. “Good news?”

“Excellent. Sarah Shill is on the board of a local no-kill shelter and Dr. Grimes has adopted three pit bulls from Louisiana.” She handed me several photos of some women and their dogs. The dogs were wearing Halloween costumes or funny little coats a lot like Fat’s dog, Moe.

“This one with the red hair is Sarah Shill. She likes mixed breeds for their health advantages and donates hefty sums to spay-neuter programs every year. Dr. Grimes likes purebreds, but she only adopts. You can work the dog angle.”

“She’s not my dog,” I said.

“Why in the world do you have this dog then?”

“I’m the only one that can deal with her. She’s kind of a problem.”

“This is the pug from Sturgis?”

“Yes. This is Wallace.”

Bark.

“She pees, doesn’t she?” Mrs. Sanders asked.

“On feet mostly. Mine especially,” I said. “But she’s only done it once since I got her yesterday and they were old Adidas.”

Mrs. Lane Sanders pointed at Wallace. “Do not pee!”

Wallace yipped and hid behind my leg.

“That should do it,” she said, taking the photos and handing me two folders. “These are your briefs. Sit down and familiarize yourself.”

I looked at the clock above her desk. It had a sign underneath it that said, “If you’re on time, you’re already late.”

“I’m supposed to be meeting with them right now,” I said.

“You are thirty minutes early,” she said.

“Because you thought I’d be late?”

“Because I thought I might have to redo your makeup and clothes.”

“I’m only wearing mascara and ChapStick.”

“And I’m going to fix that,” said Mrs. Sanders, going to her desk and pulling out a makeup bag. “Read and I’ll take care of it.”

I read the briefs on Brian Shill’s cousins while Mrs. Sanders spruced me up. I got blush, lipstick, and a tad more mascara. I looked good and so did the cousins. Sarah Shill was the CFO for a local barbecue chain and their expansion was incredibly fast and impressive. Dr. Grimes was a psychiatrist who specialized in eating disorders. She’d won awards. They were two very serious women, who were about Brian’s age and nothing like him as far as I could tell.

“They don’t need the money,” I said.

“No, they don’t.”

“So why did they spend thousands contesting the will?”

“My research says it’s the principle of the thing.”

“Good to know,” I said.

Mrs. Sanders quizzed me on relevant facts about the cousins and I told her that this was the most prepared I’d been for anything in my entire life.

“It’s what I do,” she said.

“Why did you leave Arlene Cobb, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“She decided to handle the appeal for Kent Blankenship,” she said with the first show of emotion that I’d seen from her.

“She must’ve handled repulsive clients before,” I said.

“Indeed, but one of my childhood friends died in Tulio. It was a bridge too far.”

Kent Blankenship was the mass murderer that shot up Tulio’s on The Hill and was involved with a group of serial killers known as the Unsubs. I’d had more than my share of interactions with him.

“I’m so sorry. What in the world is she appealing?”

“She’s trying to get him out of Hunt and into a regular prison.”

“He bit me on the face,” I said. “She thinks he’s not insane?”

“Whether it’s true or not is immaterial to Arlene Cobb and that’s why I’d rather be on your team than hers.”

“Thanks.” I was a little teary-eyed and Mrs. Sanders blinked like crazy as she went back to her desk and came up with another bag.

“Time for Wallace.”

Grr.

“It’s happening,” she said, pulling out a dog brush and a bottle of dry dog shampoo.

Mrs. Lane Sanders worked over Wallace with amazing efficiency. She peed twice and didn’t get anyone. She tried to bite, but Mrs. Sanders was too fast for her and she just ended up with a spray of shampoo on the snout.

“It’s like you’ve done this before,” I said.

“I worked for the Duchess of Dirt. I’ve done everything.”

Mrs. Sanders packed away her tools, got out a lint roller, and got rid of every Wallace hair on her outfit and then mine.

“You’re ready,” she declared.

“I feel ready.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I don’t usually have a plan.”

“You might want to rethink that.”

“I might.”

That’s what I said, but who was I kidding? Plan. Puhlease. You couldn’t really plan for the stuff I came up against. Plus, it sounded like more work. I had enough work. Mostly I planned to plan for a nap. I wouldn’t get it, but it was nice to dream.

Big Steve’s best idea ever looked me over one last time and gave me her approval, which felt like a real achievement. When Mrs. Lane Sanders says you’re good, you know you’re good.

She gave me an expensive briefcase to put my papers in and led me out into the warren of offices and conference rooms.

“Alright. You’re arriving exactly on time. They are early.”

She hadn’t looked at her phone and we hadn’t seen anyone else. “How do you know?” I asked.

“I know them.” She picked a tiny speck of lint off my shoulder.

“This is amazing.”

“I know.” She looked down at Wallace. “If you’re good and charm them, I have a pepperoni stick with your name on it.”

Bark.

“Excellent. Good luck.” Mrs. Sanders checked her watch, took a breath, and then opened the door.

“Ladies, this is Mercy Watts,” she said as she swept into the room with me coming in behind her. There was an array of baked goods on the conference table and I could tell from the smell that they came from Aaron’s bakery Sto-Vo-Kor. “Is there anything I can get you?”

The women said no. Mrs. Sanders pulled out a chair for me and left.

I put my snazzy briefcase on the gleaming mahogany table and felt their eyes boring into me. The outfit was right. It mirrored what they were wearing. “Good afternoon. Thank you so much for meeting me.”

“It’s our pleasure I’m sure,” said Sarah Shill.

“I don’t know about that,” said Dr. Grimes.

I shook their hands and then introduced them to Wallace, who on cue did a wiggly little dance and snorted.

“She’s adorable,” Dr. Grimes said, breaking the ice.

We talked about my adventures with Wallace for a while and it turned out they did know me. Mostly from the one-sided coverage on 20/20 where I was a nitwit that got lucky on a good day. They loved that I had Wallace again and that I ran around with Pickpocket on occasion. They were cat people too and they both had three cats. I showed them pictures of Skanky, starting with his kitten photos, and proving why he was named Skanky.

“So you wanted to meet with us about Brian,” said Dr. Grimes with a grimace.

“That’s right. I’m looking into the deaths of his parents,” I said. “I’d appreciate any information you’d be willing to share.”

“I don’t mean to be blunt, but we’re not interested in going down that road again,” said Sarah Shill.

“Ma’am, I understand that it⁠—”

“Please call me Sarah,” she said with a smile. Wallace was on her lap, snorting and head butting her hand.

“Sarah. I know you’ve been through a lot, but I really think I might be able to break the case. I’m good at cold cases. I just broke one, as a matter of fact.”

The ladies nodded.

“We know all about your case in Harrisburg. That was impressive,” said Dr. Grimes. “It’s just that there comes a time when you have to let go and move on.”

“And we’re done throwing good money after bad,” said Sarah.

“I get that. I’m not asking for money. I’ve already been paid.”

They frowned in unison. If you didn’t know better, you’d have thought they were blood relatives.

“Who paid you?” Dr. Grimes said.

“A friend. I thought Mr. Warnock had discussed this with you already,” I said.

“He did, but I’m confused. Your friend wants the house in Clayton? Why on earth? Uncle Conrad died on the steps.”

“Not to mention Mary,” said Sarah. “She didn’t die there, but that’s where the crime occurred. We thought the house would have to be torn down if we got it.”

Mary.

“It’s a gorgeous house,” I said.

“It’s a murder house,” said Dr. Grimes. “It’s on websites.”

I frowned. “Really?”

“Yes, it’s awful. There are all these lurid stories and illustrations with Uncle Conrad writhing in pain and dying on the steps,” said Sarah.

“And Mary lying in a pool of blood in the bathroom. It’s disgusting,” said Dr. Grimes.

Mary again.

“I’m surprised since neither death was down as a homicide,” I said.

“Well, Brian’s…situation didn’t help and once you pinned that poor girl’s kidnapping on him… the house is on ghost tours. Who would want to deal with that?”

“My friend loves the house,” I said. “She’s stubborn to say the least.”

“Is she crazy?” Sarah asked.

Well…

“She’s determined and pregnant.”

The ladies looked at each other.

“Must be the hormones,” said Dr. Grimes. “When I was pregnant, I insisted on ripping out a perfectly good kitchen.”

“I put in a pool,” said Sarah. “I don’t even like the water.”

“The kids love it.”

“They do. That’s true.”

I poured myself some coffee from the carafe and waited while they discussed every wacky pregnancy story they’d heard. I know they thought they were making Fats sound less reasonable, but it really just made her sound normal. That was a first.

When there was a pause, I said, “If I pin the deaths on Brian, will you agree to sell my friend the house, fair market value, whatever that is for a murder house.”

The ladies shrugged.

“We’ll have to run it by the rest of the family, but I don’t see a problem,” said Dr. Grimes. “What can we do to help you?”

“First, you can tell me why you call her Mary,” I said.

Dr. Grimes looked at me blankly. “What do you mean?”

“Why are you calling her Mary? Dr. Grimes calls Conrad Uncle Conrad.”

“Well, she’s not my aunt,” said Dr. Grimes.

My mind went into overdrive. What in the world? Thankfully, that was the moment Wallace decided she just had to have a bit of bagel. Sarah put her on the floor and Dr. Grimes had her doing tricks. Tricks! Roll over. Play dead. The whole doggy repertoire.

While they were doing that, I was going through Morty’s research that I’d printed out as well as Mrs. Sanders’ research on them. Not her aunt? How was she not her aunt?

Once Wallace had done her tricks twice and gotten her bagel bites, I said, “I’m confused. I was under the impression that you are Brian Shill’s cousin. Related by blood.”

“I am. I’m sorry to say,” said Dr. Grimes.

“Then Mary should be your aunt. She was Brian’s mother.”

“No, she wasn’t,” they said in unison.

I took a breath. “Mary Shill was Brian’s mother. It’s in her obituary. It’s on his birth certificate.”

“Different Mary,” said Dr. Grimes. “I don’t blame you for being confused.”

“There are two Marys?”

“The world is full of Marys and Uncle Conrad married two of them,” said Sarah.

“Is his mother alive?” I asked.

“No. She died in 1983,” said Dr. Grimes. “Her name was Mary Beth Grimes and she was Conrad’s first wife.”

“You’re going to have to catch me up.”

Dr. Grimes asked for paper and a pen and began writing out a timeline. Conrad Shill married Mary Beth Grimes in 1978. Mary Beth was originally his secretary. She was a sweet person, shy and bookish. The Grimes family wasn’t thrilled with the match. They thought Conrad was a bit of a bully, older, and not really husband material. He, like Big Steve, worked sixteen-hour days or more if required, but since Mary Beth was pushing thirty, they went along with it.

Mary Beth worked at the firm until she had Brian in late 1980. Everything was fine from both the Shill and the Grimes families’ perspectives. Conrad turned out to be a doting husband. Everyone thought he loved Mary Beth very much. Sarah said her mother thought they were cute together. In 1983, Mary Beth got pregnant again and Conrad had his first heart attack while arguing a case in court. He survived with little damage but had to slow down. Everyone on both sides was happy to see him less stressed, but then in June the unthinkable happened while he was away on business. Mary Beth unexpectedly died at five months pregnant.

Conrad was shattered. He had a second heart attack at the wake and was hospitalized. His new secretary took over everything, including the toddler, Brian.

“The second Mary?” I said.

“Yes,” said Dr. Grimes. “And no one liked her. My parents said she was a pushy know-it-all, but Conrad just let her take over. He was so upset about Mary and the baby, I think he just couldn’t deal with anything.”

“That was what I heard too,” said Sarah. “My dad was Conrad’s younger brother. He couldn’t stand Mary. My parents wanted to take Brian and they thought Conrad would’ve let them, but Mary intervened. She’d been his secretary for like a year and a half, but suddenly she was the one in charge.”

“When did he marry her?” I asked.

“1984,” Dr. Grimes said with a sneer. “You should see the pictures. It was like she was trying to outdo Princess Diana. My mother called it obscene.”

“And she never worked again,” said Sarah. “My dad said that when he met her before Mary Beth died, she was all career oriented and working on her undergrad degree. She planned on going to law school. Uncle Conrad liked that about her. He liked ambition.”

“It was just the wrong ambition,” said Dr. Grimes.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Once she had a man, she wasn’t interested in having a career anymore. When people asked her about it, she said she had her hands full with Brian. Give me a break. My mother’s a biologist and a professor. There are three of us. All she had was Brian, a nanny, and a maid to boot.”

“That would’ve been okay, but she cut everyone out,” said Sarah. “I barely knew Brian.”

“Seriously?”

“It’s true,” said Dr. Grimes. “I never met him at all. My parents were so upset. They wanted to have a relationship with Mary Beth’s only child, but Mary wouldn’t let them see him.”

“How did she prevent it?” I asked.

“There were always excuses when he was little. Brian was sick, at a friend’s house, had lice, or he was grounded.”

I took a sip of coffee. This changed everything. So much for the Brian wouldn’t kill his mother thing. “What did Conrad say?”

“Nothing,” said Dr. Grimes with tears filling her eyes. “‘Mary is his mother.’ ‘She knows best.’ But she wasn’t his mother. She was a gold digger.”

“And Uncle Conrad was back to working constantly,” said Sarah, getting a sharp look from Dr. Grimes. “It’s not an excuse. Just a fact.”

“She ruined Brian,” said Dr. Grimes. “If Mary Beth had lived, he wouldn’t be who he is.”

A wave of sadness went over me. Maybe it didn’t have to be the way it was. Maybe Cassidy Huff didn’t have to die. If things had been different…

“Why do you think that?” I asked.

“You had to know Mary,” said Sarah.

“So you knew her?”

The ladies made faces.

“Once Brian got older, she started playing nice with the family,” said Sarah.

“Not our family,” said Dr. Grimes. “We didn’t exist, but I met her several times at charity functions. What a show she put on? You’d have thought we had this wonderful close family.”

“Everyone loved Mary,” said Sarah with an eye roll.

“Was she super charming?” I asked.

“She was a sociopath with narcissistic tendencies,” said Dr. Grimes. “Very charming. Everyone liked her. She wanted everyone to like her, but it was all a veneer.”

“She liked applause,” said Sarah.

“Applause?” I asked, thinking about getting on stage. So not my favorite thing.

“For doing things. You know how some people donate anonymously? Mary would never do that. She’d tell you everything she’d done. She didn’t walk her sick neighbor’s dog to help them. She did it so everyone would think she was great.”

“There was always a benefit to her,” said Dr. Grimes.

“Then why did she insist on raising Brian? She could’ve gotten rid of him and just lived the high life,” I said.

“I’ve thought a lot about that, but it didn’t come together until Sarah and I became friends.”

Sarah nodded. “Uncle Conrad liked ambitious people. He really bought that she had ambitions. He said she should continue with school once Brian was older. My dad said he thought she would become a lawyer and work at the firm.”

“Oh,” I said. “If Brian went to the Grimeses, there’d be no reason she couldn’t go back to work and continue school.”

“Exactly,” said Dr. Grimes.

“But he got older. Why didn’t she do it then?”

Sarah sighed. “She was too old to start over.”

“Why didn’t she ever have kids? That would’ve extended her excuse.”

They rolled their eyes and Sarah said, “She had a hysterectomy for some reason. Uncle Conrad was really sad they couldn’t have more kids, but my mom said Mary didn’t look sad at all.”

“She got what she wanted,” said Dr. Grimes. “A life of shopping and lunching.”

“So Sarah, did you know Brian growing up?” I asked.

“Not really. By the time I was old enough to know what was going on, Brian was gone. I barely remember him as a kid.”

“Why was that?”

Sarah glanced over at Dr. Grimes and the ladies’ demeanor changed completely. Now it was about their rapist, murderer cousin and the shame was evident. Sarah told the story as she understood it. Brian had come back into their lives around the age of eleven. Sarah was seven and a reader so she had little to do with the rough and tumble boys. She knew that her mother didn’t like Brian and would ask her odd questions like has he hurt you? He hadn’t, but she did hear the talk about how Brian was mean and a bully.

After one Fourth of July barbecue, their cat had a wound to its back. The vet said he thought Miss Mittens had been stabbed with something. No one saw anything, but everyone thought Brian did it. There was money missing from her mom’s purse and Brian had pushed her brother and then threatened him when he was going to tell. Conrad didn’t believe any of it. As for the fighting, boys will be boys. But it kept happening. Things would disappear from whoever’s house was hosting, a silver pie server here and a Hummel figurine there. It all came to a head after one Christmas when Brian was thirteen. After everyone went home, Sarah’s aunt was putting her youngest to bed and discovered he had scratches all down his chest. Tyler was only three, but even that little guy didn’t want to tattle. His mom finally got it out of him that Brian had done it under the guise of playing tiger at the zoo. He’d taken Tyler away from the others where they couldn’t see and basically tormented a three-year-old, scratching him slowly.

“We never saw him again,” said Sarah.

“What was Mary like with Brian?” I asked.

“Sweet as pie. As a kid, I didn’t know she wasn’t his mother. He called her mom.”

“So why did you contest the will?”

Dr. Grimes crossed her arms. “Conrad wrote him out of his will. He didn’t want to give Brian anything. It wasn’t right that he inherited everything Conrad worked for just because Mary was too lazy to change her will.”

“She didn’t think she was going to die so young,” said Sarah. “She was only fifty-seven.”

“Who was she supposed to leave it to?” I asked.

Dr. Grimes got herself a muffin and peeled back the paper slowly. “I don’t know. We were well out of his life by then.”

Sarah nodded. “We weren’t close either after the incidents with Brian, but my dad said he wanted to leave it to all the nieces and nephews with a generous portion for a scholarship fund for law students.”

“There was supposed to have been a plan written up,” said Dr. Grimes.

“But you never saw it?” I got my own muffin. I could fight temptation only so long.

Sarah went for a bagel and said, “No. He was a lawyer. I’m sure he drew it up himself and his secretary said she was a witness along with a junior partner, but she couldn’t tell us what it said. Neither could he.”

“How much was Conrad’s estate worth?” I asked.

“We can’t be completely sure what it was worth at the time of his death, but my father estimated in the neighborhood of twenty-three to twenty-nine million.”

I gagged on my muffin and the ladies laughed.

“I didn’t expect that,” I said between coughs.

“Well, you have to understand Conrad had a top firm, not quite to the level of say a New York one, but they did a lot of business internationally,” said Sarah.

“And he was still working at the time of his death,” said Dr. Grimes. “So he was pulling in big numbers for fifty years.”

“If Conrad was such a great lawyer, why didn’t he put his assets in a trust or make sure Mary changed her will?”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “My parents said he trusted her completely. God only knows why.”

This explains so much.

Dr. Grimes eyed me as she chose a second muffin. “You have a certain expression on your face, Mercy. Would you like to tell me what you’re thinking?”

“And now she’s the therapist,” said Sarah in a teasing tone.

“I’ve been good.”

“You have. I’ll grant you that.” Sarah tore off some bagel for Wallace, who was definitely going to get that pepperoni stick. She was so cute. Even I had to remind myself about all my ruined shoes, not to mention the two pairs of pantyhose she wrecked that morning by biting my ankles.

“If you’re not comfortable saying it now,” said Dr. Grimes, “perhaps at a later time.”

Sarah laughed and Wallace danced around in her lap.

“I’m comfortable. It’s more about you,” I said.

“Do you know something?” Sarah asked.

“I’ve met your cousin, in his parents’ house to be precise, and I never knew what to think about something he said.” I took a bite to distract myself from the icky feeling coming over me.

The ladies leaned toward each other and Sarah clutched Wallace to her chest, mussing her starched blouse.

“What did he say?” Dr. Grimes asked.

“It won’t make you feel good,” I said.

“Nothing about Brian makes us feel good. I lie in bed at night thinking about where it went wrong. My parents beat themselves up over it. My dad cried when he heard about Cassidy Huff. I’d never seen him cry before.”

“Whatever it is,” said Sarah, “it can’t be worse that finding out you’re related to a guy who had a girl put through a wood chipper.”

I’m so grateful there’s chocolate in the world.

“There’s different kinds of bad,” I said.

“We can take it,” said Dr. Grimes.

“He said his mother taught him the value of a scream.”

Dr. Grimes put her hand over her mouth and Sarah said, “We’re going to need more muffins.”

I pressed the buzzer on the table and about thirteen seconds later Mrs. Sanders was there with a fresh plate of double chocolate muffins.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“It’s my job to know,” she said.

We thanked her and she asked if Wallace was behaving.

We nodded and she asked, “Do you want some pepperoni now?”

Bark. Bark. Bark.

Mrs. Sanders tossed Wallace a bit and then left.

Wallace got down on the floor to slobber over her stick and I asked, “Can we talk a little more about him?”

“Brian?” Dr. Grimes said with a mouth full of muffin.

“Yes. He has alibis.”

The high-class professionalism was gone and the ladies snorted through their muffins, spraying crumbs.

“Please, Mercy,” said Sarah. “He killed her. I don’t know how he killed her, but he did it.”

Dr. Grimes wiped her eyes and said, “I agree. He killed her.”

“I’m getting a better picture now. She wasn’t his mother and something went on in that house,” I said.

The ladies shuddered and kept eating.

“Did you tell the detectives she wasn’t his mother?”

They nodded.

“Nobody cared. It was an accident or natural causes or whatever,” said Sarah. “But from what you just said, he must’ve hated her and of course there was a huge payday.”

“His alibis are solid.” I looked through my notes and the timeline they described. I was missing something. Something wasn’t right. “Did you have any contact with Brian after Mary died?”

“Minimal,” said Sarah. “He didn’t have a funeral or a service of any kind for her. The few times I saw him at court he would smirk and wave at me.”

“Same here. Her friends were irate about the lack of a memorial and had their own,” said Dr. Grimes. “None of us went. They weren’t happy about that, but I couldn’t sit there and act like she was this wonderful person. They didn’t know her like we did.”

“And we didn’t know her like Brian did,” I said softly.

“I heard he was asking to see you,” Dr. Grimes said.

“He asked. I’m not going.”

“You don’t think it will help?” Sarah asked. “Maybe he’ll let something slip.”

“No, he won’t. We would never have gotten him if it weren’t for Kent Blankenship.” I kept looking at the notes. What did I miss?

“What are you looking for?” Dr. Grimes asked.

“I don’t know. I’m missing something.”

“We told you everything we know,” said Sarah.

“It’s something you don’t know,” I said.

They chuckled.

“We can’t help you there,” said Dr. Grimes. “When my patients can’t remember details, I tell them to think about who they trust to give them accurate information. There’s always someone who can give a clue.”

“Accurate information.”

“That’s right,” she said in a soft therapist voice.

“Or inaccurate information.”

“We’re not going for that, Mercy.”

I smiled at her. “We’re going for the person who gave it to us.”

“What?”

I pulled out my bulky, waterproof phone and called Uncle Morty.

“Whaddya want? I’m at the doctor. They’re taking eighteen vials of blood and I’m still too fat.”

“You were wrong,” I said for the first time ever and I mean that literally.

“I’m not wrong. I don’t make mistakes.”

“You did this time,” I said.

“Bullshit.”

“Who’s Brian Shill’s mother?”

Uncle Morty didn’t answer. I just heard keys clicking. That man didn’t go anywhere without a laptop.

“What’s going on?” Sarah asked. “Can we hear?”

“Trust me. You don’t want to hear what’s coming,” I said and that was the moment he saw it. The cursing that came out of my beloved uncle could’ve peeled The Girls’ Gorilla Glued wallpaper right off the wall.

“Wow,” said Dr. Grimes. “He can yell.”

“Yes, he can.”

Uncle Morty kept yelling and some medical professional was also yelling but it was about blood pressure. I may have made a mistake, but at least he was in the doctor’s office.

Panting, Uncle Morty came back and said, “I’m losing it. This is a goddamn disaster.”

“It is not. Everyone makes mistakes,” I said.

“You do. All the damn time. Not me.”

“Thanks. I love you too.”

The ladies started laughing and he yelled about who was laughing.

“That’s Shill’s cousins. They told me there were two Marys. It was an honest mistake.”

“It was a rookie mistake. I’m no rookie.”

“How many men marry two Marys? Shill called her his mother. Her obit said she was his mother. I forgive you.”

“You forgive me? You forgive me?”

“That’s right and I won’t even tell Dad.”

“Ah hell. Tommy will never let me live this down. Mary Beth Shill. Goddamn Mary Beth. I can’t believe I missed that.”

“Can you send me background on both Marys? I’m missing something and it’s right there. I can feel it.”

“Something ain’t right.”

“Exactly.”

“I know what ain’t right,” said Uncle Morty with his normal superiority creeping back into his voice.

“Do tell.”

“The first Mary died in 1983,” he said.

“I got that,” I said, looking at my notes.

“You wanna know what she died of?”

Ding. Ding. Ding.

“I do want to know what she died of,” I said.

“Listeria.”

“Crap on a cracker.”

“That’s it, ain’t it?”

“That’s definitely it.” I hung up and told the cousins. Neither of them knew Mary Beth’s cause of death.

“Well, that’s not a coincidence,” said Dr. Grimes.

No, it’s not.


CHAPTER FOUR




Wallace was being so good I almost forgot what a maniac she was. One minute we were walking through the parking garage like we were totally normal and the next minute batshit crazy. Barking. Snapping. Snarling. Spinning like a top and spewing drool.

She yanked on her rhinestone leash and started dragged me between two Mercedes. I bumped one, set off the alarm, jumped, hit the other one, and set off that alarm too. Luxury is sensitive.

“What is your problem? Did the crazy build up or something?”

Bark. Snarl. Bark. Bark. Bark. Bark.

“Stop it!”

A security guard ran over in a panic and then saw me. “I should’ve known.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“They told me you were coming in today,” he said as the alarms shut themselves off. Wallace did not.

“Who’s they?”

“They. Management. What’s wrong with your dog?”

“I don’t know. I never know.” I tried to grab Wallace, but she was spinning again and those little claws were sharp. “Are you saying that when I come to Big Steve’s, you get put on alert?”

“That’s about the size of it,” said the guard. “You should go to a vet.”

“Why? What did I do?”

Wallace leapt at a Hummer, ramming her head into the door, and setting off its alarm.

“Do you really need to ask that?” The guard started shooing us away from the vehicles.

“I do!”

“Miss Watts, you were kidnapped a few months ago and let’s face it, where you go trouble ensues. That’s just how it is. I have a taser. Can I taser your dog?”

“No, you cannot taser her,” I said, although I couldn’t think of anything else to do. “I just need to leave.”

“You have a truck. What are you going to do with that thing? You can’t drive with her like that.”

“I don’t know. I guess I can tie her up in the truck bed.”

“That’s inhumane!”

“You wanted to taser her. She weighs about eight pounds.”

“Just get to the truck,” said the guard.

I let Wallace drag me through the garage until we came around a corner and saw my beloved Chevy, back in mint condition and not as empty as I left it.

The guard unholstered his taser. “There’s someone in your truck.”

“Yeah, I see that. It’s fine.”

“It’s a man.”

“It’s an Aaron,” I said.

“How can you tell who it is?” he asked.

“The hair.”

My partner Aaron lived with a permanent case of bedhead and I’d know that mess anywhere.

The guard holstered his taser. “So that’s Aaron from YouTube and TikTok?”

“It’s Aaron from Kronos, if that’s what you mean.”

“I love that guy. I followed his instructions on his video for caponata and my wife asked me to marry her again. Can I meet him?”

Wallace continued to drag me and I said, “It won’t be as exciting as you think, but sure.”

We arrived at the driver’s side of my truck and Wallace leapt at the door as high as her little legs would lift her.

“Will she attack him?” the guard asked.

“She will attack the sausage he brought,” I said.

“How do you know he has sausage?”

“It’s Aaron and I’ve got Wallace.” I opened the door and asked, “How did you get in here? I locked the door.”

Aaron looked to my left and held up a key.

“For crying out loud. I’m not even going to ask.”

“You hungry?”

“No. I just ate my feelings,” I said. “Do you want Wallace?”

“Always,” said Aaron.

I picked up the pug and set her on the seat. She leapt into Aaron’s arms and licked his entire face. Yuck. Then he picked up a mini cooler off the floor and set it on the seat, held up a finger, and Wallace sat like her little butt was made of lead.

Aaron got out a piece of sausage, the kind with his house-smoked bacon tucked inside, and gave her a bite.

“Magic,” I said.

“I got Yoo-hoo,” he said, holding up a bottle.

“Pass.” I turned to the guard, who was practically vibrating with excitement. “This is…”

“Ted,” he said. “I’m a huge fan.”

Aaron didn’t say anything.

“Did he hear me?”

I sighed. “Wait for it.”

“You hungry?” Aaron asked.

“I’m starving, but I don’t want to put you out.” He so wanted to put Aaron out, but politeness won the day.

“Ted would love to try out whatever you’ve got in there,” I said.

Aaron pulled out a brown paper-wrapped log with Klingon written on it. I’m not kidding. Klingon. He handed it to me and I gave it to Ted.

“I don’t read Klingon,” I said. “What is it?”

Before Aaron could answer, Ted said, “A garlic baguette with a bacon sausage, pastrami, vinegar coleslaw, and mustard aioli.”

Aaron gave him a thumbs-up and Ted pumped his fist. “This is amazing. It isn’t on the menu. This is an original.”

“Everything Aaron does is original.”

Aaron and I waited and Ted stood there, smiling.

“You have to try it,” I said.

“Now?”

“Definitely or I’m never getting out of here.”

Ted unwrapped the sandwich and went into spasms of delight. Aaron vibrated with anticipation and I just wanted to leave.

“This is the best sandwich I have ever had. Are you putting the garlic baguette on the menu? Will you make a video on this sandwich? I have so many questions.”

“Not now, dude,” I said, getting in and firing up the truck. “Come by Kronos…”

“Tomorrow night,” said Aaron.

“And Aaron will give you a tour,” I said, handing him a Yoo-hoo to wash down the sandwich.

“This is the best day.”

“It’s not so bad when I come by, is it?” I asked.

“You should always bring Aaron.”

“I’m going to take that in the spirit in which it was intended. Have a good day, Ted.”

I closed the door and drove out of the garage already reeking of hot dog stink and the day was only just getting started.


CHAPTER FIVE




Ihadn’t been in Clayton since Fats and I interviewed Brian Shill. Little did I know that interview would set off a series of events months later. I parked in front of the Shill murder house and I could see the appeal. I mean, if you ignored the murder part. It was a truly charming house, with intricate brickwork and a stunning front door. Its Tudor style was similar to my parents’ house so I loved it on instinct, but the association with Brian Shill wasn’t something I could overcome. I didn’t understand why Fats wanted to bring her baby home to his house, but I suppose it wasn’t the house’s fault.

“How are we getting in?” Aaron asked.

“We’re not,” I said. “I want to talk to the neighbors.”

I got out and looked at Wallace. Aaron had stuffed her to the limit and she was on her back with her legs stiff in the air, snoring and farting.

“Well, I guess we can leave her in here,” I said. “It’s not hot.”

At the word ‘leave’, an eye opened.

“Maybe you shouldn’t feed her so much.”

The second eye opened.

“I mean, she’s immobile,” I said. “Maybe just tofu and⁠—”

Wallace rolled over a lot like an overstuffed sausage and fell off the seat.

“You’re not helping your case.” I picked her up and tucked her under my arm.

Grr.

“Grr yourself. You keep this up and you’ll be obese.”

Grr.

“Whatever.” I went across the street to a classic colonial with the brick painted white and a federal-style pediment over the front door.

Aaron trotted along behind me, probably thinking of diet food for Wallace. The pug had started gassing something awful. I loved that bacon sausage, but she was never getting that again.

I rang the doorbell and said, “Morty’s notes say they work at home on Mondays, but he’s off his game so…”

The door opened a minute later and the man standing there was definitely working at home. He had on a pressed shirt and a tie over a pair of shorts in a Hawaiian print.

“Can I… are you, Mercy Watts?” he asked.

“I am,” I said with my most friendly and not sexy smile. “Do you have a few minutes? I’d like to interview you.”

He blinked a few times and then said, “Oh, it must be about him.”

“If you mean Brian Shill, then yes in a way.”

“I don’t know how I can help you. He wasn’t exactly social and we didn’t want to know him.”

“I’m more interested in the elder Shills, Conrad and Mary.”

A woman came up behind him. “We knew Conrad and Mary really well.”

She opened the door wide. “I’m Shannon and this is Danny. Please come in.”

I grimaced. “I’d love to, but I’ve got this stinkpot.”

Shannon came out to give Wallace a scratch. “She’s adorable, but what’s wrong with her?”

“My partner, Aaron, fed her too much sausage and now she’s comatose.”

They looked at Aaron and frowned.

“Partner?” Danny asked.

“Professionally. I held up my hand. I’m engaged to a cop,” I said. “Aaron helps with investigations.”

That couple couldn’t have looked more doubtful, but they insisted we come in despite Wallace’s gas. They wisely led us through to the back deck where they had a couple outdoor heat lamps going next to a patio set where there were laptops, files, and phones strewn around.

“Sorry for the mess,” said Shannon. “Typical Monday. Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea?”

“I’ll make it,” said Aaron.

“You are not making it,” I said. “Aaron’s a chef. He might have control issues with food.”

They frowned deeper.

“What kind of chef?” Danny asked with his lip lifted in disbelief.

“He owns Kronos and Sto-Vo-Kor in the Central West End,” I said.

“The bakery?” Shannon asked. “They have the best…everything. I’ve gained five pounds since they opened.”

Aaron clasped his hands and went up on his tiptoes. They looked at him, waiting for him to say something. Predictably, he didn’t.

“What’s your favorite?” I asked.

“There’s this bacon pancake roll-up thing filled with cherry compote and whipped mascarpone cheese. It’s amazing.”

“How come I haven’t had that?” Danny asked. “I’ve never even heard of it.”

“Donna brings them to work on Wednesdays,” said Shannon.

“That’s why you started going in on Wednesdays?”

“Exactly.”

Aaron was vibrating and I said reluctantly, “I don’t suppose you have the ingredients?”

“For what?” Shannon asked.

“The bacon pancakes thing.”

“Um… no I don’t think so. Why?”

“Aaron will make it for you,” I said.

“I couldn’t ask him to do that,” said Shannon.

Danny laughed. “I could.”

Aaron jogged back into the house.

“And he’s off,” I said.

“Does he really⁠—”

“Cooking is his favorite thing,” I said. “He’ll teach you if you want.”

Shannon ran in and we sat down.

Danny smiled. “I thought this was going to be a tedious day.”

“I’m not generally tedious.” I smiled and took out my phone for notes. Delilah had sent me a message. Swell.

“So Conrad and Mary. How long did you know them?”

Danny settled in and told me that they’d bought the house in 2011. Mary came over when the moving truck arrived with lemonade and sugar cookies. They were fast friends after that. Conrad was an expert on lawn care and helped bring their neglected lawn back to its former glory.

“Did you see Brian around before they died?” I asked.

“No. I never saw that guy until after they died and he moved in,” said Danny.

“You knew about him I take it?”

“Everyone knew, but Conrad and Mary didn’t talk about him.” He picked up his mug. “Are you sure you don’t want coffee? We have a great machine.”

“Aaron will make me one,” I said.

“Whether you want it or not?”

“Absolutely.” I smiled to show it was fine. I’d accepted Aaron as part of my life. What else could I do? The little weirdo was there to stay. “I heard you were the one that saw Conrad on the front steps.”

Danny ran his hand through his greying brown hair. “It was both of us, actually. Shannon went into labor in the middle of the night and we held off going to the hospital as long as possible. They tell you to do that.”

“Yes, they do,” I said. “So you left for the hospital at six thirty?”

“Thereabouts. Our garage is over there.” He pointed to a building with three stalls that matched the house perfectly. “If we’d gone a little earlier, we wouldn’t have seen him. It would’ve been too dark. The sun was just coming up and we saw his legs.” Danny sounded like he wished they had gone earlier.

I had that feeling again. Something wasn’t right.

“It must’ve been awful to see him there.”

He nodded. “It was. Conrad was such a sweet guy and there was so much blood.”

“You saw him and called 911?” I asked.

“No, I mean, yes. Shannon called 911 and I went to him. He was dead. I’m not an expert on dead people, but he was definitely dead.” Danny’s voice broke and his hand shook a little.

“I’m sorry you had to see that. I know it’s not easy.”

“Yeah. I don’t mean to be a wuss but it was hard.”

I let that sit for a minute before saying, “Then you went to the hospital, I hope.”

He nodded. “First, I went and got our neighbor, Steve. Shannon’s contractions were going nuts. We couldn’t wait for the cops.”

“I totally get that,” I said. “Did you knock on the Shills’ door?”

“No,” he said. “I didn’t even think about that.”

“You didn’t see Mary then.”

“She was asleep,” he said. “Conrad always got up early. He’d just had a bypass. Did you know that?”

“I did, but he was doing well?”

Conrad was doing well in Danny’s estimation. Everyone in the neighborhood kept their sidewalks clear and salted so he was out every day walking with his cane. He and Mary came to a potluck at Steve’s house and he was chatty and talking about going to Bermuda when he was fully recovered.

“Is Steve still here?” I asked.

“No, he moved to Florida,” said Danny. “When we moved in it was mostly older people. We were the youngest by far. Since then, the entire block has moved, except us.”

Shannon came out with a dish of hot sugar-encrusted pecans. “I don’t know how he did it. One minute we had plain old pecans and then they were this.”

Danny tried one and groaned. “Oh my God.”

“I know,” Shannon said. “What are you talking about?”

“Conrad.”

“What about Mary? She was so nice.”

“Was she?” Danny asked with an edge to his voice that got me excited.

“What do you mean?” Shannon asked.

He shrugged.

“Danny, what? She was nothing but nice to us. She made us dinners after the kids were born, took the dogs for walks when I was recovering from their births, and even after Conrad died, she was great.”

“I guess.”

Shannon’s phone dinged and she checked. “Unbelievable. Sam forgot his lunch again.”

“It’s your turn.” Danny kicked his feet up on the table.

“How do you figure that?”

“I did all the soccer so you could get your toes done.”

“You just want to chat with the woman who graces DBD’s album covers,” she said. “No offense, Miss Watts.”

“None taken. That’s who I am,” I said with a smile.

“Sounds heavenly.” Shannon took a handful of nuts, got Sam’s lunch, and took off for the garage.

“So…” I said with a sly smile at Danny.

“I didn’t like Mary,” he said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

I crossed my arms. “You know.”

“Okay. So it’s like this. My sister was in a fair queen contest when she was a senior in high school.”

Where is this going?

“Oh, yeah? They do that here in the Lou?”

He laughed. “I’m from St. Sebastian. I believe you know it.”

Aaron came out with two mugs on a tray. He took away Danny’s coffee and gave him a mug. I took my latte and asked Danny, “What’d you get?”

“It smells like cinnamon.” He took a sip and his eyes went wild. “It’s coffee, but it tastes like horchata. We don’t have horchata.”

“You do now.”

“I feel like this is a dream.”

I looked at Aaron. “He loves it.”

Aaron ran back in the house and I returned to the subject at hand.

“Oh, I know St. Seb well. Is there a ghost involved in this particular story?” I asked.

“No. Not this story,” he said. “So Jillian was in the queen contest and I was there. Support the sister and all that. You know how it is.”

“Only child.”

“Oh, yeah. I think I heard that. Must’ve been lonely.”

“In some ways. It would’ve been nice to share my nutty parents with someone,” I said. “Anyway…”

Danny took a sip and sighed. “This is wonderful. Anyway, I was off to the side of the stage, not in the seats. I was a volunteer, picking up trash and stuff. I watched all the girls walk the runway and back and there was this one girl, Kiara. When she faced the audience, she was all smiles, but when she turned back to the other girls, that smile was gone.”

“Resting her face?” I suggested.

“Jillian said she was like that all the time. To the judges and anyone she thought mattered, she was wonderful, but she ignored all the other girls completely, unless someone was taking a picture. Then she was throwing her arms around them like they were friends for life.”

“Kiara won, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did. Jillian got second. Mary reminded me of Kiara. It all felt like a veneer. She made sure she told the entire street when she brought us dinner. She walked the dogs when people were leaving for work or just coming home.”

“So everyone would see her doing a good deed.”

“That’s what I thought. Shannon didn’t. She always thinks the best of people, but that woman raised a rapist and a murderer. Stuff was going on. It had to be.”

Please have info.

“Did you hear something?” I asked.

“Sam’s first grade teacher taught Brian. When she found out where we lived, she told me to keep Sam away from Mary,” said Danny. “It freaked me the F out.”

“Wow.”

He took a big drink to calm himself. “Yeah. Lucky for us, she never volunteered to babysit. That was too much like work.”

“Which teacher was this?” I asked.

“Mrs. McGill. She had Brian in her class for part of the year.”

“Part?”

“Mary moved him to a different school when Mrs. McGill started questioning the bruises that she said were from sports.”

“Did she report it?” I asked.

“She said she did, but nothing happened, and then the kid was gone.”

I started texting Uncle Morty. “What was her first name?”

“Gloria.”

I sent the teacher to Uncle Morty and asked, “What was it like having Brian across the street after Conrad and Mary died?”

“Disturbing, but he kept to himself. He used to smile at Shannon and wave. Creepy little smile like he was planning something. I told him if he so much as looked her way again, he could say goodbye to every one of his teeth.”

“What did he say?” I asked.

“That I’d go to prison.” Danny grinned at me. “I said that prison wouldn’t put his teeth back in his face. He never looked at her again.”

“Are you sure you never saw him here around the time Mary died?”

“It’s like I told you and the investigators that his family hired, we never saw that turd once.”

Shannon drove back into the garage and before she got on the deck, she asked, “Is that horchata? We don’t have horchata.”

Danny gave her his cup. “We do now.”

“That is… I don’t know. Aaron could bottle that.” Shannon sat down and asked, “What did I miss? I hope you weren’t trashing Mary.”

“I was trashing Brian,” her husband said. “And I want my coffee back.”

“Good luck with that. I love horchata.”

Danny glared at me. “I hope you don’t steal your fiancé’s horchata.”

“I will definitely steal his horchata and his favorite sweaters,” I said with a grin. I had one of Chuck’s favorites in the truck at that very moment. Wallace made a nest on it.

“Fine. For the record, Brian was Mary’s fault,” said Danny.

Is anyone going to blame Conrad?

“He was not her fault,” said Shannon. “She loved children. It was just a gene thing or something.”

I guess not.

“Then why didn’t she have any?” I asked just to see what they knew.

“She had Brian,” said Shannon.

Bark.

Wallace rolled over on my lap and came to life to start sniffing at the pecans.

“Oh no, that’s not happening. You’re fine,” I said and looked at Shannon and Danny. They seemed like they weren’t sure about me anymore. Maybe I was a nitwit after all.

“Brian was the son of Conrad’s first wife,” I said.

Their mouths fell open. They really did.

“I guess you didn’t know that?”

Aaron came out with more horchata coffee, and those bacon pancake things. They had strawberry compote this time.

“I can’t believe it,” said Shannon. “Everyone said he was her son.”

“Everyone?”

“All our neighbors,” Danny said.

“What did Mary say?”

“We never talked about it,” he said. “Who’s going to bring up the kid that did what he did? People said Conrad cut him off.”

“He did,” said Shannon. “Mary told me she inherited everything.”

“She never mentioned Brian? They were in touch.”

“Well, she said she was giving him some financial support,” said Shannon.

Danny ate a pancake thing and savored it for a moment. “I’m surprised you asked about him.”

“I didn’t, Steve did and I happened to be there. He was always kind of tactless.”

“Steve didn’t shy away from anything. That’s why I went to his door when we found Conrad.”

“So you already talked about that,” said Shannon. “Good.”

“Actually,” I said. “I’m missing something. Would you mind going over it again?”

Shannon stood up. “Do you mind if I don’t? I need to clean the kitchen and I’d rather forget that image altogether.”

She went inside and Danny finished his pancake slowly. “Sam was born that day. She hates that those memories are commingled.”

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m never going to forget it. If remembering helps you, so much the better.”

Shannon stuck her head out the door. “Aaron already cleaned the kitchen, but he’s in the pantry. He doesn’t sound happy.”

I stood up. “I’ll get him. He’s going to organize your pantry.”

She held up her hand. “Hold on. Is he good at it?”

“I think so. He designed my kitchen and it makes sense,” I said.

“Let’s let him do it.” Shannon disappeared and Danny laughed.

“She’s been talking about hiring a professional organizer. This is a dream come true.”

“He doesn’t do closets, only kitchens.”

“We’ll take it.”

Wallace started wiggling on my hip and I put her down. She stretched out her little legs and I asked if she could have a pee. Danny was fine with it and once she was done, we started walking around the house.

“You pulled out of the garage and backed all the way out?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Danny said.

We got to the end of the driveway and I stopped. “Which way is the hospital?”

He pointed left and I walked into the street, mimicking the car. “When did you see him?”

“Right then. Shannon gasped. I looked over and there he was.”

I held my hand out, aiming it at the house. On that morning, the sun was just rising over in the east, lighting up the street. There were thick bushes on either side of the portico and flower beds in front of them beside the steps. The steps were open and the handrail was on the other side, so nothing would’ve hidden the body on the porch from their angle in the car.

“What are you doing?” Danny asked.

“You said you wouldn’t have seen Conrad if the sun hadn’t been coming up.”

“Yeah.”

I walked over with Wallace dancing around my ankles to stand in front of the Shill house. Conrad was laying with his legs down the steps. There was a large tree by the closest streetlamp, blocking it.

Danny joined me, clearly puzzled, but I almost had it.

“Conrad came out every morning for the paper?” I asked.

“He did. Conrad was one of those guys. He had to be at the firm before everyone else. He’d get the paper at five thirty, read it while having breakfast, and then leave. He was usually gone by six, but of course he was recovering so he wasn’t going into the office.”

“But he was up and doing well at the time?”

“Absolutely. I wanted to be Conrad when I grew up. Sharp as a tack and surprisingly spry.”

“And he was into lawn care.”

“Very. They had a guy come by and do the heavy stuff, but Conrad planted flowers and deadheaded. Mary did nothing as far as I could tell,” said Danny. “What are you getting at?”

“He wasn’t addled or forgetful?”

“Well, he forgot things from time to time. Where did I put my keys? That kind of thing.”

“Hold on.” I opened Conrad’s police report on my phone. “He slipped on the ice.”

“That’s right.”

“You said everyone around here was good with salting,” I said.

Danny got a funny look on his face. “We were. We are.”

“Was Conrad?”

He went pale. “Yes. He was very careful. He had a bucket of salt by the door.”

I looked through the photos. There was a picture of the bucket.

“Maybe he had a senior moment,” said Danny but he wasn’t convincing.

“Okay. I’ll buy that. It happens. He’s recovering. He forgot to put down some salt, but…”

“But…”

“Why didn’t he turn on the lights?” I pointed at the big carriage house-style lamps on either side of the door. There were similar ones on the Bled garage/carriage house and those suckers threw out some good light.

“The lights weren’t on?”

“You said you saw his legs, right?” I asked.

Danny looked sick but he nodded.

“The sun’s coming up and you only saw his legs because?”

“The sun was hitting them. Shit. The lights weren’t on. Why weren’t the lights on? The lights were always on.”

“By always?”

“Always. They were on a timer. Let me think. Let me think.” Danny put his fists to his temples. “He had a program. It was automatic, but I can’t remember what he said the times were.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Do you want to go inside? We can look. The panel’s by the door.”

Bark. Bark. Bark.

“She’s a fan of breaking and entering, but there are other ways to get that information,” I said.

“I have the key,” said Danny.

“Don’t mind if I do.”


CHAPTER SIX




Danny unlocked the door and stepped back. I went to walk in but Wallace backed up and pulled hard, shaking her head to try to get away.

“We had it cleaned,” said Danny. “It can’t smell that bad.”

“It’s not that,” I said, backing up to calm the panicking pug. “Shill threatened to kill her after she peed on his foot.”

“That guy didn’t have a single redeeming quality. Threatening a little dog. What did you do?”

“It’d be foolish not to take Brian Shill seriously. My friend taught him some manners.”

If anything, Danny looked more uncomfortable.

“She’s intense, but fiercely loyal. You’ll never have to worry about crime on your street again,” I said.

“Because?”

“Let’s just say having friends in low places has benefits.”

“It’s not like we have a choice.”

“You really don’t.”

“Alright then. Let’s do it,” said Danny.

“Why do you have the key?”

Danny rolled his eyes. “Brian’s lawyer came over and said he trusted us to maintain the property in his brief absence.”

I snorted. “Brief.”

“We have a maintenance budget and it’s not exactly a hassle. Shannon had a cleaning service sterilize the entire house so if you’re hoping for fingerprints or something it’s not going to happen.”

“I have no illusions about finding anything useful like that.”

Wallace was still snarling and pulling hard, so hard that she’d slipped her collar up over one ear in an attempt to escape.

“Calm down.” I picked her up and held her tight as she continued to wriggle and snarl. “Don’t pee. He isn’t here. This is Fats’ house or it will be when we solve the crimes. Stop it right now.”

Grr.

“How about this? It will be Moe’s house.”

Bark.

I put her down and the pug lunged over the threshold so I didn’t have a chance for second thoughts as I walked back into Brian Shill’s world and possibly his nightmare. It was just a house, of course, but I shivered when his words came back to me. What did Mary do to him?

Bark. Bark. Bark.

Wallace pranced around with her smiley face.

“She looks right at home now,” said Danny. “It is a gorgeous house. I can see why your friend wants it, but when I walk in here all I think about is Conrad out there.”

“I have a hard time separating it from Shill, but Fats doesn’t have that problem,” I said, struggling to hold onto Wallace’s leash as she ran back and forth.

“Who’s Fats?”

“She’s your soon-to-be security system,” I said.

“Fats is a woman?”

“Very much so,” I said. “Google Pink the Impaler,” I said, looking down at the increasingly excited pug. “I’m going to release her or I won’t get anything done.”

Danny nodded, looking down at his phone and I unclipped Wallace’s leash. She dashed off, barking, with her little nails clicking on the hardwood. I turned to the complicated security panel by the door. I wasn’t familiar with the brand, not that I was tech savvy enough to know what to do even if I had been. I took a picture and sent it to Uncle Morty, asking how it worked. The system was shut down and I wasn’t even sure how to turn it on.

Danny held up his phone. “This is your friend?”

“That’s her. Fats Licata.”

“Wow.”

“She’s marrying my cousin. He’s bigger.”

“Holy crap.”

“Wait until you meet her in person.” I flipped the light switch next to the door. The lights worked and they were bright, but it’s not like they were the same bulbs.

My phone rang and Uncle Morty instructed me on getting the system up and running. I set my phone on a sideboard and put it on speaker before fumbling my way through and getting the system turned on.

“It’s a WI-FI system,” he said. “I’m getting in.”

“Did he say he was getting in?” Danny asked.

“He’s a hacker.”

He went pale again.

“Don’t worry. He’s one of the good guys,” I said.

Uncle Morty laughed at that description of him, although it was accurate. For the most part.

“Yeah, well, that only means there are bad guys that can do the same thing,” said Danny.

“Tell that guy I’ll fix his system,” said Morty. “If it ain’t crap.”

I looked at Danny and he said, “I heard him. How do I know if it’s crap?”

“He said⁠—”

“I heard ‘em. If he doesn’t know, it’s definitely crap. I’m in. Let’s see. Yeah. Yeah. Okay. This guy had it on an auto system that synced with the sunrise and sunset. It came on an hour before sunset and stayed on an hour after sunrise. Good system. Not crap.”

“The lights were off the day Conrad died,” I said. “Five thirty am.”

“Hmmm. System says on.”

“How could they be off then?” I asked.

“Think, Mercy. Do I got to do everything for you?” Uncle Morty asked.

I flipped the light switch off. “The switch has to be up for the system to work?”

“Bingo.”

“Someone turned off the switch?” Danny asked. “Why would Conrad do that if he had a sophisticated system in place? Why touch it at all?”

“Maybe he didn’t touch it,” I said.

“But the only one here was…”

“The wife,” said Uncle Morty. “She wouldn’t be the first broad to bump off the old man when he decided to keep livin’.”

Danny put his hand on the sideboard and swallowed hard. “She liked him.”

“Bet she liked his estate more,” said Uncle Morty.

“The cousins think the estate was worth twenty-three to twenty-nine million,” I said.

Danny gagged.

“Yeah, yeah. I was just looking at that.” Uncle Morty typed and then said, “I got in the neighborhood of twenty point two mill, but I haven’t taken a hard look. You want me to?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said.

“How is that possible?” Danny asked. “This house is great, but not that kind of money.”

“I got another three mill in a money market,” said Uncle Morty. “Tell that guy money ain’t always obvious. Look at me.”

“He can’t, but he gets the picture,” I said, but Danny didn’t. The man was straight up flabbergasted.

“I know. It’s a lot.”

“You think she killed him,” said Danny. “You think Mary killed Conrad. I just… I don’t think.”

“It ain’t about thinkin’,” said Uncle Morty. “It’s about evidence.”

Wallace went skittering by, heading into another section of the house, sniffing and barking. Danny watched her until she vanished around a corner. I could see him gathering his thoughts together.

“Why would she kill Conrad?” he asked. “She had everything she could possibly want.”

Uncle Morty chuckled. “She had everything you could possibly want. That ain’t the same thing.”

I watched Wallace run in at her top speed, slide across the floor, and bump into the banister before dashing up the stairs, sniffing away. You’d have thought she was some sort of hunting dog from the way she was smelling everything.

“Can you give me a more detailed look at Mary’s spending before and after Conrad’s death?”

“It’ll cost you,” he said with pleasure.

“When doesn’t it?” I asked.

“I do pro bono.”

“When Nikki makes you.”

He grumbled and then said, “I got the history outta the security system. You want that?”

“There’s nothing interesting, is there?” I asked and Danny raised an eyebrow.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“We’re not dealing with amateurs here.”

Uncle Morty typed for a minute and then said, “Mercy’s right. We got nothing good. Conrad Shill was a stickler for security. System armed most of the time. He was a shyster so that makes sense. Ya never know when a client’s gonna come in and blast ya.”

Danny braced himself again and Wallace started yipping upstairs.

“Who had the code?” I asked.

“We got codes for Conrad, Mary, and the cleaning crew,” said Uncle Morty.

“Not Brian?”

“Hell no.”

“And nothing weird?”

He typed for a minute. “I’ll run an analysis, but nothin’s jumping out.”

“What about after Conrad died?” I asked.

Danny looked so nervous that I felt compelled to pat him on the arm. Sometimes I forgot people didn’t grow up the way I did with Tommy Watts running kidnapping drills, and finding crime scene photos around the house. Even with Brian Shill living across the street, Danny’s life had been one of normality until I showed up.

“That Mary wasn’t so into it,” said Uncle Morty. “Only armed the system at night.”

“No exceptions?” I asked.

“I’m lookin’. Hold on. Yeah. The geezer kicks and she stopped using it during the day. No exceptions.”

Danny cleared his throat. “Conrad was scared and she wasn’t?”

“Did he seem scared?” I asked.

“Not really. More thorough, I guess. Conrad liked details. Ducks in a row. That kind of thing.”

“Well, the wife wasn’t worried about break-ins during the day,” said Uncle Morty. “She should’ve been.”

Danny and I stiffened.

“Why?” I asked.

My hacker worked for a minute and then said, “I got three attempts on the system. Looks like Conrad Shill was notified.”

I looked at Danny. “Did he say anything to you about that?”

“Not a word. When were they?”

Uncle Morty chuckled. “Two were right about when Shill was released from prison and one was after he got off of parole.”

“It could be a coincidence,” I said.

“But it ain’t.”

“Probably not.”

Danny looked at the security panel. “I don’t get it. Why would Mary stop using the system if Brian was trying to break in?”

“She wasn’t notified. Just Conrad,” said Uncle Morty. “He probably didn’t tell her.”

“Conrad was so detail oriented,” said Danny. “I think he would tell her.”

“Maybe he didn’t want to upset her,” I said. “And he didn’t plan on dying.”

“He shoulda,” said Uncle Morty.

“Why? Do you have an earlier attempt on Conrad?” I hated to ask because Danny looked seriously ill.

“Nah. But that guy had three heart attacks and two bypasses. It don’t take a genius to know he wasn’t gonna live forever.”

“He was so strong though,” said Danny. “He came through that last bypass really well and he was eighty-five.”

I crossed my arms. “When was the first heart attack again?”

“1983 before the first wife died,” said Uncle Morty.

“When was the second?” Danny asked.

“Right after the wife died. Stress probably brought it on.”

I nodded. “Mary married him after two heart attacks.”

“Yeah,” said Uncle Morty.

“The third was before we knew him too,” said Danny.

“In 2005 when the kid got picked up for the attempted rape of a minor,” said Uncle Morty. “Looks like he had a balloon angioplasty. That guy had nine flipping lives.”

Danny paled to the point of printer paper. “You think she killed him because she…”

“Got tired of waiting for Conrad to die?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“That’s got my vote,” said Uncle Morty. “He refused to die for thirty years so she punched his ticket for him.”

I sighed and glanced up the stairs where Wallace was looking down through the banister, yapping at me. “We’ll never prove it.”

“No, you won’t. I got stuff to do, and shut up that dog. You can’t think.” He hung up and I pocketed my phone. “Wallace, will you please knock it off? I do have to think.”

She didn’t knock it off. She pranced back and forth, barking like she’d lost her little mind.

“What are you going to do?” Danny asked.

“Go up there and get her,” I said.

“No. I mean about Mary killing Conrad. She can’t just get away with that.”

I patted his arm again. “She didn’t. Brian killed her.”

“Because he knew?”

“Looks that way,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

Instead of staying put, Danny followed me up the stairs, asking questions. The yapping was so loud I couldn’t think to answer any of them.

“Wallace, what is your problem? Did you pee? I swear to God.” I reached for her, but she dodged me and ran down the hall. “For crying out loud!”

“I’ll tell Pickpocket and he’ll have something to say about your behavior,” I said, chasing her down the hall.

“Who’s Pickpocket?” Danny asked.

“My fiancé’s dog.”

“Oh, German Shepard?”

“Giant poodle.”

“You get more interesting all the time.”

I chuckled and then said, “If you see any pee, tell me. I’ll clean it up. Wallace, where the heck are you?”

“I think she went in his room.” Danny pointed back at the room I’d passed.

I wrinkled my nose. “Brian’s room?”

“Yeah. So creepy.”

Do I want to know what’s in there?

“How bad is it?”

Danny scratched his chin and said, “Well, it’s not bad exactly. It’s just that it was Conrad and Mary’s room. I think it’s weird that you’d want to sleep in the room where your mom or stepmom…”

“Shill has a sense of irony.” I went in the room and stopped short. I don’t know what I expected but it definitely wasn’t what I found in there. The elder Shills’ room had been left intact unless Brian Shill, murderer and rapist, had a fondness for Laura Ashley circa 1990. Wallace stopped yapping and panted in the open closet door. “You are a pain.” She just panted and wagged.

“See what I mean?” Danny asked.

I glanced around. “This is how she had it?”

“Mary’s style all the way. We got the tour when we moved in. She was very proud that she replicated it out of a book.”

“So much floral,” I said.

“It kinda makes me nauseous.”

“I’m right there with you.”

Danny pointed at the windows. “The curtains match the wallpaper and the love seat. Why is that good?”

“It was in,” I said. “My mom went through a phase where she wanted that. I found the scrapbook full of magazine clippings.”

“Did she do it?”

“We couldn’t afford to.” I walked around the large bedroom to check out the bed Shill chose to sleep in. It had flowered sheets, lots of pillows, and ruffles. Not exactly a manly bed and he wasn’t a fan of women, from what I could tell.

“You should look at this,” said Danny. “Shannon told me about it.”

I walked around the bed and looked down at where he was pointing. There was a large dark stain on the flowered rug.

“Shannon thinks that’s blood.”

“She’s not wrong,” I said.

“Why in the hell would anyone keep that?”

I looked at him.

“What?”

“Souvenir.”

Danny made a gagging noise. “Jesus.”

I walked into the adjoining bathroom where Mary had been found. I don’t think Shill changed a thing. Dusty rose was the color of choice and the ruffled shower curtain and matching bath mat were still there. And you guessed it. The mat had a big ole stain.

“What is wrong with him?” Danny asked.

“More than I thought and that’s saying something,” I said. “I hope Wallace didn’t pee in the closet. I really need to get out of here.”

“Does she do that?”

“Shoes are her victim of choice.”

“His stuff’s still in there,” said Danny. “We couldn’t get rid of it.”

I pulled the door open wide and Wallace scampered into the depths of the closet to end all closets. The door was original to the house, but the closet clearly wasn’t. Tudor houses from that era didn’t have enormous walk-in closets, but Mary’s closet was the size of an entire small bedroom.

Danny came in and said, “She had a bedroom torn out to have this. Shannon was envious.”

“This is newer than the bedroom,” I said.

“Yeah, she did it after we moved in. All custom. Conrad was fine with it and it must’ve cost thousands. That’s why I don’t understand her killing him.”

“I’ll know more after I get her spending report.”

The closet was done in cream with thick cushy carpet. The woodwork was so high end even my grandad would approve of its construction. There were special racks for everything from shoes to suits to dresses, long and short, but they were all bare. I opened several drawers in the center marble-covered island and they were also empty.

“He cleared all their stuff out,” said Danny. “He kept the bedroom, but not the clothes. Does that make sense?”

“Not much about him does.”

Bark.

“I see you,” I said to Wallace, who sat at the far end of the closet by the only section with clothes in it. Even at a distance, I recognized Shill’s style, if you could call it that. The shirt rack had a line of faded tees and the pants rack had a bunch of cutoff khakis and ragged jeans.

Bark. Bark.

“Come on,” I said.

Bark. Bark. Bark.

“Did you pee?” I looked again and saw no shoes on the floor where Wallace was. The clothes were neat and organized by color.

Weird.

“Did you move his clothes?” I asked.

“I didn’t touch them and neither did Shannon,” said Danny.

“Can you confirm that with her?”

“Um… sure. Why?”

I spread my arms out wide. “This closet is huge and he put his clothes in the farthest spot from the door?”

“Oh, yeah. That is weird.”

Danny called Shannon, who confirmed that the maids left the clothes alone. They washed the dirty clothes and hung them up, but that was it.

I went over to Wallace and reluctantly patted the carpet under the pants and shorts. Nothing. Whew.

“Good girl.”

Bark.

I tried to pick her up, but she dodged me, dashing into the pants.

“Come on, Wallace. I’ll give you a sausage.”

She poked her snout out, snorted in derision, and burrowed in again.

“What’s she doing?” Danny asked. “Sounds like she’s scratching something.”

I shoved the pants aside to find the pug frantically scratching at the back wall. I grabbed her, but she nipped me and went back to scratching.

“Wallace!” I rubbed my hand and thought about what I could use to lure her out.

“What’s back there?” Danny asked, squatting next to me.

“Nothing.”

“Push it,” said Aaron from behind us and we both jumped.

“Don’t do that,” I said.

Danny collapsed against a set of drawers. “I think I had my first heart attack.”

“Push it,” said Aaron.

“What?” I asked as Wallace scratched with an intensity I’d never seen her have before. Her little claws were gouging the paint and her spittle was sprayed all over the wall. She was always moist but not that moist.

“The wall.” Aaron pointed. “There’s a gap.”

I looked closely and he was right. There was an odd gap on the left side.

“And hinges,” he said.

“Hinges?” Danny asked, coming back to my side.

“On the racks,” said Aaron.

Danny and I took out all the clothes. They didn’t smell like anything but laundry detergent and that was a blessing. We laid them on the island and looked at the racks. They were on hinges.

“Alright, Wallace. We got it,” I said. “Aaron, can you please do something?”

“What?” my partner asked.

“Don’t you have bacon or something? You always have⁠—”

He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a piece of jerky.

“I’m not even going to ask,” I said. “Wallace, jerky.”

Wallace stopped scratching on a dime and ran to Aaron, who sat on the floor to give her his lint-encrusted jerky. So weird but so useful.

“Push it?” Danny asked.

“Push it,” said Aaron.

We pushed. There was a click and the back panel shifted to the left.

“Holy crap,” said Danny. “A secret compartment.”

“Aaron, how did you know?” I asked.

“I have one in Kronos,” he said.

“Where?”

“The pantry.”

“What’s in there?”

“Stuff.”

I rolled my eyes and Aaron just blinked.

“Alrighty then.”

We took off the rest of the clothes and pulled on the shirt rack. The entire interior swung out on hinges to reveal a plain panel in the back. Even with an inch gap now on the right, you might not think anything of it. There wasn’t a handle or a lock. Nothing to indicate something was there except the hinges on the rack and they weren’t very noticeable, being small and inset about six inches where the clothes would cover them.

“What do you think is in there?” Danny said, his excitement changing to trepidation. “I’ve heard serial killers keep trophies.”

“Some do,” I said.

“We should call the police.”

“I’ll think about it.” I put my hands against the back panel and slid the panel open.

“Whoa,” said Danny. “We thought he sold it all or something.”

The secret compartment had shelves covered in black velvet and neatly organized jewelry from diamond necklaces to a tasteful tiara.

“This is all Mary’s?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Danny. “She loved jewelry and Conrad was generous. Every Christmas and birthday she got something expensive. When we got the keys, the cousins asked us to look for the jewelry, but we didn’t find it.”

“Is there anything missing?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know and I don’t think Shannon would either. Mary showed us what she got, but we weren’t super interested.”

“She was bragging?”

“I think you’d call it a humble brag these days. We always had to admire what she got.”

My eyes roved over the collection and it was impressive. “Are these Conrad’s?” I pointed to a display of cufflinks and tie pins.

Danny nodded, his eyes growing misty.

“One of these things is not like the others,” I whispered.

Bark.

I turned and smiled at the pug, who was curled up in Aaron’s lap with a piece of jerky hanging off her lip. “You’re smarter than you look.”

Grr.

“I mean it as a compliment. That’s me too.”

Bark.

“What are you talking about?” Danny asked and I pointed at a shelf that was waist height to me. It was clear of any jewelry but instead had a pair of shoes, a Louis Vuitton purse, and what looked like a folded-up dress on it. I took pictures of the entire compartment and sent them to Uncle Morty. He called back almost instantly.

“What the hell is that?”

I explained and pulled out the dress. It was Tory Burch, black and white with a couple stripes down the front. The style was clearly summer having spaghetti straps, but it was also knit and rather thick. The kind of thing that I loved but I couldn’t wear sheath dresses. That one would’ve made me look like a giant sponge. The shoes were slip-on mules with a plaid, also Tory Burch.

“Can you date this dress and shoes for me?” I asked Uncle Morty.

“I can do anything. You want the purse too?”

I picked up the Louis Vuitton. Nothing remarkable. Typical brown leather with the monogram print. The only thing odd about it was what was tied to the strap. A black bandana, cotton with a classic white print. To say it didn’t go with the purse was an understatement.

“Did you ever see this before?” I asked Danny.

He shook his head. “Well, I saw the purse, but not the bandana. That’s weird. I’m not a fashion guy, but that doesn’t go, does it?”

“It doesn’t.”

“Send me pictures,” said Uncle Morty.

I did and he said he’d track down who purchased the items and when before hanging up.

“Can you ask Shannon about the purse?”

“I’m here.” Shannon stood in the doorway. “I canceled my meeting.”

Danny held up the purse. “This was Mary’s, right?”

“Of course it was. She bought it as a sort of mourning gift,” said Shannon.

“For who?” I asked.

“Herself. She grieved Conrad so much. She thought it would make her feel better.”

“Did it?”

“I don’t think so. She bought a Hermes and a Chanel too. She talked about a Birkin bag, but I don’t think she bought it.” Shannon came into the closet and peeked into the secret compartment. “Where are they?”

“Just the Louis Vuitton,” I said. “What about this black bandana?”

Shannon touched the bandana. “It’s cotton.”

“So?”

“Mary wasn’t a fan. She liked silk and fabrics like that.”

“Have you ever seen this bandana before?” I asked.

“Are you kidding? This isn’t Mary at all,” said Shannon. “Have you looked for another secret compartment? There must be one with the really good purses.”

“Wallace?” I looked at the pug.

She snorted and closed her eyes.

“I don’t think so.”

Shannon and Danny went through the rest of the closet, yanking on rods and pushing on panels. Nothing. One secret compartment was enough, apparently.

“Why did she put that outfit in there?” Shannon said. “It wasn’t her best stuff.”

“What was her best stuff?”

Shannon listed the outfits she remembered and it was fairly typical of a rich man’s wife. Big Steve’s wife, Olivia, had about the same caliber, but not the jewelry. She wasn’t a jewelry type of woman.

“Are we calling the police?” Danny asked.

“What for?” Shannon asked.

“I don’t know. Evidence.”

His wife gave him the side-eye and went to look at the contents of the compartment again. “Of what? Wealth?”

“Well,” I said, “we got into⁠—”

Danny shook his head and I stopped. Shannon turned around. “Got into what?”

“The security panel and we should… tell them that we did,” I said. “Just in case. I’m definitely telling the cousins.”

“Oh right. They wondered what he did with her jewelry,” said Shannon.

I called Sarah Shill and left a message. About thirty seconds later, she called back and asked if I’d pinned Mary’s murder on Brian already. I told her I’d found the missing jewelry that I didn’t know about and started sending her pictures. Some of the pieces were Mary Beth’s and Sarah started a group chat with the other cousins to discuss the situation. That gave me the opportunity to send a picture of the dress, shoes, and purse to the entire crew.

No one knew why Mary would’ve put those things in the compartment and not the more expensive stuff. During the litigation over the will, Brian had claimed he didn’t know where the jewelry was and had even gone so far as to let the lawyers search the house, including the closet.

“I remember that,” said Shannon. “There was yelling.”

“Yelling?” I asked. “About what?”

“When the lawyers came out, the cousins wanted to know about the clothes and Brian said he donated everything.”

“The cousins wanted Mary’s clothes?” I asked. “They didn’t like her.”

“Not hers. Conrad’s. He had a collection of vintage Stetsons and all these great fedoras from all over the world. They were pissed that he got rid of them.”

I messaged the group and Shannon’s information was correct. The Shills wanted their uncle’s hats for the nephews and grandnephews, but Brian had ditched them before the lawsuit was filed so there was nothing they could do and he wouldn’t even tell them where the hats went.

Then Dr. Grimes asked the crucial question that literally had me giving myself a slap on the forehead. She messaged, “What’s in the purse?”

“I haven’t opened it,” I texted the group.

“Why not?” Sarah asked.

The truth was I hadn’t thought of it simply because my mom had a collection of purses, not Louis Vuitton, but she loved them. All Mom’s purses were on the top shelf of the giant wardrobe in my parents’ room, tucked away when not being used. They were empty. I knew that for a fact because I absconded with one every once in a while for special occasions when Mom wasn’t looking. Don’t worry, I always put them back in mint condition and she was never the wiser. That was in high school at the height of my rebellious period when I did things just because I could.

“I wanted to ask first,” I lied. It was lame but they seemed to buy it, even though I had no issue with popping open a wall.

Shannon had the purse and I told her to open it, but she just shook her head. “It doesn’t feel right.”

“That is not a problem for me.” I cracked open that fancy-pants purse, fully expecting to find it empty but what I found was a time capsule. I pulled out a wallet, a compact, two lipsticks, a packet of breath mints, and a small brush.

When I looked up, I saw both Shannon and Danny looking confused.

“That’s Mary’s wallet,” said Shannon. “She bought it when she bought the purse.”

“Well, it is her purse,” said Danny.

I opened the wallet to find Mary’s driver’s license, a full deck of plastic, ninety-five bucks in cash, and a collection of receipts in the side pocket. I reported that to the cousins, setting off a flurry of texts. I muted my phone and laid out the receipts on the island. There were five and Mary could shop. Tory Burch, Saks, Louis Vuitton, and Tiffany’s. A rough estimate had her spending over seven thousand dollars in all, but it was the last receipt that really caught my attention. It was for Fresh and Friendly, the café where she’d had her last meal.

“What are you looking at?” Danny asked.

“The date.”

“It’s the day she got sick, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” I said.

Shannon looked back and forth between us. “So what? She must’ve carried that purse that day. Of course, it would have her receipts in it. You’re not judging her for spending money. It was her money.”

Because she made it that way.

“No,” I said. “It’s just odd that it’s in the compartment with all her stuff in it.”

“That is weird, but she wasn’t feeling well. Maybe she just stuck it in there and forgot to take stuff out,” said Shannon.

“Where are the car keys?” Danny asked.

“At our house.”

Danny put his arm around his wife. “I mean, why aren’t the keys in the purse? If she got sick and stuffed her purse in there, why aren’t the keys in the purse?”

“Did she keep her keys in her purse?” I asked.

Shannon sucked in her lips and nodded.

“She told me that she’d lose them if she didn’t put them back in her purse every single time. Conrad kept his in a dish by the side door to the garage,” said Danny.

I looked down at those receipts. “Brian kept the cars, didn’t he?”

“They’re in the garage,” said Shannon. “There was no reason to sell them. They were both new.”

“What are they?” I asked.

“Conrad had a Mercedes E-class coupe and Mary had a brand-new Jaguar, an F-type,” said Danny. “She got it… right after he died.”

“What did she have before that?”

“A BMW 5 series.”

“Quite a step up.” I took pictures of the receipts and placed everything back in the purse. “Brian drove the Jag?”

“How did you know that?” Shannon asked.

“Because it was Mary’s.”

Shannon looked around. “If you’re saying Brian Shill was sentimental, look around. He cleared this closet out.”

I placed the purse, dress, and shoes back on their shelf. “He kept what was important.”

“I don’t get it,” she said with her voice going tight.

“Honey,” said Danny. “When we were opening that compartment, I was afraid we’d find something awful given what Brian Shill is.”

“Like what? Evidence of murder?”

“Exactly,” he said. “I was afraid we’d find trophies.”

Shannon whispered, “But you didn’t.”

I looked her in the eyes and said, “We did.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




That was a lot to process, for me, anyway. For Aaron and Wallace, not so much. Those two goofballs fell asleep the minute I got them in my truck. I couldn’t really blame them though. Wallace was stuffed with linty jerky and I was pretty sure Aaron was at the bakery by four in the morning. I’m not sure when he slept since he was typically at Kronos every night too, not to mention running around with me.

I let them sleep and drove over to Mrs. McGill’s elementary school after Uncle Morty sent me the lowdown on Shill’s third-grade teacher. Gloria McGill was a legend in the teaching world. She won awards, got grants, ran bake sales, and had countless other accolades on her resume. She’d retired at thirty years and returned to teaching after a mere two years of what she called crippling boredom.

School was just letting out and I was hoping to catch her. Shannon and Danny were doing an inventory for the cousins and drinking a pot of hot chocolate courtesy of Aaron. No one in Brian Shill’s family was allowed in the house so it fell to them, and the cousins were all revved up. Shill had lied about the jewelry and he did it in court so of course the cousins were activating the lawyers. I didn’t see how it would do any good, but the purse being in there was a thing. Dr. Grimes wanted to call the police, but the other cousins talked her out of it. I found the secret compartment and they thought it was only fair to let me roll with it. I was only too happy to agree. It was my job to solve the mystery and I hated the idea of someone coming in to steal my thunder. I didn’t have the heart to tell them about my suspicions regarding Conrad and his first wife Mary Beth, or that even if the cops had known about the secret compartment in 2015, nothing would’ve happened. It was all so neat and tidy. Mary and Brian were a perfect devious pair and there were a whole lot of convenient deaths surrounding them.

I pulled into the school and my timing was matchless, as usual. The school parking lot reminded me of a wicked combo of bumper cars, tag, and a raucous police auction Dad took me to once. So much yelling and waving of papers.

I inched through the lot and finally found a space after following a mother of three, who was trying to corral a toddler and a kindergartener while carrying a screaming infant. Mom’s choice to have only one kid was making a lot of sense right then.

“I’m going in the school,” I said to the snoozing duo. “Don’t say I didn’t tell you.”

They didn’t even twitch and it was not quiet in the parking lot. I closed my door firmly, but it didn’t compete with the clamor. Wallace and Aaron slept on and I dodged kids, parents, and escaping teachers to slip through the front door that someone propped open for a parade of kids carrying shoebox projects that looked like they might have something to do with either beavers or the Civil War. One box had both soldiers and a beaver dam. Maybe that kid went off book.

I asked people for Mrs. McGill’s room and arrived in her beautifully organized room, feeling panicked for no good reason.

“Are you okay?” A silver-haired woman looked up from a battered wooden desk and frowned.

I closed the door, locking out the noise. “I am now.”

“You don’t have kids, do you?”

“I do not and I’m rethinking the whole notion. Is it always like that?”

She stood up and said, “More or less. I’m Mrs. McGill. How can I help you?”

“I’m not really sure,” I said, shaking her hand. “Mercy Watts. I’m a private detective and I wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“You don’t have questions anymore?” Mrs. McGill asked with an arched eyebrow.

“I have them. I just don’t remember why I thought they were important.”

The teacher walked around her desk, pulled up a chair, and told me to sit down.

“I’ll be right back,” she said and I wondered if she was getting security. That’d be just my luck.

A few minutes later, Mrs. McGill slipped back in, carrying a pair of mugs with the school emblem embossed on them. She pulled the shade over the window in the door and then switched off the lights over that section of her classroom. If she’d been a man, I’d have gotten out my taser.

“That should do it,” she said with a smile. “They’ll think I’m gone and give us some privacy.”

“I appreciate that. It’s been an unusual day,” I said.

She handed me a mug. “Tension tamer. You look like you could use it.”

I took a sip and sighed. “Thanks.”

“If you don’t mind me saying, I would think most of your days are unusual,” said Mrs. McGill.

“You know who I am.”

She smiled. “I was at the concert you did with DBD at The Pageant. Wonderful performance. I’ve been following your exploits ever since, but I never expected to meet you.”

“That’s really nice to hear,” I said. “Do you have a few minutes? It won’t take long.”

“You remembered why the questions were important?”

“Not really, but I’ll ask them anyway. You never know,” I said.

Mrs. McGill took a sip of her tea, placed it on her desk, and folded her hands in her lap. “I’m ready for my first ever interrogation. This is very exciting.”

She didn’t look excited. I’d have said calm, cool, and collected. Just what you want in a third-grade teacher. I think she could’ve handled Uncle Morty just fine.

“Do you remember a student you taught in the eighties named Brian Shill?” I asked.

Her calm demeanor vanished and her cheeks pinked up. She grabbed her tea and took several sips before saying, “I always wondered when someone would ask me about him. I should’ve known that’s why you’re here.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you’re the one who broke the case of that poor girl,” she said with her faded brown eyes filling with tears. “I feel so bad about that.”

I let her breathe for a moment before asking, “Why? You had nothing to do with it.”

“But I did. We all did.”

“Who’s we?”

“Us. The school. We should’ve known and done something,” she said with her voice choking up. “Why are you asking about Brian now?”

I could’ve soft pedaled it, but she seemed like a woman who appreciated honesty so I said, “A friend of mine has fallen in love with the Shill house so I’ve been hired to prove that he killed Mary Shill to get his inheritance.”

She put her head in her hands. “I should’ve done something.”

“I heard that you did do something,” I said.

Mrs. McGill focused on me, her eyes suddenly sharp. “Who told you that?”

I told her about my interview with Shannon and Danny. They’d asked me to say hello for them and that got her smiling again.

“They have wonderful children. Such a lovely couple. What did they say exactly?” she asked.

I told her what Danny said and how the two of them didn’t really agree on Mary. The teacher wasn’t surprised. Mary Shill made a great impression on people, but Mrs. McGill was one of the few that agreed with Danny.

“You didn’t like her?” I asked.

She rolled the mug between the palms of her hands. “I wouldn’t say that exactly. She was just… so extra. My granddaughter taught me that. Did I use it correctly?”

I gave her a thumbs-up and she continued. “Parents are generally a tired bunch and they dress down. I get a lot of classroom volunteers. Back then, it was only mothers and Mary Shill would show up in a silk dress and heels. One time, I swear she was wearing a cocktail dress and she told me she was going to some luncheon with the board of directors of some company. It was nine in the morning and you don’t wear cocktail dresses to lunch.”

“Did she tell you who the designer was?” I asked.

“No, but she wanted me to ask. I didn’t.”

“Is that when things went downhill?”

She shook her head. “It never went downhill. There’s an old saying that fit Mary Shill perfectly. Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.”

I smiled at her. “I know that one and it does sound right from what Danny told me.”

“She was so smooth. Nothing bothered her. I never met another parent like her,” said Mrs. McGill. “Parents usually get worked up. Sometimes over the smallest things. They might get mad at me, their child, or the school, but they get worked up. She didn’t. I had to ask her about things that other parents would’ve lost their minds over, but not her.”

“What did you have to ask her?” I asked.

“Now, I didn’t tell Danny this because I didn’t want him to get upset, but there were incidents with Brian.”

I leaned forward as Mrs. McGill told me about the time, two weeks into the school year, when she heard a terrible squeaking sound during lunchtime. She was supposed to be monitoring the playground but she forgot her whistle and had gone back in to get it. The squeaking came from the science teacher’s room. She ran in and found nine-year-old Brian Shill with his hand in one of the hamster cages, pressing down on a hamster. He claimed it was squeaking and he was checking to see if it was okay. Mrs. McGill didn’t buy that, but it was such a bizarre thing for a young child to do, she wasn’t sure what to think.

She took him to the principal who gave Brian a pat on the head and told him to be more careful. Then it happened with a fourth-grade teacher’s parakeet. That time the janitor caught him during a morning assembly. The bird’s wing was broken and Shill claimed he was trying to take it to the principal’s office.

“Nobody did anything?” I asked, feeling sick to my stomach.

“We had a meeting and I was elected to talk to Mrs. Shill,” said Mrs. McGill.

I grimaced, thinking about my mom having to come in and deal with my stuff. I wasn’t always good. I know. Shocking. “How’d that go?”

“Like I was talking about the weather,” she said. “She wasn’t bothered in the slightest.”

“She didn’t believe it?”

“I really don’t know. She said she would talk to Brian and that was that.”

“Conrad Shill didn’t come in?”

She shook her head. “I never met the man. I did call his office and their house about what was going on, but I never heard back. I’d like to say that was unusual, but it wasn’t at that time. Fathers were rarely involved in their kids’ schooling, especially highly successful ones like Mr. Shill.”

“And you knew he was highly successful because…”

Mrs. McGill laughed. “How do you think? His wife told me on more than one occasion. She was a talker. Unfortunately, after the parakeet, she started volunteering and I got her on my free period.”

“Did she do any actual work? Danny thought she was allergic to it,” I said.

She laughed again. “That’s an excellent way to put it. Allergic to work. And to answer your question, no, she didn’t do anything. She’d shuffle things around and tell the other mothers what to do, but she never did anything herself.”

I sipped my tea and thought about how to bring up the bruising, but I didn’t need to.

“That’s about the time I noticed bruises on Brian,” she said, her eyes watering again.

“How bad?”

She made the so-so motion with her hand and sighed. “It was enough to catch my attention. Questionable, but not terrible. I asked the boy about it and he seemed not to realize he had bruises.”

“That’s weird, right?” I asked.

“I have to say it’s typical of boys and Brian was an absent-minded kid. I don’t know if he had ADD. It was more like he didn’t care and couldn’t be bothered to stay on task.”

“Did he have friends?”

“Some of the rougher boys would play with him, but he wasn’t popular by any means. More importantly, the girls didn’t like him. After the first quarter report cards came out, Mrs. Shill wanted me to put him at a table with girls.”

So nice for the girls.

“Did you?” I asked.

“I didn’t do things that way. It wasn’t the girls’ job to keep the boys on track. I can see from your face that you got put at a table with the troublesome boys.”

“I did and it sucked,” I said. “And those guys weren’t Brian Shill.”

“He was difficult. I told Mrs. Shill that the girls didn’t like him and the feeling was mutual. Brian hit and kicked them. I reported it and our principal said it meant he liked them. What utter nonsense. Nice boys don’t do that. Brian was mean.”

“Did you talk to Mary about it?”

“I did and about the bruises too. She had nothing to say. Not interested. I suggested to our principal that she was hurting Brian and you can imagine how that went over. No one thought an elegant woman like Mary Shill would hurt her child.”

“He wasn’t her child,” I said.

Mrs. McGill nearly dropped her mug. “What?”

“Mary wasn’t his biological mother. She was Conrad’s second wife. Brian was the child of his first. She died when Brian was a toddler.”

The teacher needed a moment to absorb that. I could see her mind flipping through events and trying to make sense of them.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

“That woman did not give birth to Brian?”

“No. Why? Did she say she did?” I asked the question and I was joking, but Mrs. McGill said, “Damn right she did.”

“Are you serious? Mary Shill said she gave birth to Brian?”

Mrs. McGill remembered it distinctly. There were two normal mothers, that’s the way she put it, in the room volunteering and doing all the work putting up the new fall bulletin boards with Mary supervising. They started talking about their birth stories the way women often do. It became a case of one-upmanship. One had a child stuck in the birth canal for an hour so Mary had Brian stuck for three. She had everything worse and better. Conrad gave her a diamond necklace afterwards. She hoped to get an emerald one for the next baby.

“Did you say next baby?” I asked.

“Yes. One of the mothers said she’d recently had a miscarriage so of course Mrs. Shill had had three. Those mothers were so sympathetic. I wanted to roll my eyes,” said Mrs. McGill. “Why do you think she lied about it? Just to be the biggest sufferer?”

“I think she lied about more than that,” I said. “Hold on.”

I texted Uncle Morty that I needed Mary’s full medical history. He asked why and I said I’d explain later.

“What’s going on?” Mrs. McGill asked.

“Just a detail. It might not mean anything, but she told Conrad and his family that she couldn’t have children. She’d had a hysterectomy.”

“You think she lied about that? Wouldn’t her husband know? It was a major surgery then.”

All I could think about was Mary Beth and her death from listeria. It couldn’t be a coincidence that that was how Mary died too, but what if there was more to it? Mary Beth happened to die just after her comparatively young husband had a heart attack? What did people think at the time?

“Conrad didn’t sound like a man that interfered in a woman’s business,” I said. “I suppose he could’ve taken her word for it. Some men are queasy about women’s issues. My fiancé isn’t, thank goodness.”

I polished off my tea and my bladder was about to burst so I didn’t have a lot of time left. “Did the principal report Brian’s bruises to child services?”

“He did. I insisted after Brian came in with a particularly bad bruise on his right thigh. It extended up under his shorts. The next thing I knew, Brian was transferred to a public school.”

“No one followed up?” I asked.

“Not with me and I’m sad to say I didn’t call to ask what was going on,” said Mrs. McGill. “I was busy and no one else seemed to think it was a problem. If I’d known about the lying and that she wasn’t his mother…”

“I’m going to be honest with you,” I said. “I doubt child services took it seriously and nothing you could’ve said would’ve changed that. They get so many reports and the Shills were rich.”

The teacher crossed her arms. “No one thinks rich people harm their children.”

“And they have lawyers to protect them. It’s not your fault. You tried.”

“I wish I’d tried harder with Brian. Maybe I could’ve reached him, but after the parakeet…”

“Did it die?” I asked.

“No, thankfully. The vet was able to set the wing and she was with us for years,” said Mrs. McGill. “We didn’t know back then what harming animals meant. We didn’t know anything.”

“One more question if you don’t mind,” I said.

“Go ahead.”

“Were you the only teacher to notice problems? It seems like this would’ve been a pattern.”

She nodded and said, “I’m sure it was, but Brian started here in the middle of second grade and he was out of my class before Thanksgiving. Mrs. Bright didn’t have any trouble with him, but she was old school and she watched her kids like a hawk. I asked her about him at the time and she said she had a bad feeling but there wasn’t anything she could pin down.”

I stood up and thanked her. “I hope this hasn’t stirred up a lot of pain for you. I really don’t think you could’ve done anything.”

“There was one more thing,” she said. “I wasn’t the only one.”

I frowned. “But you said Mrs. Bright didn’t have a problem.”

“She didn’t, but about ten years later, I got to be friends with a lady that lived on the Shills’ block. Cathy Gordon. Sweet lady. She’s gone now.”

I wasn’t sure what I was hoping for. This stuff was all interesting, but it wasn’t going to get Fats her house. “What did she say about the Shills?”

Mrs. McGill told me that Cathy had a favorite orange cat named Mr. Felix and my stomach got queasy. Not Mr. Felix! I made myself listen and happily it wasn’t too bad. Mr. Felix loved to sun in a window by their side door. It was summer and the door was open. Cathy heard the screen door creak from the kitchen. She expected her husband to call out to her but he didn’t so she went to look. Mr. Felix was gone and she caught sight of Brian Shill as he hurried around her garage. She went after him and just got to him as he was carrying Mr. Felix into a shed at the back of the Shill yard. Brian was pissed but claimed he’d found Mr. Felix and thought he was a stray. He wouldn’t say why he was putting him in the shed.

“What did Cathy do?” I asked, after heaving a sigh of relief for Mr. Felix.

“She was incredibly upset. She told Mrs. Shill and when she didn’t react, she waited for Mr. Shill to get home and told him.”

“What did he say?”

“Cathy said he was shocked. He said Brian had never been in any trouble before and certainly didn’t hurt animals. She said she didn’t think he really believed her so she called the police and made a report.”

“That wouldn’t do much good,” I said.

“No, but she wanted there to be a record. Then she told everyone in the neighborhood what happened. No one let their cats out anymore and kept a close eye on their dogs too. Brian set fire to her juniper bushes and threw bags of poop at her front door. It was a nightmare.”

“How old was he?” I asked.

“He’d have been about thirteen.”

That guy gets worse all the time.

“Did she tell the Shills about the bushes and poop? What happened?”

“Of course. They didn’t believe her. She called the police and they said she was a hysterical woman. Her husband called and that got things moving, but Brian was a kid. Nothing was going to happen and he kept up harassing them.”

“When did it stop?” I asked.

“I think she said it went on for a year. A neighbor across the street saw Brian trying to set fire to her porch and he had the good sense to take a picture. The cops came and talked to him.”

“No arrest?”

“No. I think his father intervened. But they did send him to military school.”

“Did he come back after school?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Cathy moved before that happened. She wasn’t taking any chances,” said Mrs. McGill. “It seems like there were a lot of chances to do something and Brian Shill just slipped right through the cracks.”

“I’d say slithered but you’re right,” I said.

“You talked to him?”

“I did.”

“Were you alone?” the teacher asked.

“No,” I said.

“I think that was wise.”

I smiled. “I’m not generally considered wise. In this case, I was lucky. I had a friend watching my back.”

“The same friend that you’re working for now?”

“Yes.”

“A good friend,” said Mrs. McGill. “Don’t take that lightly. They don’t come around all that often.”

She was right, about that and a lot of things. If only someone had listened.


CHAPTER EIGHT




It took me an hour to get home and we weren’t even that far. That wouldn’t have been so bad, but I had to convince a group of parents and teachers not to break my truck’s window before I even left Mrs. McGill’s school. Aaron was sleeping so deeply that people thought he was dead. They called the cops and had a rock to break the glass when I came out in the nick of time to stop them.

Wallace was in the driver’s seat, acting like she was an abused animal wasting away to practically nothing and panting like it was ninety-eight degrees out. For the record, it was forty-three degrees and cloudy.

I was unlocking my door when a police cruiser rolled in and I heard a familiar voice. “Well, who do we have here? Breaking and entering, I see.”

Parker.

I groaned and turned around to see my least favorite patrol cop grinning at me. “This is my truck and you know it, Parker.”

“Now that you’re out of the wiener threading business, I figure things have gotten desperate.”

The small crowd did not appreciate the word wiener. Hands went to hips.

“Know your audience, Parker,” I said. “Families. Solid citizens.”

“There you are. Mercy Watts boosting cars. What’s next? Selling dope?” He got out and hitched up his belt. It needed it. He’d missed two loops and his badge was an inch too low. Parker always gave Aaron a run for his money on who was the most disheveled, but today it was no contest. We had an angry winner.

“Nobody calls it dope anymore,” I said.

“You would know.”

Why him? Seriously, why?

“Well, I’ll just be going,” I said, waving to the concerned and confused crowd. “Thanks, everyone for… somethin’. Parker, it’s been a displeasure as always.”

He whipped out his cuffs. “I don’t think so, blondie. We got us a dead man here and you are my prime suspect.”

“Oh, for crying out loud,” I said. “He’s not dead.”

Parker sauntered over and without looking in my truck said, “We got a dead one here in the parking lot of St. Elizabeth’s High School.”

The crowd took a step back. They knew crazy when they saw it. That it wore a badge was making them shield the children.

“This is an elementary school,” I said. “Look around, Parker. See the kids?”

He just pressed the button on his walkie-talkie. “This is Unit 5826. I’ve got a 5150 here. I’m gonna need some backup forthwith.”

Dispatch said they were sending backup and Parker sneered at me.

“Are you serious?” I asked. “That’s not even the right code for a body.”

“You don’t know.”

“That’s the code for a psych hold.”

A man walked over to me, giving Parker a wide berth. “You seem normal. Is it really a psych hold?”

“It is,” I said.

“What’s the code for a dead body?” the dad asked.

I told him and said, “But he’s not dead.”

“He looks dead.”

Okay. So Aaron looked dead. He was, as always, disheveled, pasty, and in an odd, very uncomfortable position against the door. I went to open my truck and Parker held up a hand. “Back away, everyone. She’s a nutter.”

I rolled my eyes. “What is wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Parker asked.

“Are you drunk?”

That got the crowd whispering.

“I’m not drinking on duty,” he said.

“Cancel that call for backup. You do not want them to show up here and find me with Aaron. Aaron of Kronos. Everyone knows him. The chief of detectives asked him to dedicate one of the booths to his partner. There’s a plaque and everything.”

“Kronos?” the dad asked. “I love that place.”

I pointed in the cab. “That’s the owner. He’s been up since I don’t know when and he’s tired. Cancel that request, Parker.”

“It’s not even real and that street fest should never have been allowed!” Parker yelled.

“What?”

“You, you and that ring. It’s not real,” he said.

I held up my Bled engagement ring that was very real as our insurance payment would attest. “Are you serious? Why do you care?”

“You’ve been bamboozled!”

“You hate me,” I said. “Me getting bamboozled would make your day.”

I turned to the dad. “My ring is real.”

He looked at it. “I believe you.”

“Cancel the backup, Parker!”

“I’m not doing it. A psych hold is exactly what you need going around and ruining lives hither and yon.”

That’s fancy talk for the Parker.

I held up my phone. “Alright. I’m gonna make a call.”

“Oh, are you gonna call your daddy? Is Tommy gonna fix it?”

“God, I hope so,” I said, putting my phone to my ear. “Dad?”

“Mercy,” said my dad. “I’m heading into court. I’ll call you later.”

“Parker’s trying to put me on a psych hold,” I said.

“What did you do?”

I looked up at the clouds growing heavier and more threatening by the moment. “Well, you see I was interviewing a teacher at the elementary school and now I’m going to the psych ward.”

“Parker?” Dad asked. “The one that hates me.”

“And me because of you.”

“Pretty sure you accomplished that on your own,” said Dad.

“Maybe but this is still a problem.”

“Talk him down.”

I held up the phone. “Hey, Parker. My dad says I should talk you down.”

“That skinny red-headed two-bit half-wit son of a sea biscuit that stole my promotion and got that street fest approved and noise pollution is out of control!” yelled Parker.

“And,” I said, “let me remind you, Dad. He’s got a gun.”

“I’ll make a call.” Dad hung up.

“Cancel the backup, Parker,” I said.

“Tommy Watts is going to make a call. I’m so scared.” Parker wiggled his hips. “What’s gonna happen?”

I turned to the dad. “You all should get out of here. This isn’t good.”

“I’m not leaving you,” he said.

“As I told my father,” I said. “He’s gotta gun.”

“I know.”

“And you’ve gotta kid.”

The parking lot cleared. Wallace was barking and the wiggle she was making meant pee and soon.

“Parker, my pug is so gonna pee,” I said. “I’m opening the door.”

“Do not open that door!”

I opened it and Wallace leapt out. She ran around the truck as fast as she could go. It took me a second to react and a second was all that peepot needed. She ran right to Parker and peed on his foot.

I stopped running and held up my hands. “Don’t freak out. Those shoes can handle it.”

Bark.

“Not now, Wallace.”

Bark.

“Your dog peed on me,” said Parker.

“Yeah, she does that. To me too. To me a lot. Don’t take it personally.”

Grr.

I glared at Wallace. “It’s not personal against certain people who have guns.”

The pug sat and panted.

“Your dog peed on me,” said Parker. “You spent time to make that happen.”

“Huh?”

“You took the time to train your dog to pee on me,” said Parker.

The look on his face was a combo of astonishment, admiration, and utter disappointment. I didn’t think those things could exist together.

“I didn’t train her to do that,” I said. “She just does it. Pee is her thing.”

“You didn’t even invite me and it’s all over. I’m standing in pee and it’s all over,” said Parker.

He cannot think he’s coming to my wedding.

“You are standing in pee. That’s a thing, but nothing’s over,” I said. “Everything’s fine.”

“You didn’t invite me,” he said.

“Er…”

“She thought you would and you didn’t.” Parker walked away and then sat down on the curb to put his head between his knees.

“You hungry?” Aaron was next to me and holding a thermos.

“Were you really asleep?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“All over,” moaned Parker.

I think we need that psych hold after all.

“Never mind,” I said and my phone buzzed.

“Okay. So stay calm and keep your distance,” said Dad. “Units are on their way.”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“His wife left him,” said Dad.

“Oh, jeez.”

“Do not approach.”

“He’s not a bomb, Dad.”

“His wife left him. The man is definitely a bomb,” he said.

“Talk to you later,” I said.

“Mercy!”

I turned to Aaron. “You got hot chocolate?”

“Of course.”

“Pour it and let’s see what happens.” I went over and sat next to Parker on his holster side, figuring if he went for it, I’d have a fighting chance.

“Parker, I have to ask… I shouldn’t, but I will. What weren’t you invited to?” I asked.

“Your party. She thought we would be invited and we weren’t.” Parker started crying. For real. He was so mean I didn’t think he had it in him. People can surprise you and he did on that day.

“I don’t mean to quibble, but I didn’t have a party,” I said. And you hate me so there’s that.

His shoulders heaved. “On Saturday. You had DBD and you didn’t invite me.”

My mouth fell open and Aaron handed me the cup-lid of the thermos. I almost took a sip. “That was Fats Licata’s baby shower.”

“She said that I would be invited because I know you. Everyone was there and now she’s left and my life is crap.”

I looked up at Aaron, but he was looking over our heads. No help there so I put a hand on Parker’s sweaty back and said, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you would want to come.”

He looked up. “It was DBD. She loves DBD.”

“Everyone does. I forget that.”

“How in the world could you forget that?”

“That is an excellent question,” I said. “And I don’t have an answer. Drink this. You’ll feel better.”

Parker took a sip, sighed, and said, “I shouldn’t have come to work today.”

You don’t say.

“Well, it would’ve been fine if you hadn’t seen me,” I said.

“Yeah, you always turn up at the worst times.” He took another drink.

“I do that.”

“Sorry about the ring,” he said.

I looked down at my hand. My ring sparkled even in the hazy late afternoon. “What about it?”

“I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“About what?”

“You gotta know,” he said. “No cop could afford that ring. I told her that, but she said if Chuck Watts can buy Mercy a ring like that, I can have a diamond. I told her it wasn’t real, but she didn’t believe me. Would you tell her?”

Parker looked up at me with watery eyes and I got out a packet of tissues. “I can tell her it’s a family ring. Chuck didn’t buy it. You’re right. He couldn’t afford this.”

He blew his nose and asked, “Whose family?”

A pair of cruisers rolled into the parking lot with sirens off so as not to spook the crazy person; me, as it were, and I prepared to be hauled away for evaluation, but the minute the responding officers got a load of Parker I was forgotten.

“Alright there, Parker,” said Lt. Woods. “Let’s get you seen.”

“Seen where?”

“Don’t worry about that now,” she said. “Miss Watts, move away from the subject.”

“She’s going to tell my wife that Chuck didn’t buy that ring. I’m not a cheapskate. I just like to bowl.”

The lieutenant looked at me. “The man likes to bowl. It’s a thing.”

“Are you friends?”

No.

“It seems that way,” I said. “Aaron made him hot chocolate. Can he finish?”

“I heard about that hot chocolate,” she said. “Go ahead, Parker.”

Another officer got behind Parker and smoothly slipped his weapon out of his holster. The remaining crowd clapped and the officer secured the weapon in one of the cruisers.

“I shouldn’t have come to work today,” said Parker. “Sorry, lieutenant.”

“We got you, Parker,” she said and Aaron poured him another cup.

Lt. Woods led me away from Parker and asked, “You alright?”

“Totally fine,” I said. “No harm done.”

“He should’ve been pulled off the street when we realized the wife left,” she said. “Parker’s always been wound tight, but he loved that wife of his.”

I looked over at my enemy, wiping his eyes. “That’s comforting. He’s always so angry. I imagined he hated everyone.”

“Depression,” said Lt. Woods. “We need to get him on meds, but he’s resistant. Maybe you can talk to him.”

“He hates me and my dad,” I said. “Don’t let that moment of civility fool you.”

She smoothed a strand of dark hair back under her cap. “Jealousy. It’s a bitch.”

Amen.


CHAPTER NINE




Iunlocked my door but didn’t open it. Pickpocket was on the other side, dancing around ready for his walk. Skanky would be asleep on the back of the sofa or in the bathroom trying to figure out how to get our new cat proof trash can open so he could eat Q-tips and who knows what. Mom gave us those trash cans and it was the gift that kept on giving in a good way. The cat barf was down to a minimum.

“Okay, Wallace,” I said, looking at the pug in Aaron’s arms. “The poodle is in there.”

Grr.

“Don’t do anything weird.”

Grr.

“Fine.” I opened the door, Wallace leapt out of Aaron’s arms, and the chase began. She went right at Skanky who’d knocked over our kitchen can and was biting on the lid. He hissed and zipped off with Wallace barking her fool head off. Pickpocket went after her and it was like a steeplechase. I ran for the lamps and Aaron went to protect the Rocket Espresso machine.

“I don’t care about that,” I said. “Get the Lalique vase or that sculpture.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I put the lamps on the sofa and gathered up the expensive breakables. “Pickpocket, get her! This is not a game!”

It was a game and one the poodle enjoyed. Skanky did not. He bounded to the fireplace mantel and began cleaning as if getting chased soiled him in some way.

“Aaron! Sausage!”

Aaron looked around from behind the fridge door and stared to my left.

“Get something for the dogs!”

My partner dug into his pocket and came up with more jerky. “It’s venison.”

“I don’t care!”

Aaron whistled and the dogs slid to a stop on the shiny hardwood. “Sit.”

They sat and he fed them each a bit of linty jerky. “No chase.”

I thought it was going to work. I really did, but the second they swallowed, it was on again. End tables were overturned. Trash cans were knocked over. Wallace went under beds; Pick went over. My Klinefeld Group stuff got scattered everywhere and I was just about to get my taser when the door opened.

“Pickpocket! Stop!” Chuck yelled and it stopped. Both dogs ran to him and sat on their bad butts and wagged.

“Why does that work when you do it?” I asked.

“I’ve had a bad day. They can hear it in my voice.”

“How bad was it?”

Chuck just looked at me and I feared the worst. “I’ll walk them and tell you later.”

He dropped his briefcase, put their leashes on, and left. I put the place back together sans the breakable stuff. That got wrapped in my sweaters and put in a drawer. When I came out of the bedroom, Aaron was dumping a Ziplock bag of marinated meat into a large bowl.

“When did you put that in the fridge?” I asked.

“You hungry?”

“I have to look over Mary’s medical records and possibly crime scene photos.”

Aaron just stood there.

“I’ll be hungry later,” I said and he started digging around in the island. I didn’t know what he was after and it didn’t matter. Aaron didn’t need my help. He knew my kitchen better than I did.

While he banged around, I gathered up my Klinefeld Group research and sat down with my laptop at the island. Uncle Morty had sent all the stuff I asked for and it was a lot. Just scanning the files made me yawn. Aaron made me a latte and I dug in. I went for the easy stuff first, Mary’s financial records, and they were what I expected. It’s nice to be right.

Conrad had kept Mary on what I’m sure she considered a tight leash. She got a monthly allowance for her discretionary spending: lunch with friends, shoes, hair and waxing appointments. He paid for everything else, including her car and gas. I considered two thousand bucks a month for fun to be generous. I mean how many shoes does one woman need? I struggled to figure out how she managed to spend it every month, but Mary excelled at shopping. It must’ve been like a sport to her. She bought things and returned them constantly. The turnover was incredible and she had about a dime left in that debit account every month.

After Conrad’s death, it was a whole other story. The guardrails were gone and Mary was barreling down the highway to the tune of two thousand bucks a week. A week! And that didn’t count her shopping trips to New York and London. She bought vacation houses in Aspen and Boca Raton and had made an offer on one in Palm Springs.

In the short time she had left to live, Mary Shill really packed a lot in. She spent weekends in the Bahamas, Turks and Caicos, and Marbella in Spain, first class all the way. Who flies all the way to Spain for three days? Mary Shill that’s who.

I didn’t expect her to go that crazy if she killed her husband. It wasn’t subtle. She was living it up more than the Menendez brothers and they were in prison for life. As fascinating as rampant spending was, I was more interested in the particulars. Uncle Morty confirmed that Mary bought the dress, shoes, and purse that we found in the secret compartment, but she did not buy the black bandana. There was no reference to it in any emails or texts.

Uncle Morty wrapped up his financial report with a firm number on the estate. He believed Conrad’s wealth to be at the upper end of the cousins’ estimate at twenty-nine point five million. Conrad was a shrewd investor. He bought the house for cash for a pittance when he married Mary Beth in 1978. Tudors weren’t in style and the previous owner had been found dead in the very same bathroom Mary had been found in. That house had a history. Most houses do if they stick around long enough, but two women in the same bathroom? Yikes. The other owner had died of natural causes, basically old age. Her heart just gave out. It happens but still. I wouldn’t be lining up to live there.

I looked up when Aaron started making a racket and I couldn’t imagine what he was putting together. It was a pile of shiny stainless steel and some weird rods.

“What is that?”

“Rotisserie,” he said.

“Why do we have a rotisserie? Nobody needs a home rotisserie.”

Aaron stopped putting the pile together and stared to my left.

I groaned. “What are you making on the rotisserie that we don’t need?”

“Doner kebab.”

“I stand corrected. We totally need a rotisserie.”

As Aaron went back to the rotisserie assembly, I clicked on Mary’s email and text files to check the days where Shill tried to breach the house’s security system. Uncle Morty was right, of course. The security company didn’t contact her and there wasn’t anything from Conrad about any of the events. They did communicate more often than I thought they would. I assumed she hated him, but all their texts were cordial and even occasionally affectionate. They mostly discussed restaurants, friends to meet, and vacation ideas. If you just read those texts and emails, you’d never suspect that she bumped him off.

I messaged Uncle Morty to see if he’d done a data scrape in case Mary had deleted the more juicy texts like ones to a lover or the I’m going to divorce type stuff. He was insulted. Obviously, he’d checked for that. How dare I?

I messaged that I was sorry. I wasn’t. I had to ask. It was my job and he did miss Brian’s birth mother. I’d just set down my phone when it dinged again. That time it was Delilah, sending me a picture of the wedding gown I absolutely had to have. I don’t know who that woman thought I was, but that gown wasn’t a gown at all. It was more like a pair of pasties on a bodysuit of netting. She told me to tell Chuck to call her again. She had so many ideas for his bachelor party. Delilah sounded like she thought she’d be invited. What guy wanted his mother at his bachelor party? She was certifiable, but I gave her a thumbs-up, hoping that would do it for the day.

Next up was the security system info. Uncle Morty did a thorough analysis and there wasn’t anything unusual the night Mary’s illness began. She did arm the system that night around five and no one entered until the cops got there the next day. Conrad had been the stickler for security and that was like clockwork for the ten years the system was operating before his death. Mary didn’t use it during the day a single time after he died. The cleaning company had sent her texts asking about using the system and she told them not to bother, just to use the key they had.

Shill could’ve gotten in the house during the day and put that garlic bologna in the fridge. How he could’ve gotten her to take three doses of her blood thinner was anyone’s guess. There were few texts between Mary and Shill. Nothing indicated he’d been at the house or had even seen her in the weeks prior to her death. There were calls between them, including the day she died, but we couldn’t know what was said.

The door opened and Wallace pranced in, panting, followed by Pickpocket who was wagging furiously and Chuck who was not wagging. He looked like he had the flu.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You just look… tired.”

Chuck hung up the leashes and looked over at Aaron, who was skewering hunks of meat on a metal rod.

“Does he live here now?” Chuck asked with an expression I couldn’t read.

“Unclear,” I said.

He fed the dogs and plucked Skanky off the mantel before collapsing on a chair next to me.

“So it was a hard day?” I asked, peeling my eyes off Mary’s medical history. She was born at home on a chicken farm. I didn’t see that coming.

“Boring day.” Chuck took off his tie and flung it on the sofa.

“No new cases then,” I said. “That’s not bad. You could use a break.”

“Oh no. Sid and I got two new murders.” He gave me Skanky, who was in full purr mood, and got himself a beer. “You want one?”

“No, thanks,” I said. “If you’ve got two new murders, how was it boring?”

Chuck took a long swig and then said, “We solved them.”

“That was quick.”

“Tell me about it. You’ve got Brian Shill and I get Tina Galifianakis and Joey Kim.”

“Shill isn’t exactly a prize,” I said.

“He is when you consider Tina and Joey. You’ve got skills and you get to use them. I get a couple idiots who can’t bother to plan a proper murder. Hello, people, watch some Dateline. Think it through. Don’t Google ‘How long does it take to dismember a body?’ on your own laptop. And… and you don’t even have a password on said laptop so I can just open it up and voila a map to the body. Jeez, I need another beer.”

“Are you upset that people aren’t better murderers?” I asked.

His blue eyes bored into me. “Mercy, Tina Galifianakis had an affair with a guy half her age that everyone knew about and then mysteriously her husband gets shot while she’s out picking up his prescriptions. It took a whole ten minutes and wow, he’s dead. Do you want to know how I knew she was lying?”

I bit my lip and then guessed, “There were no prescriptions to pick up?”

“You, my love, are a genius. Tina Galifianakis is not.”

I set Skanky on the back of the sofa and hugged him. “It’s a win. You don’t always get those.”

“How am I supposed to increase my skills when people are so stupid? Joey Kim killed his wife of five years in their bedroom with a mallet.”

I drew back and winced. Aaron gave me a beer and I did need it at that point. “Why?”

“She was divorcing him and taking the kids. Did everyone know that? Yes, they did,” said Chuck. “Guess who didn’t put in a missing person’s report. If you think Joey, you’d be right. His wife didn’t show up for work and her boss reported her missing. Joey said she was hiking. Do you want to know where her hiking boots were?”

“In the closet?”

“In the closet.”

“Did you find the body?”

Chuck chugged the rest of his beer. “How could we not? We had a map.”

I can’t believe I’m going to say this.

“It’ll get better. You’ll get a heinous serial killer with an IQ of one eighty or something. It’s bound to happen.”

“It’s not going to happen. We’ve got DNA and genealogy and idiots. I don’t even know what I’m doing. A rookie could’ve solved those cases today. A rookie.”

“You just had that meth case. Murders all over.”

“Mercy, meth heads aren’t smart. That’s why they’re meth heads.”

I wanted to argue, but his logic was sound. He ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath. “So… how was your day? Did you run across a web of complex murders that no one else noticed?”

“Er…”

My phone dinged and it was Delilah again. For once, I was happy for it.

“It’s your mom.”

“Like Tina and Joey, she is predictable,” he said.

“Call her,” I said.

Chuck surprised me with a question. “Why?”

I sipped my beer and glanced at a new photo of an equally naked wedding gown. “Because she keeps calling and texting me.”

“Don’t answer. Works for me.”

I took his hand and found it trembling slightly. “You can’t avoid her forever.”

He looked down at me with intensity. “Wanna bet?”

“We have to deal with her,” I said.

Aaron gave Chuck a second beer and he took a few gulps.

“Mercy, that woman hid my father,” Chuck said. “What would my life have been if I had my dad? I could’ve had a real family.”

I couldn’t say anything. I’m not gonna lie, it stung. We were his family. Uncle Rupert adopted him and my dad mentored him, but I understood what he meant. He should’ve had his sisters and Charles, but we were real too.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said, as his phone dinged.

“You should check that,” I said.

“It’s her.”

“It could be Sid or Uncle Morty or one of the guys.”

“But it’s not,” he said. “I can tell. It’s my sixth sense. She wants something and it’s going to cost me. It always does.”

“Can I look?” I asked.

He took a long sip and said, “Fine. Go ahead, but it won’t make you happy.”

I put in his code and read the text that was from Delilah. She wanted her boyfriend in the wedding so he could walk her down the aisle. From what I knew, this one was younger than Chuck and a complete stranger.

Chuck started laughing.

“What?”

“Your face. Priceless.” He belly laughed and, on a whim, I texted back one word. “No.” Once I’d sent it, I clapped my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t believe I did that.

Chuck stopped laughing and took the phone. Then he kissed the top of my head as his phone went berserk. He muted it and mine immediately. “Don’t beat yourself up. I should’ve told you.”

“Should’ve told me what?” I asked.

“You said the magic word.”

“No?”

“She hates that,” he said. “Can’t stand it.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“She’ll call and text everyone in my vicinity. When that doesn’t work, she’ll threaten to cut me off. When that doesn’t work, she’ll have her boyfriend buy me gifts that she wants and will take back later. You know, the usual.”

“I don’t even know what to say,” I said.

Chuck wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into his chest. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Too late.”

“I think I feel better.”

“Why?”

“That woman is upset for a change,” he said. “Hey, Aaron, what are we having?”

“Doner kebab,” said Aaron.

“Awesome.” Chuck started asking about the spice mixture. He didn’t ask where the rotisserie came from so I’m guessing he was in on that. Since he was engrossed in meat prep, I went back to Mary Shill and what I suspected was a grift from the beginning.

Mary’s medical records weren’t remarkable. She was very healthy, except for the A-fib diagnosed in her late forties. The medication seemed to deal with it and as far as I could tell she was a good patient. She got her checkups and mammograms on schedule and refilled her scripts like clockwork. It was pretty boring to tell you the truth and I had to go through it a second time to make sure I didn’t miss the one thing I sort of expected to find, a history of visits to the gyno for fibroids or what have you. I didn’t find it. Mary Shill got her Pap smears on schedule and she never had a hysterectomy because she never had fibroids or anything else that got a uterus removed. She lied to Conrad and from what Mrs. McGill said, I could only assume that she wasn’t into kids. Brian was a means to an end. She only needed one kid to avoid going back to school or working.

“Well, that’s not weird at all,” I said.

Chuck turned to me with his hands in a bowl mixing up dough. “What’s not weird?”

I wasn’t sure I should say since he had an exciting day of Tina and Joey, but secrets aren’t good so I told him. Instead of blowing a gasket, he just nodded. “She killed the first wife?”

“I don’t know, but I’d lay money on Shill thinking she did,” I said.

“What do you think, Aaron?” Chuck asked the little chef and Aaron straightened up. I would say he looked serious, but my partner wasn’t a serious-looking dude.

“Well?” I asked.

“I think that bologna didn’t kill her,” said Aaron.

“No?” Chuck asked. “I don’t either, but for the sake of argument, why not?”

“She didn’t eat it.”

Chuck turned to me. “She didn’t?”

“I assumed so. The CDC and the USDA pinned it on the bologna,” I said. “They’re the authorities.”

Aaron shook his head. “She didn’t eat it.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, pulling up hospital records and the police report.

“She wouldn’t eat it.”

Chuck eyed me. “It was in her fridge?”

I checked the reports. “Yes, one package with slices missing. Traces of listeria present, virulent form but not a lot of it. There was some question of how it made her so sick so fast.”

“But they didn’t figure that out?” Chuck asked.

“They didn’t. Reading between the lines, I’d say they were relieved there wasn’t an outbreak and a need for a massive recall.”

“Just one of those things?”

“Essentially.”

Aaron paused the rotisserie and temperature tested the meat and then turned it on again. “She didn’t eat it.”

“Okay. Okay,” I said. “Let me see. Vomit in the bedroom and bathroom. It wasn’t tested and there’s no mention of what it was except for bloody. They saw this as a health emergency, not a crime.”

“Hey, Aaron, where would you come across listeria typically?” Chuck asked.

Aaron named the common sources of the bacteria, unpasteurized milk, contaminated dairy products, deli meat, and raw veggies. The list was long and unnerving.

“I’m losing my appetite,” I said.

That was the wrong thing to say because I got a lecture on food safety and proper cleaning of cutting boards. I got the strong sense that my cutting boards weren’t up to scratch.

“This is rich coming from a guy that keeps jerky in his pockets. Unwrapped jerky.”

“For the dogs,” said Chuck.

“Yep,” said Aaron.

Likely story.

“Whatever,” I said, looking back at Mary’s file. I skimmed the basics and then it dawned on me that I already knew where the listeria that killed Mary Beth came from if Mary was in fact the source.

“Why are you smiling?” Chuck asked.

“Mary grew up on a chicken farm and her family owned a slaughterhouse.”

“They had bacteria.” Aaron poked his thermometer in the meat in several areas. “But we don’t.”

Aaron taught Chuck how to make pita bread and I was told to shred cabbage and whatnot. There was already a garlicky white sauce in the fridge that Chuck and I hadn’t noticed. When everything was prepped to Aaron’s satisfaction, we had the best doner kebab this side of Berlin and my irritable fiancé had relaxed enough for me to ask, “Chuck, do you know Lucy Delgado or Joe Garner?”

His eyes were at half-mast and a dollop of the sauce was about to drop from his lip to the counter. “Who?”

“Lucy Delgado and Joe Garner. They responded to Mary Shill’s so-called accident.”

“Oh, right,” he said, focusing. “Joe Garner’s dead and Delgado retired a few years ago.”

“Is she still around here?”

“I think so. Let me ask Sid.” He picked up his phone, grimaced, and then said, “Carolina’s been calling. She wants to talk to you. Tell her I’m sorry.”

“Did Delilah call her?” I asked.

“She didn’t say, but her text mentions a list.”

“Swell.”

Chuck texted Sid, who said Delgado was still in St. Louis. He even had her contact info.

“What’s Delgado like?”

Chuck chuckled and helped himself to more sauce. “A top-notch cop and crusty.”

Aaron started doing dishes, but I hip-checked him out of the way to take over so he called Kronos to see how it was going there. Monday was their slowest night of the week. It was mostly takeout for harried families and cops who had to eat in their cruisers.

I started scrubbing the rotisserie and asked, “Crusty?”

“She joined the force in the early eighties and it wasn’t easy for women to do anything.”

“She’s tough?”

Chuck nodded. “Think of what a combo of Fats and your aunt Miriam would be like.”

“Yikes. Anything else I should know?”

“Are you going to interview her?”

“I was considering it, unless she bites,” I said.

“She definitely bites. Lucy is something else.”

“Can you be specific?”

“Let’s see. Lucy’s five feet tall, a black belt in everything, a chain smoker, thinks brass knuckles should be standard equipment, and has five kids, all boys.”

“Anything else?” I asked.

Chuck gave me his best and most joyful smile. “Your dad is afraid of her.”

I nearly dropped the meat skewer. “Maybe I should try a seance and chat with Joe.”

“Joe was a rough customer himself. Only Lucy could handle him.”

“Did he scare my dad?” I asked.

“No. They did fist fight in the locker room once,” he said.

“My dad had a fistfight?”

Chuck laughed. “Tommy is tougher than he looks.”

“Good ‘cause he looks like one blow would snap him in half,” I said. “What were they fighting about?”

“Some questionable call in a Blues game.”

“Dad doesn’t even like hockey.”

“Neither did Garner,” said Chuck. “That fight is legendary. There are pictures framed in the locker room.”

“How come I never heard about that?” I asked.

“Do you think anyone wanted to tell Carolina or Garner’s wife?”

“That’s fair. Would Delgado talk to me?”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“Fats once compared me to a marshmallow peep.”

“That’s hilarious.” Chuck stepped back. “I can see it.”

“Thanks,” I said with a pout. “I can be tough.”

Chuck went to the cabinet where Aaron had stashed all his best chocolates. He held up a Peruvian with hazelnuts and that got a no. Then a Belgian with caramel. Nope.

“I know,” said Chuck and he found a Mexican bar with chili and cinnamon. “This is the one.”

Aaron nodded and Chuck fed me a square while I continued to scrub. “I am tough,” I said after sampling the luscious, creamy chocolate with just the right hit of heat. “I’ve done plenty of tough things.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I do,” he said.

“Why’d you feed me chocolate then? Trying to soften the blow of my wussiness?”

He gave me another bite. “You are tough. You just don’t look tough,” he said.

That could be an issue.

“How is Delgado with other women?” I asked.

He tasted the chocolate and gave Aaron an appreciative nod. “She’s not like Fats, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I dried the skewer and the rest of the rotisserie. “What do you mean by that?”

Chuck took the pieces and stored them under the island. He was in on it.

“Fats scares people,” he said, “and you are her only female friend.”

“She’s working on it.”

“I know. That’s my point. Delgado likes other women. She’s a great mentor for other female officers. Tommy’s partner Cora loved her from what I heard.”

The sound of Cora’s name made me think of David and my face fell.

“Sorry,” said Chuck.

Breathe. It’s fine. You’re fine.

“I’m good. I’ve stopped thinking about David all the time, but it’s not a new normal yet.”

He hooked an arm around my waist and we stood in silence with only the sound of Aaron chewing in the background.

“So she knew Cora?” I asked after a minute.

“She was her friend and mentor. You can use that.”

“Use Cora to connect?”

He thought about it. “On second thought, use David. I’m sure she knew him.”

“I don’t want to use David or Cora,” I said as a wave of sadness came over me.

“Poor choice of words. Not use. You have people in common. That’s not a bad thing, Mercy,” he said softly.

“I must’ve met her at Cora’s funeral, but I don’t remember much about it and David…”

“I’ll make a call,” said Chuck. “I’ll set it up. Tomorrow?”

“That would be great.”

He went to call and then said, “Don’t forget to call your mother.”

“Right back at ya,” I said with a smile.

He sneered at me. “Wanna trade? I’ll be happy to call Carolina.”

“Not a chance. You haven’t sold me on Delilah what with all the…stuff.” I dried my hands.

“There is a lot of stuff,” he said. “Hey, Aaron, are you going over to Kronos?”

“No,” said Aaron.

“You wanna play some Call of Duty?”

Aaron didn’t answer. He started assembling a snack tray. Chuck went into what he called the game room and I called the guest room while calling Sid. I finished loading the dishwasher and bit the bullet.

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

“Thank goodness Chuck texted me,” said Mom. “I thought something happened.”

“Sorry. We were avoiding Delilah.”

“He has got to call her. She started sending me the worst mother-of-the bride dresses you’ve ever seen in your life,” said Mom.

“Are they made of netting and pasties?”

“Ew. No. They look like they came from a Sears catalog in 1976. Do you think she’s joking?”

“I think she’s trying to make you look bad,” I said.

“We are not in competition,” said Mom.

“This is Delilah we’re talking about.”

“She’s out of her mind.”

“Oh, I know. She wants her boyfriend to be an usher,” I said.

“Dare I ask why,” said Mom. “Oh, never mind. That’s insane. He won’t even be her boyfriend by the time you get married.”

I yawned. “Is there anything else? I had a very full day.”

“As a matter of fact, there is.”

Whenever Mom says that, it’s not good news for me. Once I had to weed the family crypt in New Orleans at twilight and I was six. So many nightmares to which Mom said, “Nothing was going to happen. They’re family.” That led to more nightmares. If I wasn’t family, what would’ve happened? It begged the question. It really did.

“Okay. What is it this time? Do I have to trim Swish and Swat’s claws? Poke myself in the eye? Pregame a ghost pepper eating contest. Lance an enormous boil? What’ve you got?”

“What utter nonsense,” Mom said. “You’d think you were so put upon.”

“I’m currently re-wallpapering The Girls’ music room.”

“They’re family, Mercy.”

Oh, I know they are.

“Just tell me, Mom. The suspense is killing me.”

“So dramatic. It’s simple. I just need a two-hour period that you’re available,” said Mom.

What could this be? Some sort of volunteer thing like cleaning dog kennels or picking up trash on the highway? That would be okay.

“It’s hard to give an exact time, Mom,” I said. “I’m working on a case.”

“You’re just like your father.”

“Take that back.”

“I will not,” she said. “Watts are all alike. I will put you down for tomorrow at two.”

“I don’t know what I’ll be doing,” I said. “Chuck is arranging for me to interview Lucy Delgado tomorrow.”

“Oh, Lucy. I love her.”

“What’s she like?”

Mom told me basically what Chuck said with the added details of knitting caps for preemies and her breaking up of dog fighting rings in her spare time. Lucy broke them up personally when they were going on like a crazy person.

“She’ll like you. Don’t worry,” said Mom.

“Chuck said Dad’s scared of her.”

“Oh, he is.”

“But you’re not?” I asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Mom. “Let’s see. I’ll put you down for Thursday at noon. I’m sure you can make that work.”

I sighed. “I guess.”

“He’ll be glad to see you.”

“Who?”

“Who do you think?”

“Mom, I swear to you I have no idea what we’re talking about,” I said, closing my eyes and thinking about raiding the chocolate. Belgian. That was what a conversation with Mom called for.

“Parker, of course.”

My eyes flew open.

“We’re setting up times for people to sit with him and bring food. You didn’t think we’d just leave that poor man hanging, did you?”

“Why would anyone be sitting with Parker?” I asked.

Mom told me that Lt. Woods had taken Parker to the hospital. He didn’t really qualify for a seventy-two-hour psych hold so he was released. No one thought Parker sitting in an empty house alone was a great idea so the force and friends were taking turns hanging out with him while things settled down and he got into therapy and on medication. His wife was in the wind. Woods was trying to find her, but she’d finally had it after years of a cranky, not wanting to do anything man, and headed for the hills wherever they might be.

“Why do I have to sit with him?” I asked.

“Mercy!”

“It’s a serious question, Mom.”

“He’s your friend. You saved him today. I heard how wonderful you were with him. I was so proud.”

Oh no. Not with the pride.

“That guy hates me.”

“Parker does not hate you,” said my kind-hearted and possibly delusional mother.

“He calls me a wiener threader, among other things.”

“I don’t know what that means, but you are taking a turn. I would, but I still get so tired.”

“Make Dad do it,” I said. “He stole Parker’s promotion.”

“Oh, please,” said Mom. “You know Parker. Do you seriously think Dad stole his promotion?”

“No, but Parker thinks he did.”

“It doesn’t matter. Your father has a case.”

“I have a case and it’s for Fats and Tiny. Remember them?”

Mom grumbled and groused.

I smiled and said, “Gotta go.”

“Alright,” she said. “You’ve convinced me.”

“I don’t have to do it?”

“Mercy, of course you have to do it. But I’ll sign your father up for Friday.”

“He won’t be happy.”

“It will be good for him.”

“His favorite thing,” I said and got Mom laughing as she hung up.

Chuck rushed out from the back, holding up his phone like a torch. “Screen your calls. Parker is having a crisis and the squad is organizing a schedule to sit with him.”

“Too late.”

“Damn,” he said and then gave me the side-eye.

“I didn’t sign you up,” I said.

“You are my favorite person ever.”

“I better be.”

Chuck went back to games with Aaron and I called Fats to give her an update. She was more hopeful than I was so that was good.

“What are you doing tonight?” I asked.

“Nothing. Same as always. Tiny went to Cincinnati,” said Fats.

“What for?”

Tiny was chasing down a guy who was on the run from child support payments and had gone to the trouble of assuming a false identity. Like Chuck’s criminals, he was stupid and stole the social security number of a Korean War vet.

“I was thinking that maybe I could take a walk,” said Fats. “If you give me the⁠—”

“Not gonna happen,” I said. “But can I interest you in an Emily in Paris marathon?”

“Are you teasing me because I can still snap you in half from a prone position?” Fats asked.

“I’m fully aware of that.”

“Come on over. I’ve got avocado ice cream.”

No good deed.


CHAPTER TEN




The avocado ice cream wasn’t half bad and I ate a full pint of the stuff. Fats and I worked on her thank you notes while getting through a season and a half of fashion and fun in Paris. It gave Fats ideas and she began plotting her first trip to Paris with Tiny. I was taking care of the baby, despite being totally unenthusiastic about a week of infant care. She pointed out that I took care of Wallace, patients, and old people all the time. It wasn’t the same thing at all and I began to worry about Fats’ parenting expectations. She, on the other hand, wasn’t worried at all, which was more worrisome.

I got up the next morning with a trip to Black Heart Books on my list. I’d called Ellen and gotten the skinny on what Fats needed. She was full of info and we were up talking until one so I couldn’t stop yawning over my latte.

“What are you wearing?” Chuck asked as he came in with Wallace and Pick.

I stood up and posed. “Are you criticizing my wardrobe of your oldest sweatpants with the rip in the crotch and my scrub top that has pus and blood stains?”

His eyes went to half-mast. “I am not. You are super hot. I love a good stain and say that word again.”

I grinned at him. “Pus?”

“Oh, baby. You know what I like.”

“Pus.”

“Say it again.”

“Pus.”

He chased me around the island, caught me, and tossed me on the sofa, scaring Skanky into a full puff. Chuck kissed my neck until I said, “I have to go.”

“Despite my love of your best gross outfit, I’m going to say that Delgado won’t be impressed.”

I slapped his shoulder. “I’m putting up wallpaper, idiot.”

He rolled off me. “Oh, thank goodness.”

“You really thought I’d wear this to meet Delgado?” I asked.

“Not really, but you are… unique.”

I crooked a finger at him. “I’ll unique you. Come here.”

Chuck sighed. “I can’t. Sid and I just got a call.”

“Not good?”

“Same crap. Different day. This guy held up a convenience store and shot the clerk while wearing his uniform from an auto body shop around the corner.”

“Was he wearing a mask at least?”

He put his head in his hands. “Sort of.”

“How do you sort of wear a mask?”

“It was an open face balaclava,” he said. “We’ve got to hunt him down at the place he will obviously be.”

“And where is that?” I asked.

“Guess?”

“His mother’s house?”

Chuck put on his jacket. “A neighbor just called 911. He spotted our guy walking his mom’s dog in the neighborhood and he still had on the balaclava.”

“Look on the bright side. There could be a chase or if you’re lucky, a full-out manhunt. Was he armed? Should I be worried?”

“He had a paintball gun and a broken foot,” said my fiancé. “The paperwork will take longer.”

Chuck wished me good luck with Delgado and I have to say, I kinda wished I was hunting a guy with a low IQ and a broken foot rather than meeting with the legendary Lucy Delgado. I say legendary because Fats knew and respected her. That was unusual to say the least. I asked what she looked like and Fats said, “Vasquez from Aliens but tougher.”

That did not bode well for me, the marshmallow peep, but a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. I finished my latte, fed Skanky, and smoothed his shattered nerves before heading to the mansion with Pick and Wallace. I definitely couldn’t leave any dogs at home. The claws were out.

The Girls were up and in the kitchen with Joy, who was putting away dishes and telling them how they would not be getting on the scaffolding.

“We are perfectly capable of getting on that scaffolding,” said Millicent, but she wasn’t. She was tired. I could tell by her hair that wasn’t done to its usual level. Myrtle was no better. She yawned three times before I had made it through half a croissant.

“Busy day yesterday?” I asked.

“Dear, it was so long,” said Millicent. “We got to bed at nine, but I couldn’t sleep.”

“What was long? I thought you had facials and lunch with the board?”

Joy spun around and crossed her arms. “The lunch took five hours. Rocco should’ve pulled you out of there. That is ridiculous.”

“Don’t be mad at Rocco,” said Myrtle with a mischievous glint in her eye. “He does work for us after all.”

“Working for you isn’t just about taking orders,” said Joy. “He ought to know that.”

“He does and he tried,” said Millicent. “But we couldn’t just leave. We’re co-presidents and if there’s a problem, we have to deal with it.”

I polished off my croissant and asked, “What was the problem?”

“Do you remember Harvey Houser?” Myrtle asked.

“Of course.”

Harvey Houser was a builder who specialized in luxury homes and had been on the board for decades. I saw him at events, but The Girls weren’t particularly tight with the Housers, which turned out to be the problem. Harvey had had a stroke and a debilitating one too. It happened in Florida and the board wasn’t told. His son Harvey Jr. hid his hospitalization and left his dad in a rehab facility in Florida so he could return to St. Louis to bleed his dad’s company and the Bled scholarship fund dry.

“Has he been arrested?” I asked.

“Not yet,” said Millicent. “He ran away like the little… little…”

“Turd?” I offered.

“Mercy!”

“Sorry.”

“Well, you’re not wrong,” said Myrtle. “He will be caught, but not before he spends the scholarship money. We have to fund it again and quick.”

Since we were sitting in a kitchen with a Picasso sketch on the wall, I wasn’t super worried about the funding.

“I know. I know,” said Millicent. “But the money isn’t the issue. Trust is. Once this gets out, we’ll look incompetent and you know how…”

She didn’t say the name, but I knew who she was referring to. Brooks Bled, the family turd, who’d sued them to get control of their money and art. Our last interaction hadn’t been pleasant. Brooks came in hot, accusing me of stealing my engagement ring among other things. Aaron had to spray him in the face with cooking oil to get him away from me, but the incident wasn’t a total loss. That was how I found out I was a Bled. We ran Brooks’ DNA, thinking we could prove I was the family he insisted I wasn’t. It proved Brooks wasn’t a Bled at all and that I was, in addition to being a Bled, also a quarter Jewish.

“He’s not going to find out,” I said.

The Girls sucked in their lips and Joy gritted her teeth.

“What? Already? How?”

Joy took a breath. “We don’t know anything for sure, but Big Steve called and said he heard that Brooks called Arlene Cobb.”

Crap on a cracker.

“That might not mean anything. He might be suing me over the ring,” I said.

“Mercy, dear,” said Millicent. “That’s not a good thing.”

“Better me than you.”

She came over and hugged me. “So sweet.”

I will beat Brooks to death with a bat.

“I don’t know about that, but I will take care of it whatever it is. I’ll be right back.” I left the kitchen with Wallace on my heels and went into the morning room to look up at Stella on the wall. Her portrait with those piercing blue eyes and jutting collarbones gave me strength. Brooks was nothing, an insignificant twerp compared to what she faced. I could deal with it. I would deal with it. I called Big Steve’s office and Mrs. Lane Sanders answered.

“Miss Watts, how can I help you?” she asked.

“Are you the source of the info about Brooks and the Duchess of Dirt?”

“I am not.”

“How did Big Steve find out Brooks called her?” I asked.

“I still have friends in the office,” said Mrs. Sanders.

I ran a finger along the roughhewn frame. “You just said you weren’t the source.”

“I was not the source. I was the conduit.”

“That is a distinction without a difference.”

“I beg to differ,” she said primly and I could picture her sitting behind her desk, stiff and starched.

“What did they talk about?” I asked.

“No one knows. It was a private conversation.”

“How private?”

“No one was in the room and it wasn’t recorded,” said Mrs. Sanders.

“How about this? Did she charge him for her time?”

There was a pause and I suspect Mrs. Sanders was smiling. “She did.”

“Well, there it is,” I said.

“Mr. Warnock doesn’t want The Girls upset. He’s working on a defense already. They don’t need to know that tidbit of information.”

I thanked her and hung up. “Well, Stella, so it begins.”
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We had two strips of wallpaper up before the dogs went berserk, exactly thirty seconds before the bell rang.

“We’re not expecting anyone,” said Millicent with a catch in her voice.

That Brooks. If it was him, it wouldn’t be pretty.

“I’ll get it,” said Joy, looking like she might leap off the scaffolding to stop The Girls from answering the bell.

“No, no,” I said. “You finish the rolling. I’ll get it.”

Myrtle straightened up from over the table where she was measuring the next strip. “You’re busy. I can⁠—”

“Too late.” I jogged out of the music room with Pick and Wallace circling me in excitement. Now that they were friends, they thought everything was exciting. Cushions. The stairs. The parrots rocking out in the conservatory. Absolutely everything was a bark fest.

“Stop egging each other on,” I said. “This is bad enough without you bursting my eardrums.”

The dogs kept barking as I reached the door and took a deep breath. I didn’t have a bat, but there were golf clubs somewhere around. The bell rang again and I looked out, fully prepared to see either another process server, the Duchess of Dirt herself, or that Brooks dressed in something ridiculous. I struck out on all counts. There was a skinny redhead standing outside the gate dressed in Michael Kors and looking at her phone.

“What the…”

Sorcha Watts aka Weepy of the Troublesome Trio rang the bell again and Joy yelled, “Mercy! Are you getting that?”

“I’m getting it!” I opened the door and Sorcha saw me. She looked like she’d simultaneously sucked a lemon and smelled something large rotting.

Swell.

“Hey,” I called out. “What are you doing here?”

“Can’t I come by and check in?” Sorcha asked.

You can, but you don’t.

I walked out to the gate highly aware of my outfit, mostly because my cousin of the perfect everything all the time was staring at it.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Something happen with the wedding?”

Sorcha flipped her long silky hair back over her shoulder and I wondered what it would be like to have silky hair. I tried to straighten mine once and it responded with frizz.

“Why would you ask that?” she asked. “Everything’s fine. Everything is fine, isn’t it?”

I poked the bear aka the bride. I was, unwillingly, Sorcha’s maid of honor. I got assigned to the post at Christmas because I did such a good job for Snot’s wedding. Another no-good-deed situation, but this was much worse than avocado ice cream. Sorcha said we needed a year to plan it. A year. That wedding was akin to a coronation.

“As far as I know,” I said. “I couldn’t think of another reason you’d be here.”

“If you didn’t want me to come, why did you call?”

My mind was a blank.

“Mercy,” she said. “You called me about wallpaper.”

“Oh. The wallpaper. I forgot,” I said. “It’s all good. Totally fine.”

Sorcha didn’t move, but there was a flicker of something in her eyes.

Please don’t cry. I don’t have time for that.

“The Girls already bought the pattern they wanted. It’s good.”

Sorcha’s thin lips quivered. “Oh, I thought that you were calling for another reason and that I messed it up or something.”

The dogs brushed by me in a madcap race around the garden and I fell into the gate. The bump gave me a moment to think, but I couldn’t come up with anything.

“You didn’t mess anything up,” I said. “What other reason would I be calling for? I told you it was about the wallpaper.”

My cousin opened her purse and put on a healthy coat of lip gloss before offhandedly saying, “Oh, I just thought maybe The Girls told you to call me and I misinterpreted what was going on.”

What’s happening?

“It was my idea. I just thought maybe you could help,” I said.

“But they didn’t ask you to ask me to help?” Her blue eyes were intense.

“Er…”

Sorcha snapped her purse shut and flung it over her shoulder. “It’s no big deal. I’ll just go.”

She turned toward the Audi parked in front of the gate and I, without thinking, said, “Do you want to help?”

Sorcha turned around, pursed her lips, and said, “I don’t really know them.”

“Yes, you do,” I said. “You’ve known The Girls all your life.”

The lips quivered again. “Not like you.”

Oh. That’s what we’re doing.

My cousins had known The Girls all their lives, but their dad, my uncle, kept them at a distance. He got successful all on his own and quick. He didn’t need help. My parents, a cop and a paralegal, needed all the help they could get. I found out on our girls’ trip to Cairngorms Castle that my cousins were jealous of the life I had with The Girls. It had been a complete surprise.

I keyed in the code on the gate and said, “Come in.”

“I don’t know. It’ll be weird. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“We can use the help.”

She stepped back and said, “I thought you wanted a company recommendation but then I told Oliver and he said you wanted me to help. I thought that was crazy. I’m a lawyer. I’m not handy. I don’t even make my own nail appointments.”

“It’s not rocket surgery as Grandad would say,” I said. “You can do it.”

“Are they there?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“I don’t really know them.”

“It’s cool. Everything will be great.” I barely got that out of my mouth when Wallace ran through the open gate and peed on Sorcha’s foot.

“Oh my God! She peed. I’ve been peed on.” My cousin danced around, holding her foot out. “These are Kate Spade. They aren’t made for pee. They’re barely made for walking.”

“Wallace!” I grabbed the pug and pulled her away from her current attempt to pee on Sorcha’s other foot. “Stop it!”

“What is wrong with your dog?”

“She’s not my dog.”

Grr.

“You’re not!” I yelled. “You don’t live here.”

Grr.

“Mercy!”

I turned around to find The Girls on the mansion’s stoop.

“It’s fine!” I yelled back.

“Oh, my goodness,” said Millicent, carefully walking down the steps. “Is that Sorcha?”

“It is Sorcha,” said Myrtle, coming down behind her with Joy hovering by her side.

Sorcha blushed hot pink and held up a hand. “Hi.”

The Girls came down the walk, beaming and saying how long it had been. Sorcha struggled to find a response and that’s saying something for a lawyer.

“She came to help with the wallpaper,” I said.

“Oh, my dear,” said Millicent. “How wonderful. Come in. Come in.”

Sorcha used all her years of training in debate and court and came up with, “She peed.”

Wow!

The Girls looked at me and I said, “Wallace peed. Not me. Wallace.”

“Oh, my gosh. I’m sorry,” said Sorcha. “I didn’t mean. I just… I’ve never been peed on before.”

“It happens to Mercy all the time,” said Joy.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Am I wrong?”

I made a face and they all laughed, even Sorcha. She took her shoe off and Joy got her a towel to dry off before we got into the house. The Girls hurried off to make Sorcha a latte.

“For a second,” she said, “I didn’t realize it was them.”

Joy laughed. “You’ve never seen them out of Chanel before, have you?”

“No. What are they wearing?”

“Lester’s old clothes,” I said.

Sorcha wrinkled her nose and I was glad The Girls weren’t there to see it. Joy was bad enough.

“He always saved them his old clothes for chores,” said Joy with an edge in her voice.

“Why?” Sorcha asked.

“Because you don’t wallpaper in Chanel,” I said. “And they don’t own jeans or anything similar.”

“Oh, I didn’t think of that.”

“They’ll offer you some of Lester’s clothes to wear.” Joy still had the edge.

“It’s an honor,” I said. “They loved him and the feeling was mutual.”

Sorcha nodded. “I understand. I just… I told you I don’t know them.”

“Now’s your chance,” said Joy, growing warmer.

Fifteen minutes later, we were wallpapering. Sorcha had watched a video and was mastering the art of rolling the paper down the wall. With another set of hands, we made good progress and Sorcha began to relax. The Girls asked her to pick the music and she played an eighties playlist she was working on for the wedding.

“Hit Me With your Best Shot” came on and The Girls sang along at the table where they were measuring.

“Are they always like this?” Sorcha whispered to me.

“Pretty much,” I said.

“I had no idea.”

“No one does.”

Sorcha grinned and we kept on rolling until eleven when I had to stop and get ready for my meeting with Lucy Delgado at Ode de Caffeine.

“You’re not walking over there are you?” Sorcha asked.

“I’m not, but I wish I could,” I said.

Everyone was quiet. I had to be careful since the kidnapping. No one wanted me walking anywhere by myself.

“Johnny told me they put in extra security,” said Millicent, “but why don’t you have Aaron go with you?”

Sorcha raised a thin, perfectly shaped brow. “I know he’s your partner, but how does that work?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It just does.”

“How about I go?” she asked, looking a little fidgety. It was one thing hanging with Joy and The Girls with me as a buffer and another to be alone.

“I need you here, but it is time for a break,” I said as Sorcha’s eyes started darting around. “Hey, you should teach her the chicken salad while I’m gone and then put your feet up. Look at some albums.”

Myrtle put a gentle arm around my waist. “How did you know we were going to make the chicken salad?”

“I smelled the rotisserie chicken,” I said. “Save some for me.”

Millicent hooked her arm through Sorcha’s. “Come on, dear. You’re in for a treat. Our chicken salad is known far and wide as the best chicken salad around.”

“I’m not very handy. Oliver does all the cooking. I just chop and clean up.”

“Perfect,” said Millicent.

They led her out and Joy walked me to the back door. “You promise you won’t walk?”

“I promise.” For once, it was me that was a little weepy. The worry on her face brought that day right before Christmas back. It seemed like a long time ago. I was okay with it. I survived. I should’ve thought about how everyone else felt. They lived through it too.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Ode de Caffeine’s small parking lot was packed, but I had permission to take one of the staff spots because of the location at the back door with three cameras covering the area. Uncle Morty had designed the system for Johnny and Jim after Mom’s attack. They were pretty freaked out and my kidnapping didn’t help.

I squeezed my truck in and tucked my hair behind my ears. Fats usually wanted me to wear more makeup but her advice was to try my best to look like a serious person so I got ChapStick, zero makeup, jeans, a black sweater, and a pair of combat boots Dad got me for my nursing school graduation. Why? Who knows? Mom told him to get me a nice comfy pair of Cloves for work and he went to the store but somehow came back with combat boots. When I say Mom was spitting mad, I am not exaggerating. Aunt Tenne had to take her out of the restaurant for fear she’d contaminate everyone’s food. Dad informed me that they’d come in handy someday and that day was today; the first day I ever wore them.

I took a selfie at the door and sent it to him, getting an “I told you so” in return. Whatever. I threw him a bone because Mom signed him up for two shifts with Parker. I guess she was punishing him, but I don’t know what it was for. Maybe he forgot to eat again.

The minute I walked in, I felt it. Disapproval.

The line was pretty long at the counter and I didn’t see anyone I knew, but everyone knew me. I got friendly comments about how they’d watch my back and several questions about where DBD was. Helsinki was the answer. They decided to record a video there for a new song. That got people talking and I ordered a peppermint tea. I’d already had way too much coffee.

Tea’s fast and I went looking for a table ten minutes before my meeting, but Lucy Delgado was already there. She was the source of the disapproval. It radiated off of her like heat off asphalt.

I considered turning around and booking it out of there, but she was staring at me through a pair of aviators. Fats was right. She was a tougher version of Vasquez with coal black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, a nose that had been broken more than once, a scar running through her right eyebrow, and a pair of biceps that Chuck would envy. The woman had to be seventy. Who looks like that at seventy? Delgado was drinking a bottle of Fitz’s black cherry soda and the way she was holding it by the neck made me think she was considering breaking it against the table and stabbing someone, likely me, in the neck.

Delgado started drumming her short, stubby fingers against the tabletop and people at the other tables inched their chairs away. It had to be Dad. He had that effect on people. Parker was still torqued about a promotion that probably happened before I was born. It couldn’t be me. I didn’t know who she was a day ago and let’s face it, how offensive can a marshmallow peep be?

I felt myself walking toward her. I don’t know how it happened. I was just walking toward a woman scarier than Fats Licata. I didn’t know that was a thing, but at least Fats wore glitter eye shadow.

“Should I sit down?” I asked or to be accurate, squeaked.

“I don’t know. Should you?” Delgado eyed me and yes, she was scarier close up.

“I’m going with yes.” Please don’t hurt me.

“Alright,” said Delgado. “I’m here.”

Where was Fats when I needed her? They could’ve bonded over throat punching people or something.

I sat down across from her and said, “I wanted to ask you about Mary Shill.”

“You think I missed something,” she said and people started inching away again.

It’s not Dad. Go figure.

“No, I don’t,” I said.

The scarred eyebrow shot up.

“I don’t. You didn’t really have a case.”

There was a rumble deep in her chest and I may have peed a little.

I put my sweaty hands on the table. “Her death wasn’t ruled a homicide. You couldn’t investigate.”

She kept drumming her fingers but with slightly less intensity. “And you can?”

“I’m being paid to,” I said.

“By who?”

“Confidential.”

The drumming got harder.

“Look, I’m not trying to make you mad or say anything about the original investigation,” I said. “My friend fell in love with Shill’s flipping house and I’m supposed to get it for her. That’s all.”

“Calpurnia Fibonacci’s paying you,” said Delgado. “Does your father know?”

“My dad has decided that selective knowledge is the way to go. Kinda like how he can see the fridge in the kitchen but not the dirty dishes.”

She surprised me by cracking a smile. “Sounds like Watts. That guy. I don’t know how your mother didn’t brain him with a two by four twenty years ago.”

“She claims she loves him,” I said. “I don’t get it.”

Delgado took a sip of her soda and stopped drumming. “Who’s the house for? Licata?”

I gave her a slight nod.

“I wouldn’t have picked you as a pair.”

“Me neither.”

“I like her. She’s on the wrong side, but I like her,” said Delgado. “So you want her to have a house that people were murdered in?”

“It wasn’t my idea, but yes, she wants it and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get it for her,” I said.

Delgado lowered her sunglasses and looked at me with piercing dark eyes. “Whatever it takes?”

“You make that sound ominous.”

She nodded.

“Yes. Whatever it takes,” I said.

“Alright then,” said Delgado. “Let me start with one thing. There was a case. My partner and I birddogged it until our captain threatened to put us on traffic.”

I frowned. “Really? I got your reports. It’s pretty basic.”

She made the rumbling noise again.

“That is not a criticism. It’s a fact.”

“Yeah. Not our choice. We weren’t supposed to be on it and the file got purged of the whole of the investigation.”

“Why?”

“Brian Shill threatened to sue the department. It was on the downlow but he had thirty million friends to back up his threat,” she said.

“Did my dad know about that? He was after Shill for Cassidy Huff.”

“You think I wanted to tell Tommy Watts I got skunked?”

“I guess not then.”

She took another drink. “Cassidy Huff. Tommy had a real hard-on for Shill for that. What’d he say when you solved it?” Delgado asked.

“Not much. I think he was happy to have been right.”

She nodded. “Good. Well, I’ll tell you that as hard as we worked Mary Shill, Garner and I didn’t have squat. Shill had a case for harassment. If it’d gone to court, we’d have been screwed.”

“Nothing?” I asked.

“Not nothing, but nothing you can take to the DA.” Delgado told me that they had what I’d already found out with the glaring exceptions of the Conrads’ security system and the secret compartment. They didn’t have a search warrant or Uncle Morty.

I pushed my phone over to her and she whistled. “Hot damn. That little weasel kept trophies. What’s with the black bandana?”

“No clue. It wasn’t her style and she didn’t buy it.”

“Interesting. Like I said we worked it hard, but we couldn’t break the alibi,” said Delgado. “He was on the Black River and he made sure that the rangers saw him a couple times that day and he went to a ranger talk in the evening.”

“He knew he needed an alibi.”

“That’s how it looked to us. He wasn’t there to feed mommy dearest the pills or the bacteria, but that wasn’t an accident and it sure wasn’t natural.”

“Did you have any suspicions about a partner? Anything at all?”

She took off her aviators and folded them neatly. “Miss Watts, I wish I could give you better news, but we didn’t and we tried six ways to Sunday. That dirtbag had no friends and it’s a stretch to say he had acquaintances. I was shocked when I found out he was in that Unsub group.”

“Because Shill’s a loser? They’re all losers in one way or another,” I said.

She smiled at me. “Because he was a loner to the extreme. I didn’t see him connecting with anyone. How the hell did he connect with them?”

“I have no idea.”

“Brian Shill. What a piece of crap? But I almost felt sorry for him when we were neck deep in it. We found out Mary abused him just like you did. She moved him from school to school. Bruises. Cuts. Burns. A neighbor, an old guy, he remembered seeing the kid beg his dad not to leave him with her. I think he was going on a business trip or something.”

“We heard everyone liked Mary,” I said.

“Oh, they did,” said Delgado. “That’s why nothing ever went anywhere. We found out a mail carrier called child services. He heard screaming. Swept under the rug. Pisses me off to no end, but Shill killed her and I wanted to nail him.” She looked down at my phone. “You got farther than we ever did. I thought if I could just get in that house…”

I sighed. “I know, but it’s all useless.”

She flipped through my photos again. “Useless except for this. This is something.”

“What?” I asked.

Delgado pushed the phone back to me with the photo of the black bandana up. “I don’t know why, but that’s it.”

“It’s weird, but I don’t know where to go with it.”

She eyed me. “I think you do.”

“I really don’t. I mean, I can find the friend she had lunch with and ask her about it, but if she never mentioned it to you, I doubt it made an impression on her.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” said Delgado. “You said you’d do anything.”

“I did. I will.”

“Then you know where you gotta go.”

I must’ve looked blank or something because she chugged the rest of her black cherry. “I told you Shill didn’t have friends or acquaintances.”

“Right.”

“Except the one you know.”

“No,” I said.

She smiled. “It’s where I’d go.”

“I said I’d never go down that road again.”

Lucy Delgado stood up and slipped on a black leather jacket. “We all make mistakes.”

I gulped my tea and said, “I really don’t want to.”

She leaned over and said, “You’ve got something I didn’t have. I didn’t even know it existed. You want to get something on Shill go to Hunt. It’s the only shot and you’re the only one that can take it.”

Hunt Hospital for the Criminally Insane. The one avenue I didn’t want to explore.

“It might be good for you,” said Delgado. “Put that demon to rest.”

If only.
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I walked in the backdoor of the mansion and wasn’t two steps inside when I heard her voice echoing off the walls. I hurried toward the kitchen as Elena asked, “Why do you let yourself be manipulated?”

“We are not being manipulated,” said Myrtle.

“You have been and you are. Harvey’s kid bilked the scholarship fund. It’s time to let the next generation take over.”

“No, thank you.”

“Myrtle, I know it’s hard to admit that you aren’t who you once were, but it’s time. Don’t make it hard.”

I walked in and leaned on the door jamb. Myrtle and Joy were on one side of the island and Elena the other. Pickpocket and Wallace sat halfway between them, growling at Elena.

“They don’t have to,” I said. “I will.”

Elena spun around and sniffed. She always sniffed when she saw me. I’m not sure what that was about, but since she raised Brooks, weird was her normal.

“I should’ve known you’d turn up. Give it back.”

The growling got deeper.

“Oh, I’ll give you something.”

“Now.” Elena thrust out a bony hip and fiddled with the heavy diamond necklace she wore. She wasn’t as obvious about her Bled connection as her son was with his logo paraphernalia. Dripping with diamonds was as far as she went.

“Elena,” pleaded Myrtle. “We told you that Chuck had⁠—”

“I didn’t agree,” she said. “Brooks didn’t agree.”

The ring again.

“I’m not giving you my ring,” I said. “Get over it.”

Elena pointed a bejeweled finger at me. “That is not your ring.”

“This has been discussed, Elena,” said Myrtle.

“We didn’t agree.”

“The board voted unanimously to give Chuck the ring for Mercy and that is that.” Myrtle was breathing hard and there was a suspicious color in her cheeks. “Millicent told you⁠—”

“Millicent shouldn’t have any say in anything,” said Elena. “She’s obviously too ill to make a single decision.”

“Where is she?” I asked Myrtle. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” said Joy. “She’s tired and Sorcha is helping her to bed.”

Elena turned on Joy. “How dare you answer for Myrtle? You have nothing to say about anything.”

Pick and Wallace bared their teeth. Elena didn’t notice. She really should’ve.

“Are you kidding me?” I asked. “Joy is⁠—”

“A servant. Servants are meant to be seen and not heard.”

Myrtle gasped. “Joy is our dear friend. You will not speak⁠—”

“You need to stop treating servants like family,” said Elena. “They are easily replaced.”

My godmother grasped the edge of the island. She looked so unsteady Joy put an arm around her waist.

“Let go of her. She’s fine. Things really have gone to pot around here. Brooks was right. It’s time to take things in hand.” She turned back to me. “Starting with you. Give me that ring and I won’t press charges.”

“You are out of your mind,” I said. “The board voted.”

“I didn’t vote. Brooks didn’t vote.”

“Because neither of you is on the board.”

Elena sneered at me. “Only because Myrtle and Millicent are too old and weak to do the right thing by the family.”

Tears dripped down Myrtle’s cheeks. “Elena, please.”

“I’m going to take things in hand, Aunt Myrtle. I’ve already contacted a psychiatrist to do exams and⁠—”

The dogs stood up and barked.

That’s it.

I marched over to Elena and grabbed her bony arm. “Time to go.”

“Let go of me.”

I didn’t let go. Something came over me. Elena had five inches on me but she might as well have had a foot for all the good it did her. Delgado and Fats flashed through my mind. They wouldn’t have stood for it and neither would I. Brooks’ mom struggled, but I steered her out through the morning room and into the hall. Rocco appeared out of nowhere and said, “Hey, is it time for lun—what’s going on?”

“Check on Myrtle,” I said through bared teeth. “Kitchen.”

Rocco ran and I dragged a protesting Elena through the house with the dogs nipping at her heels.

“Hey! Let go of me you little slut!”

Pick lunged at her and nipped her rear. Elena screamed as I shoved her in the library. Pick and Wallace went for her and I snapped my fingers. For once in my life, it worked. They stopped a foot in front of Elena and sat growling with bared teeth.

“It’s time we have a talk,” I said.

“I’ll do the talking about you and your devious family. I’ll give interviews. I’ll tell them about how you sprayed my sweet, innocent son with insecticide.”

“I know what you did,” I said.

“You and that mother of yours, soaking up all our money,” said Elena. “I’ll sue you and recoup our losses. I’ll get Uncle Josiah’s house back.”

“I know what you did!” I yelled.

She fell back against the bookcase. The Daumier painting slid down, landing with a smack against the shelf. “You really are a piece of work speaking to me like that.”

“Listen to me,” I said. “I know what you did.”

Elena blinked several times and I could see her thinking. The fact that she took so much time doing it made me think she’d done more than I thought.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I nodded. “I’m sure that’s true, but only because you don’t know which thing I’m talking about.”

She glared at me and then walked over to the window to examine her reflection in the glass. “There’s nothing you can do to me, but I can do lots to you.”

“You shouldn’t have had your DNA tested,” I said and she froze with her hand on her necklace. “Big mistake. Huge mistake.”

“People test their DNA all the time,” she said.

“Yes, they do and there’s a reason I know that. My dad and my cousin, Tiny, have a whole division devoted to genetic genealogy now. We use it to solve crimes.”

“How very blue collar of you.”

“You mean, how very ingenious,” I said. “Don’t you want to ask how I got Brooks’ DNA?”

Elena spun around, her dark eyes huge. “You’re lying.”

“Nope. That would be you.”

“That can be faked. You faked it.”

Pick and Wallace ran to her and growled.

“It’s fine guys,” I said. “She goes to faking because that’s who she is.”

She crossed her arms. “I didn’t fake anything. That report is a fake, not⁠—”

“Not your so-called son?”

“Brooks is my beloved son,” said Elena.

“He’s your beloved meal ticket. You think I don’t know how the family money works? If a Bled predeceases their spouse, the spouse gets a set stipend for life along with their marital assets. They do not get a portion of the family wealth.”

“That is ridiculous,” she spat at me.

“That is true and how the family protects their generational wealth. Without a child, you could leave your portion of the Bled money to anyone. It would not stay in the family. Family is everything.”

“You are not family. You have no business inter⁠—”

“You faked a son to get the money and I can prove it.”

“You can’t,” she whispered.

“It’s right there in his blood and saliva. Pretty convenient wouldn’t you say?”

Wallace was wiggling like crazy and I smiled.

“It’s not true. No one will believe you.”

This is getting tedious.

“Romania,” I said and Elena looked like I’d punched her in the gut. I guess she was holding out hope that I was taking a guess. Knowing Brooks’ birth country put an end to that.

“No. I gave birth to him,” she said.

“You faked your pregnancy and adopted Brooks after your husband died,” I said, guessing at the timeline, but her expression confirmed it.

“I don’t kn⁠—”

“Now, if you don’t take your bony butt out of this house and leave my godmothers alone, I will tell the family. I will tell the board. I will tell the press. I will tell Brooks.”

“No. It’s not… you can’t.”

“I’m so sick of you and so is the family. Are you going to leave or what?”

Elena squared her shoulders. “No, I don’t believe you have anything.”

“You need that psychiatrist appointment,” I said. “Wallace, go for it.”

The pug ran to Elena’s red satin Manolo Blahniks and peed right on the crystal-encrusted buckle. She screamed and danced around. “These cost a thousand dollars, you bitch!”

She drew back her pointed toe.

“Don’t do it! The big one will bite more than your butt,” I said.

Elena stopped and eyed me.

“Now get out and do not come back.”

“I can do whatever⁠—”

“Get out!”

Elena Bled scurried past a snapping Pickpocket and ran out of the library. I went to the window and watched her hurry to a waiting limousine in front of the gate. A limo. Seriously?

“Mercy?”

Crap on a cracker.

I turned around and Sorcha stood in the doorway of the library, holding Myrtle’s favorite sweater.

“Oh, hi,” I said. “How’s Millicent?”

“She’s okay. Resting.”

“Good. Good.” I grabbed a bunch of tissues off the desk and wiped up the pee.

Sorcha walked in. “I heard, Mercy.”

I stopped mid-wipe. “How much?”

“All of it, I think. Most.”

“Okay.” I finished with the pee and tossed the mess into the trash can. “What are you going to do?”

She closed the door and leaned against it. “I’m not going to tell. Who do you think I am?”

“I’m finding that out right now,” I said.

Tears flooded her eyes. “I wish you didn’t question it.”

“I don’t know you very well.”

My cousin nodded. “That makes me sad, but it’s true.”

I sat down on the settee and picked up the little peepot to give her a kiss on her wrinkly head. “Me too.”

“Elena committed fraud,” said Sorcha. “I can’t believe she faked a pregnancy.”

“Her husband died young and she was highly motivated.”

She sat down next to me. “He was ill for a long time?”

“I don’t know the details, but I’m guessing he was too sick for her to conceive so she found another way.”

“So she adopted Brooks after he died.” Sorcha stretched out her long legs. “That’s a case and a half.”

“I don’t know how much she’s taken the family for,” I said.

“That’s important information for when you do tell them.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes. “I know.”

“Mercy?”

“Uh-huh?”

“Why did you test Brooks’ DNA?”

I rolled my head to the side and opened my eyes. My beautiful cousin was looking at me intently. She was no dummy. The lawyer knew the answer so there was no point in lying.

“To test it against mine,” I said.

She smiled. “You got a big surprise.”

“Not the one I was hoping for either.”

“Oh.” Her eyes filled again. “We thought…”

“Who is we?” I asked.

“Me, Bridget, and Jilly,” said Sorcha.

“Not Uncle George and Aunt Christine?”

She shook her head. “They’ve always said it was a weird fascination with your mom and later you. You were poor. They wanted to help you.”

“We weren’t poor,” I said.

“Oh, I know, but you know how my dad is,” said Sorcha ruefully. “We didn’t really think that, but it was too much to be just about helping a cop and his wife.”

“You’re right about that.”

Pickpocket got up on the settee and curled up into a fuzzy black ball. Sorcha scratched his head and asked, “How right?”

“I haven’t tested my DNA against The Girls or any of the cousins,” I said.

“But?”

I told her what we had, leaving out the Jewish ancestry since that was nothing to do with her and it would lead to more questions. Questions I didn’t know how to answer.

“We’re Bleds,” said Sorcha. “How did it happen? Where did we come from?”

“I’ll tell you everything, but who are you going to tell?” I asked.

“Nobody until you’re ready, but why aren’t you ready? This is cool and The Girls love you.”

“They love you too,” I said. “They just weren’t given a chance to show it.”

“Do you really think so?”

Before I could answer, there was a knock on the door. “Mercy?”

“Come in, Rocco.”

Rocco opened the door and looked in at us, puzzled. “Everything okay? Myrtle’s worried.”

We stood up and I said, “Totally fine. I got rid of Elena. She’s exhausting.”

“I heard what she said.” Rocco cracked his knuckles. “She’s lucky I wasn’t there.”

“Mercy handled her just fine,” said Sorcha.

“And Wallace peed on her thousand-dollar shoes.”

“I’d have paid to see that. Come on. Chicken salad time and they got out the milk glass plates. Somebody’s special.” He grinned at Sorcha.

“What’s a milk glass plate?”

I told her about Lawton’s childhood dish set, adorable milk glass plates shaped like lily pads with an indent for a matching cup. They had flowers and a little house with a rooster weathervane on top.

“It’s a barn,” said Rocco.

“House,” I said as we walked toward the kitchen.

“Barn.”

“And they’re very special?” Sorcha asked.

“Oh, yeah.”

We went into the kitchen and Myrtle rushed over to hug me. “I hope she wasn’t too nasty.”

“She was Elena, but I think I’ve handled her for now,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

Myrtle stiffened. “I’ve decided that I won’t. Life is too short to worry about bullies. Let’s have lunch. Come here, dear Sorcha. This is your plate. I made it especially for you.”

Sorcha sat down at the island and Myrtle put one of the milk glass plates in front of her. She had delicate little finger sandwiches made with the chicken salad and buttery brioche, carrot sticks, hummus, and a brownie decorated with frosting in the shape of a smile.

“You’re in,” I whispered when Myrtle turned away.

“I think they like me,” Sorcha whispered back.

“Of course they do.”

Weepy then lived up to her name.


CHAPTER TWELVE




An hour later, I was on the road with Aaron and Wallace. I told everyone I had an interview to do. I didn’t tell them where it was. Aaron had shown up without me calling him the way he usually did. Maybe that was his sixth sense, knowing when he was needed.

He got cracking and made The Girls their favorite hot chocolate, a boozy one with Drambuie and plenty of honey and cinnamon. Joy insisted Myrtle lie down. Sorcha agreed that she and Joy could continue wallpapering without them or me. After she stopped the weeping, Sorcha was filled with the family spirit of getting stuff done. She sounded a lot like Grandad when he wanted to rip out Mom’s bathroom. She canceled her appointments for the next day and declared she was in it for the long haul.

I high-fived her and Aaron added some chicken salad sandwiches to the enormous picnic basket he brought with him. No one questioned it. I don’t know why. We’d just eaten. Once he’d made an extra pot of hot chocolate for The Girls, we headed out to my truck with Wallace. I was going to take Pick, but the poodle refused to leave Myrtle’s side. He went up to bed with her. Joy got weepy over that.

“Do you know where we’re going?” I asked Aaron as we sped down the highway.

“Hunt,” he said.

“How did you know?”

Aaron shrugged. “You’re due.”

“I hate to think there’s some sort of timetable for seeing Blankenship.”

He didn’t reply and I turned up Sorcha’s playlist. Pat Benatar was appropriate.

We arrived at the high-security facility an hour later and got through the check points quickly, even though I didn’t give anyone a heads-up that I was coming. I didn’t want Dad to intervene. He used to think sacrificing me to Blankenship was a reasonable price to pay to solve a case, but that was over. For him, anyway.

The visitor’s center was empty as usual and Harve, one of my favorite guards, was behind the desk. I knew him pretty well, but not well enough to expect the expression on his face when he looked up from his phone. Harve was pissed.

I walked up to the plexiglass partition and pasted a smile on my face, despite how my stomach was flopping around.

“Surprise,” I said, clutching Wallace to my chest. “I know you allow dogs for therapy. Don’t give me that look.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Um… I need to see him.”

“Him?”

My stomach was flipping so hard I thought the chicken salad might just make a reappearance. “Blankenship.”

“You’re barred,” said Harve.

“Puhlease. What does that even mean? It’s not my fault Blankenship found out I was here and someone lost control of him.”

“People got hurt. Barney got hurt.”

“I know that, but I’m not taking the weight for it,” I said.

“The director hasn’t authorized any special visitors. Visits to him must be organized in advance.” His tone couldn’t have been less inviting. What in the world did I do?

“Well, I’m not really an ordinary visitor, am I?”

“Who told you?” Harve asked with a vicious glance at Aaron, who stood next to me not reacting at all.

“Told me what?” I asked.

Harve stared at me for a very long minute and then picked up the phone. “Hey, it’s Harve down in visitors. Is Cleves in?”

He waited and then said, “Can you locate him and send him down here? I need him.”

Harve hung up and his usually friendly face was unreadable, which was a considerable improvement on pissed.

“Did I do something?” I asked. “I know I usually give you a call, but my dad wouldn’t like this. I do have a good reason for showing up.”

The guard let out a deep breath. “I’m sure you do. We just… we didn’t expect you.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Depends on what you consider a problem,” he said.

“Cryptic,” I said.

He nodded. “Cleves will explain.”

“Is Greta alright?”

Harve’s shoulders sagged as the tension left them. Greta was a safe subject, I guess, but she wasn’t alright. To be fair, she never was. My dad was the one who sent her to Hunt, but it wasn’t an outcome that he felt good about and Tommy Watts rarely had regrets. Greta had been suffering from an extreme bout of postpartum psychosis when she killed her children. To say she was full of remorse and self-loathing would be the understatement of the year. Dad had been visiting her since her incarceration at Hunt and was widely thought to be the reason she was still alive. Once I’d been wedged into Blankenship’s world, I’d visited Greta whenever I was there. She’d helped me and I appreciated her kindness in the midst of her grief.

“She’s not so good,” he said. “You know how she gets.”

“It’s not the anniversary,” I said.

“Her eldest son’s birthday was Sunday.”

“Is she up to visitors?”

He nodded and said, “As long as you don’t expect too much. She’s catatonic again.”

“Aaron packed snacks,” I said.

“Can I get in on that action? Way out here, we don’t get the delights of Kronos or Sto-Vo-Kor.”

“Are you kidding? Look how big that basket is,” I said.

“I appreciate you,” said Harve and the door behind him opened.

Wilson Cleves, the director of Hunt, hustled out but then stopped on a dime when he saw me. “Crap.”

“Hello to you too,” I said. “We have snacks.”

“What are you doing here? Tommy promised you wouldn’t be coming back.”

“That was a silly promise to make. I’m always going to come for Greta.”

The portly director leaned forward and with hope in his voice said, “Are you here for Greta?”

“Partly but not mainly,” I said.

“Does Tommy know?”

Harve shook his head. “She didn’t tell him.”

“That explains it.” Cleves looked at me and put on an expression that reminded me of the DMV. “We can’t allow you to see any maximum-security patients without written notice five days prior to the proposed visit.”

“Written notice?” I asked.

“On paper. Through the mail.”

“Have I traveled back in time?”

“I can, however, let you visit Greta,” he said. “You may bring her out of it. Did Harve tell you she’s having a spell?”

“He told me she’s catatonic,” I said.

“She is. Are you ready?”

“I need to see Blankenship. I have a⁠—”

“As I stated prior, you need to submit⁠—”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “I have never ever written you a letter five days prior to interrogating that disease disguised as a human.”

“New rules,” said Cleves.

I crossed my arms. “For who?”

“Everyone.”

“You want me to check. I can check.” I got out my phone.

He crossed his arms and smiled. “Morty won’t tell you anything.”

This is bigger than I thought.

“No but Novak will.”

“Who the heck is that?” Harve asked.

“Hacker. Friend. All around talented guy,” I said. “Do I call him and pay out the nose to find out or are you going to tell me for free?”

The men looked at each other but said nothing.

“I’m not leaving. I’m getting paid to do this so I’ve got as long as it takes.”

“Paid?” Harve asked.

I rolled my eyes. “This is a job. You think I’d be here if it wasn’t?”

“Is it to do with the Unsubs?” Cleves asked.

“It’s to do with an Unsub.”

They waited and when it became clear silence wasn’t going to cut it, I told them what I was up to. I watched their faces and I didn’t like my chances. Brian Shill was going to trial soon and no one thought he had a snowball’s chance in hell of getting acquitted so needing to put another nail in his coffin wasn’t going to be a high priority. If anything, I thought my honesty would get me the boot. Pinning Mary on her not-so-loving son was a long shot and something weird was going on at Hunt.

“What makes you think Blankenship will help you?” Harve asked.

“Only the fact that he likes me in his own twisted way. That and the case’s original detective told me this was my only shot. I don’t usually like to follow orders, but I believe her.”

“Who was this influential detective that you listen to?” Cleves asked.

“Lucy Delgado.”

“She knows you’re coming here?”

“Yes.”

They exchanged another look and Cleves picked up the phone. He told someone to pack up Blankenship and put him in the fishbowl.

“Triple the protocol.” Cleves nodded. “I know. I know. Just do it.”

Harve buzzed me in and wished me luck. He didn’t usually do that so I wasn’t feeling great about the whole thing. Cleves said we could wave my scan. I had to sign the waiver. Again. Then I surrendered my taser, pepper spray, and the Mauser. What can I say? I felt compelled to have the whole kit and kaboodle. As much as I loved Aaron, there were times when I really missed Fats.

Cleves didn’t say much and the guards that took my stuff were giving me the side-eye and they weren’t happy to see me. I assumed I was being blamed for Blankenship’s attack, but I was wrong. Boy, was I wrong.

The director led me into the depths of Hunt and started clearing his throat. It sounded like a series of false starts, but I didn’t ask any questions. I figured he’d spit out whatever it was. Wrong. Again.

When we got to the fishbowl, Shelley was there with a cadre of no less than six other guards, giving me the same side-eye.

“Any problems?” Cleves asked.

“Not a one,” said Shelley. “You sure about this? The lawyers might have something to say.”

“That’s why I have to do it,” said Cleves.

She raised her brows and then sighed. “I guess you do. It’s the one thing we didn’t try.”

I glanced back and forth between them, trying to get a hint of what in the heck was going on.

“Aaron.” I leaned over to my partner. “Do you know what this is about?”

“Yep.”

“You wanna clue me in?”

“Nope,” said Aaron.

“She doesn’t know?” Shelley asked. “Are you serious right now? You didn’t tell this woman what in the hell is goin’ on?”

Cleves sputtered and the guard looked like she might give him a smack. The other guard muttered things ranging from, “Oh” to “Now I get it.”

“Unbelievable,” said Shelley. “This has gone too far.”

Bark.

“You said it, Wallace.” Shelley held out her hands. “Give me that dog. She is not going in there with that creature.”

I handed over the pug, thinking about how we had to protect the dog, but me? Well…

“Is someone going to tell me what’s going on? Blankenship’s in the fishbowl so he obviously didn’t escape. Did he hurt someone else? Is there a new case against him? What is up?”

They all looked at Cleves, who cleared his throat again, and said, “It’s been tense since your last visit.”

“Isn’t it always?” I asked. “You house murderous lunatics.”

Shelley made an exasperated noise. “Fine. I’ll tell her.”

“Great.”

“Blankenship was pretty darn upset when you didn’t come to see him last time,” said the guard as she scratched Wallace’s tummy.

“Oh, I got that,” I said.

“And he stayed upset. He demanded to see you.”

“Okay.”

“And he refused to eat until you came,” she said. “And he’s only drinking about an ounce of water a day.”

I thought about it and then said, “That was a while ago.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Am I missing something?” I asked, looking around at the guards. “This must be a thing with your prisoners.”

“Patients,” said Cleves.

“Whatever. It is, isn’t it?”

Shelley nodded. “It happens.”

“Then why is this a big deal? You put in an IV and a feeding tube. Isn’t that what we do now?”

“Not in this case,” said Cleves. “His lawyers filed to block any extraordinary measures. They’re saying he has a right to starve. In effect, he has a DNR.”

“That’s not a thing,” I said. “A DNR is for illness or catastrophic injury.”

“The courts are taking a look.”

“At what?” I asked. “He’s committing suicide. Aren’t you supposed to stop him?”

“That’s the question,” said Cleves. “His parents have backed him in this. Several of the victims have too.”

“It hasn’t been on the news,” I said.

“They’ve kept it quiet,” said Shelley. “That’s how the families, including his and yours wanted it.”

I looked around at everyone looking at me. Their emotions were all over the place. That was plain to see. “You don’t want me to go in there because you’re afraid he’ll start eating again.”

“Mercy,” said Shelley. “That man has no right to make demands on you. He wants to hurt you. There’s no doubt about that. It’s his only pleasure in life.”

I went over and leaned on the wall, looking up at the white ceiling. “That’s a pretty hard secret to keep with the courts involved. I’m surprised no right to life organizations found out.”

“Oh, they did,” said Cleves.

“Where are the picket lines? I didn’t see a single protester at the gates.”

That got the guards and Cleves smiling.

“They declined to give a crap,” said Shelley.

“Are you kidding?” I asked. “There are protests at executions all the time.”

Cleves shrugged. “This is more of a Ted Bundy situation. Burn Bundy Burn. That kind of thing. If Blankenship dies, there’ll be some parties.”

I didn’t know what to do. It was my job to go in there and see what I could get out of Blankenship, but I wasn’t pro him living.

“You don’t have to do it,” said Shelley. “You can walk away.”

“My dad told you not to tell me?”

“Tommy was informed after the first week,” said Cleves. “The lawyers had already filed a stay so we wouldn’t do any force feeding.”

“Who else knows?” I asked.

“Morton Van Der Hoof and Big Steve Warnock.”

“And Aaron.”

Cleves nodded. “And apparently Aaron. Mercy, your dad didn’t want you to have to decide. He thought it best to keep it from you and frankly, I agreed, considering what he’s done to you.”

“Then why’d you bring me back here?” I asked.

“The thought was that whatever would happen would happen. No one thought you would show up asking to see him,” said Cleves.

“It’s what he asked for,” said Shelley. “We can’t deny him that. If you want to go in, we can’t stop you. His lawyers would sue if we did that.”

“But they didn’t tell me what was happening,” I said.

“We don’t know why,” said Cleves. “Initially, that’s what I thought would happen, but you obviously never found out. I can only assume his lawyers are following his instructions to the letter.”

“He didn’t order them to tell me,” I said.

“Probably didn’t think he had to,” said Shelley. “He’s pretty full of himself and he’s got information people still want.”

I looked back at the ceiling. “And now I’m here.”

“You don’t have to decide,” said Aaron.

I turned to the little weirdo. “I kinda do.”

“Nope. He decides. He’s gonna do what he’s gonna do.”

Cleves gave out a nervous little laugh. “Ain’t that the truth? Nothing we did made a damn bit of difference. He decided to starve and that was it.”

Shelley put her hands on her hips. “There’s a chance this is just another one of his games. He’s playing chicken with us.”

“Heck of a game,” said another guard.

“I was in the fishbowl when the lawyer was telling him how long this would take and how there’re IVs ready any time. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s not planning on dying at all. He’s been marking off the hours in his cell.”

“I saw that,” said a guard and the rest agreed.

“It’s about you, Mercy,” said Shelley, “but that’s about how long he can hold out.”

“That does sound like Blankenship,” I said. “He always has an angle. If it doesn’t work, he’ll try something else.”

“The thing he didn’t count on was the silence. That bastard never thought you wouldn’t find out. He wanted you tortured with the decision, agonized. That’s just the kind of evil he is.”

“Not so much tortured,” I said, feeling a weight lifted off me. “You know what, I wouldn’t have come if it weren’t for Fats. I might’ve mourned the loss of the information he has, but there are other dirtbags out there with it.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Shelley. “My advice. Let him know that. It’ll drive him nuts.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll keep starving out of pure stubbornness,” said a guard. “I would throw a party.”

I turned to Aaron. “Do you have plates in that basket?”

“Yep.”

“Always prepared?”

“Yep.”

Aaron opened the enormous basket, garnering oohs and aahs. He handed out his homemade pigs in a blanket, and chorizo wrapped in Serrano ham wrapped in a croissant. I made a plate of The Girls’ delectable chicken salad, Aaron’s sesame crackers, and an assortment of mini brownies. I wasn’t hungry until I made that plate. If it didn’t work on Blankenship, he was even less human than I thought.

“Are you ready?” Shelley asked, with croissant flakes on her chin.

“Is anyone ever truly ready for him?”

“Are we getting existential now?”

“Maybe a bit.”

The guard looked at me for a second and then said, “You’re the most ready of any civilian. Those FBI agents were a joke.”

I smiled and said, “Suddenly, I feel more ready.”

“You know the drill.”

“Yes, I do.”

But the drill wasn’t going to be quite the same as before. I’d changed and as it turned out Blankenship was capable of change too. Who knew?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Shelley opened the door to the fishbowl and I looked in. Blankenship sat at the same old table bolted to the floor with his head bowed. This time he was in a straitjacket as well as being chained to the chair and floor. There were wires coming out of the neck and crotch of the straitjacket. They wound around his skinny form to his back. I knew that they sometimes wired prisoners, but I’d never seen it before.

“What’s with the wires?” I asked.

Cleves fidgeted with his jacket lapels. “I thought it prudent, considering his propensity for violence.”

“For my benefit?”

“For his.” Wilson Cleves might’ve been the director of Hunt, but he wasn’t a hard man. His face was suited more to smiling than frowning, but at that moment his face was like flint. “I want him to know that the pain is right there and I’m not messing around with him this time.”

“You aren’t recording this visit, are you?” I asked.

“No, we’re not,” said Shelley.

“Does he know that?”

“He does.”

I nodded, but before I stepped in the fishbowl, Wallace leapt out of Shelley’s arms and dashed inside. The pug went straight for Blankenship’s left foot, spun around and peed directly on his orange shower shoe, soaking the white sock he wore. He screeched and the guards burst out laughing. Cleve tried not to, but he was shaking with the effort. He pointed into the fishbowl, unable to speak, and Shelley went inside still laughing.

“What the hell?” Blankenship yelled.

Shelley chased Wallace around the table, but she wasn’t fast enough. The pug peed on Blankenship’s right foot, eliciting more yells and laughter.

When Wallace bit him on the leg, I decided that might be too much and called out, “That’s enough! Sausage!”

Wallace always obeyed for sausage. She ran out and sat in front of Aaron, panting. He tossed her a bit of jerky and she wagged. The pug was pretty proud of herself and she wasn’t alone in her opinion. The guards were all over her with praise and pets.

Blankenship yelled about needing a towel and Shelley gave him a smack to the back of the head. “Shut up or we’ll consider leaving you in dog pee permanently, you murdering, face-biting psycho.”

Shelley stepped out and closed the door. “It smells. Let’s give him a minute to enjoy that and pee feet.”

“This whole place smells,” I said.

That got more laughter and acknowledgment that they’d gotten used to the smell of hospital mixed with prison. We discussed that and their efforts to get the smell out of their uniforms. Nothing worked apparently. Then we moved on to strategy and I got a lesson in Blankenship from those who dealt with him day to day. The guards seemed to think I knew him well, but I didn’t, not compared to them.

When Shelley deemed it long enough, she opened the door and I stepped inside, feeling a whole lot lighter than I had ten minutes earlier.

Thanks, Wallace!

The fishbowl was colder than usual, another little dig at Blankenship, who had to be freezing with his sopping feet. I sat down on my metal chair and put the plate of Aaron’s treats on my side of the table along with a cup of coffee that one of the guards got me; Aaron didn’t bring any and according to that guard, Blankenship showed a liking for coffee and the smell of it. His description of what that looked like was so subtle I questioned if it was all in his head, but I was happy to have coffee. I always was. Plus, it was scorching hot. I could always toss it in Blankenship’s face if he did anything.

No, I didn’t come up with that idea, but I was seriously considering it as I blew on the black liquid that was Grandad’s favorite, Folgers.

“Did you train that creature to pee on me?” Blankenship asked.

“Puhlease,” I said. “Like I’d waste time on that.”

He thought about it and then said, “I knew you’d come.”

“Whatever,” I said, looking him over. Starvation had been etched into his every feature and his hair had thinned considerably. Never a heavy man, his skin hung off his face and had an odd, greyish pallor.

“You’re here.”

“Can’t fool you.”

Blankenship raised his head and it took some effort to do it. I’d seen a lot of end of life in nursing so how he looked wasn’t a shock. His eyes were. Shelley had guessed right. He had no intention of dying. Blankenship gazed at me with a look of triumph and it was all I could do to stay seated. It would be so easy to walk out without another word, but then I thought about what Shelley said and I smiled at him.

“Look at you, thinking you know something.” I laughed and it was genuine. It really was.

Blankenship’s triumph vanished, replaced with the cold reptilian gaze I was so used to.

“Oh, so scary,” I said.

“I got you here.”

“Did you?”

He swallowed and I could see every muscle and tendon in his scrawny neck. Then he smiled back with cracked, peeling lips. “I did.”

“Go on believing that, dude,” I said. “I’ve got some questions.”

“You brought me food.”

I rolled my eyes. “Self-obsessed to the last. I brought Aaron. He brought food. The guards are chowing down outside the fishbowl and I thought I’d have a snack. I deserve it after driving down here to find out you look like a crusty dead cockroach and it’s pointless anyway, but I gotta check off the box. You know how it is when you’ve got a list.”

“You’ve got a list?” He was trying not to look at my plate and failing repeatedly so I picked up a cracker and smeared it with chicken salad.

“I’m on your buddy Shill again. They’re trying to put another nail in his coffin and I picked the short straw.” I took a bite and savored it. So good. So creamy. The Girls’ chicken salad on that cracker almost made me forget where I was. Almost.

“I don’t care about him,” said Blankenship.

“Join the club.”

“You’re here to see me.”

I laughed and ate another cracker. “You wish.”

“You are.” He couldn’t stop looking at my mouth. I had a bit of cracker hanging off my lip and I left it there. If he wasn’t so dehydrated, he would’ve drooled.

I pulled out my phone and pretended to pull something up. “Okay. Let’s get this done.”

“You came for me. You care about me,” Blankenship said, smiling in that crocodile way of his. “You’re obsessed with me.”

“You got the obsession part right, just not the person.” I held up my hand and waggled my fingers. The harsh lighting didn’t do much for the pinkie-sized sapphire on my finger, but the move was effective. Blankenship clenched his jaw and then said, “It will never happen.”

“Uh-huh. Sure. Okay. Shill.” I switched my voice to a robotic monotone. “Were you in contact with Brian Shill in 2014 and/or 2015?”

He didn’t respond and I sipped my coffee. Not bad. Reminded me of Grandad.

“Do you have any knowledge of who murdered Conrad Shill? Do you have any knowledge of who murdered Mary Shill?”

Silence. I ate a third cracker.

“Let’s see. Where was I? Oh, right. Did you murder Conrad or Mary Shill?”

Nothing. I knew he hadn’t. Blankenship had been otherwise engaged at the time, but I thought it prudent to ask. I took a slow bite of a caramel macchiato brownie and my eyes nearly rolled back in my head. Aaron’s food was so good, I didn’t have to pretend and Blankenship knew it. He made an involuntary yip and I suppressed a smile.

“Did Brian Shill tell you he killed his parents?” I yawned and then sipped the coffee. “Nope. Okay. Did an Unsub kill the parents? Nope? Alrighty then.”

I finished the brownie and plucked a spiced walnut off the next one. I chewed slowly and watched Blankenship with little interest.

“What a waste of time. But, on the upside, I’m done.” I polished off my coffee and stood up to swipe the crumbs off the table onto my plate. “As a last goodbye, I would like to say for the world—and I do think I can safely say that I can speak for humans in general—drop dead and rot. Shelley, I’m done with the douchebag.”

The door’s locks started clicking.

“You’re not leaving,” he said.

I laughed and said, “You cannot stop being wrong today.”

“I have information.”

“Who cares? You’re not the only fish in the psycho murderer sea.”

Shelley opened the door. “That was easy.”

“I know. You were right, but I had to check him off the list.” I walked to the door and asked her, “Did you try the chicken salad?”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” she said. “Life changing.”

I stepped out of the door and Blankenship yelled, “No!”

Shelley belly laughed. “This is so fun.”

I turned around and flipped Blankenship off. It felt like the right move, but since I never did that, I wasn’t sure. Laughter erupted from the hallway and I stepped out to see the guards doubled over. Even Cleves was laughing.

“No!”

“Buh-bye,” I said as Shelley reached in to close the door.

“I have a name!” Blankenship yelled.

“Yeah, right.” I stuffed another brownie in my mouth.

“I do. Come in and I’ll tell you.”

I shook my head and stepped back. Shelley, like the pro she was, said, “Tell her now or you don’t have a hope in hell of getting her back ever.”

The door was almost closed and I thought my gamble had failed when Blankenship again yelled, “I have a name!”

Through the inch-wide opening, I yelled back, “Lay it on me!”

“Teddy Blatt.”

I pushed the door open and said, “Try again.”

Blankenship smiled and his lip cracked so far, blood slipped down his chin, staining the straitjacket. “You don’t believe me?”

I leaned on the door jamb and crossed my ankles. “It’s not a question of belief.”

A brief look of puzzlement flashed in his eyes. I’d surprised him. A nice little bonus for me.

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because Teddy Blatt is super dead.”

Blankenship stared at me with empty eyes. I couldn’t tell if he heard me or not. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not. I’d seen dead people with more expression.

I straightened up. “Well, if that’s all ya got, I’ll just take myself back to my happy life and leave you to your hell. Enjoy your death. I hope it takes a long time.”

“I can start eating any time I want,” Blankenship yelled up at a camera and then glared at me.

“Sure. Eat. Don’t eat. Whatever. Don’t care.” I glanced at the camera. “Oh, wait.” I held up my phone and snapped a photo of Blankenship. “For the Tulio survivors. You look absolutely ghastly and I think they’ll dig it.”

Shelley reached for the door again and he yelled, “Teddy Blatt!”

“He’s still dead,” I said.

“How?” Blankenship asked.

“I’m sure you know. You psychos like to keep track of each other.”

The crocodile smile came over his gaunt face. “You don’t know.”

I rolled my eyes. “So lame.”

Cleves came to the door and asked like he hadn’t been there the whole time, “Get what you need?”

“Nope,” I said. “This goofball doesn’t know anything.”

“Teddy Blatt!” screamed Blankenship.

“The hunger’s gone to his head,” said Cleves.

“Looks like it,” I said. “Is Greta available?”

“Teddy Blatt! Teddy Blatt! Teddy Blatt!”

Shelly pulled a small device off her heavy tool belt. “Can I zap him for Mercy? Just one, for old time’s sake?”

Cleves assumed a thoughtful pose. “I don’t suppose it could hurt him…permanently and she did come all the way out here for nothing.”

“Teddy Blatt! Teddy Blatt! Teddy Blatt!”

Shelley held up the device. “Give it up! She’s out and about damn time too.”

I turned my back on him.

“Blatt was murdered!” Blankenship yelled.

I spun back around and Shelley looked at the ceiling. “Oh, Lord Jesus.”

“Dude, I so do not care if a serial killer got murdered.” I rolled my eyes at him and then asked the director, “Can I get some more coffee?”

“Absolutely,” said Cleves.

“You do care!” Blankenship yelled.

“Nope. I really don’t.”

“Who killed him?” Blankenship asked.

Shill perhaps?

I shrugged and then searched my own feelings. Nothing. Not one crap given. It didn’t help Fats so why bother? “I’m out.”

“You don’t know anything about him,” Blankenship said. “I do. You need me.”

“I know enough to know I don’t care and this crap doesn’t help me.”

“It will if you sit down.”

Shelley put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t fall for it.”

I looked back at the murderer. There was no way to gauge him. No way to know if he was toying with me for his own amusement or if he actually had something.

“You know I’ll never be back if this isn’t real,” I said.

He snorted. “You will.”

“Why? The FBI didn’t ask me to save you. My dad didn’t. No one wanted me here. I came because I’ve got a job. You think I’m going to get more jobs that have some connection to you? I don’t.”

Flickers of anger and then denial passed through his eyes. “I have a lot of information people want.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I think we’re over it.”

Cleves stuck his oar in at the perfect moment. “I’ll bite. What’s this about Teddy Blatt?”

“Do you really want to know?” I asked.

“I really want to know. Let’s go see Greta and chat about it.”

I was going to mess with Blankenship a little more, but Cleves had a glint in his eyes so I said, “Sure.”

Blankenship started screaming and Shelley slammed the fishbowl door.

“You have an idea?” I asked Cleves.

“He’s literally starving to see you. Taking you out is the best way to get him to cough it up.” Cleves leaned on the wall. “How do you know about this Blatt character?”

“My dad did some work on him,” I said.

The men nodded and murmured, “Oh,” in unison.

“He didn’t catch him,” I said. “No one did.”

“Really? What was Tommy doing then?” Shelley asked.

“He got called in to consult on the evidence they found in the Kansas graveyard, the stuff connected to St. Louis. There were some cold cases they wanted to clear and Dad was the original detective. Chuck brought him in.”

“Did they clear them?”

“They did and they found Dad’s missing victims. Chuck was on that section of the graveyard, but he ultimately didn’t work Blatt. He got passed to someone else because it was a gimme.”

“When did Blatt die?”

“In 2014 in Chicago before either of Shill’s parents died.”

A guard pointed at the fishbowl door. “Such a douchebag. He gets you here and pulls that. What’s the point?”

“Who knows?” I shrugged.

“Maybe they are connected,” said Cleves. “Like you said they all know each other. He was surprised you knew who Blatt was.”

“How could you tell?”

“He froze. It was a split second, but I caught it. That’s his tell.”

“Interesting.”

“Let’s go down to the break room,” said Cleves. “My feet are killing me.”

“What about Blankenship?” Shelley asked.

Cleves told her to lock the door and for the other guards to get back to their normal stations. They weren’t happy, but Aaron took Wallace and trotted off to make some more hot chocolate for Terry Hunt who was still in residence. That got them thinking they might have that to look forward to and they left.

We went to the break room that was just down the hall and loaded up on Folgers while sitting on furniture that was a heck of a lot nicer than I expected. I also didn’t expect the bloodstains, but I didn’t ask. Sometimes, you just don’t want to know.

Shelley put the device on the coffee table and kicked her heavy boots up beside it. “If you wanna press that button, I’m having trouble with my peripheral vision, just so you know.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

Cleves checked his phone, canceled a meeting, and then said, “Okay. Tell us about Blatt. What’s his story?”

“There’s not a lot to tell. The graveyard closed the book on him.”

“Blankenship thinks he was murdered,” said Shelley.

I took a sip of coffee and then said, “Well…”

They settled back with their Styrofoam cups and waited. Heck, I didn’t have any pressing appointments, so why not? “Blatt was killed in a hit and run. There were two witnesses. They said the driver looked like a teenager and the car was stolen. The cops found the car a few days later. It was torched.”

“Where was this?” Cleves asked.

“Near Chicago, I think. That’s where he was from originally,” I said.

“So it’s an open case?” Shelley said.

“Blatt’s death? I guess, but it was ruled an accident. The kid came around a corner after boosting the car, speeding of course, lost control and hit Blatt. There were skid marks.”

Cleves and Shelley nodded.

“I don’t think it was investigated very hard. My dad wasn’t happy when it happened. I remember that,” I said.

“How come?” Shelley asked.

“He had some missing women he thought were down to Blatt and that was the end of it.”

“Was he a BTK-type?” Cleves asked and I could see that he was thinking he might’ve gotten Blatt had Dad nabbed him, depending on what flavor of nuts he was.

“No, actually, he wasn’t.” I told them everything I knew. Dad and Chuck had gone over Dad’s theories one night at Kronos after Dad’s first missing woman was ID’d. Dad had everything to connect her to Blatt. He just didn’t have the body so the case was pretty straightforward and why Chuck got put on something more challenging back when there were challenging things to put him on.

“Not a serial sexual predator?” Shelley asked with a shiver.

“Nope. Money, not sex, motivated him.”

Teddy Blatt was believed to be mainly a convenience killer. Not like Shill. No sexual motive of any kind. He killed women who were accessories to his schemes and he always had a female partner. The women were hookers that would bring their marks back to a hotel where Blatt would rob the men at gunpoint and later blackmail them with the pictures of them taken during the crime, naked of course.

Every once in a while, a mark sucked it up and reported the embarrassing crime. It was unusual, but when that happened, Blatt killed the woman and found himself a new partner. Once the cops got a whiff of who was behind those particular crimes, Blatt changed his operation. He had hookers talking their way into the houses of the elderly to steal their financial data while pretending to be part of a church outreach to the elderly group or a Pampered Chef consultant or a meter reader. In all, there were six women in his section of the graveyard and one outlier, a man. When that body was identified, my dad couldn’t stop smiling.

Roland Jenson was a sixty-three-year-old worm farmer that disappeared in July 2014 and he was my dad’s best friend, Gavin Flouder’s last case on the force. That case drove Gavin up a wall and he was sure Blatt did it. The case was all over the news because Roland Jenson wasn’t the type to disappear or get murdered. He was about as far from the victim type as you could get.

The Jenson family described the worm farmer as on the spectrum but on the high functioning end. He did well in school, but his mom didn’t think he’d do well on his own in college so she told him to find something he loved and make a job out of that. Roland loved fishing and he settled on worm farming, which turned out to be both the right decision and lucrative. He was able to buy the property adjacent to his parents’ small farm and lived in a tiny, portable house he built himself, happily tending to his worms, collecting vacuum cleaners, and fishing as much as humanly possible.

When his father passed away, Roland moved into his parents’ house to care for his mother, who wasn’t ailing but didn’t like to be alone. The whole family was happy about that and it worked well. He lived with his mother for ten uneventful years until he went to the annual vacuum cleaner collector conference in June of 2014. This was his annual vacation and his mom stayed home alone with the rest of her kids checking in daily.

Roland drove to Cleveland on June eleventh and returned on June sixteenth. Mom was fine. Everything was fine until Roland went to do his mom’s monthly bills on July first and discovered her accounts were empty. The local cops blamed the theft on the maids the family had employed for years, mainly because they were illegals, but Roland didn’t believe that for a second. He did his own investigation but came up with nothing until his mom mentioned that the week he was gone was rather exciting. Exciting wasn’t really a thing for an eighty-eight-year-old. She went to bingo and church for the most part. Ann Jenson was a trusting and somewhat forgetful elderly lady. She told her son that she’d had three servicemen out to the house while he’d been in Cleveland, gas, electric, and internet. She didn’t know anything about the bills anymore and had no reason not to let them check whatever they wanted to check. They were brief visits and nothing was missing so she hadn’t thought anything of it. They all left a card and she handed them over.

All three service personnel were real people that worked at the respective companies. The only problem was that they swore that they had not been to the Jenson property and could prove it.

The cops rooted around and discovered a series of crimes against the elderly in their small Missouri town, but they hit a dead end as to who the culprits were. Roland wasn’t willing to accept that. His mother had told him and the cops that one of the servicemen didn’t seem like a man at all. Al Monroe was a small, delicate man, but he had a beard and the person who turned up to check Ann’s meter and use the bathroom didn’t have a beard and wouldn’t look Ann in the face. The cops dismissed the woman angle, but Roland was on it like a dog with a new bone. He interviewed people all over their little farm town and then the outlying towns until he found a couple that were living in a shady motel. They had no jobs that anyone knew of, had plenty of money, and chatted up the locals in the bars and restaurants, getting to know all the service people. All three servicemen that had been impersonated had met them.

Somehow, Gavin was never sure how the worm farmer tracked the couple he believed stole his mom’s money to St. Louis. He told his brothers he was going to the city to buy a vintage vacuum, left, and never came back. The brothers found some of his research and handed it over to the cops. Gavin got it from there and he tracked Roland to the Bevo Mill area of St. Louis where the trail ended at a crappy little house on a side street that Teddy Blatt was subletting with a local prostitute. Gavin worked it pretty hard. He cleared the prostitute and found a witness that identified Blatt as a man talking to Roland in front of the house. Blatt was pretty agitated and pushing Roland. Gavin pulled Blatt in for an extensive interview where Blatt slipped up and admitted living in the motel Roland tracked him to.

The next day, Gavin executed a search warrant on the house in Bevo Mill. They found blood and a shovel. But before the DNA was processed, Blatt was dead. The blood turned out to be Roland Jenson’s, but Gavin couldn’t figure out where Blatt put him. There was plenty of DNA in the house of various local prostitutes, but they had alibis. None copped to being the mysterious gas man so it went into the cold case file.

“Last I heard they were trying to identify the woman’s scarf found around Jenson’s neck,” I said.

“His partner?” Cleves asked.

“Or a victim.”

“That poor worm farmer,” said Shelley.

Cleves finished his coffee and heaved himself upright. “Are you ready to go back in there?”

“Not really,” I said.

“No?”

I couldn’t put into words why but recounting Roland Jenson’s story made me mad. He was, as Dad put it, a gentle soul trying to do right by his mother and he ran up against an Unsub. But he wasn’t the only one I was thinking about. The women in Blatt’s plot weren’t given the best options in life. They were all older and desperate with personal histories that were nightmares. A couple had kids they were trying to support and so they hooked up with Teddy Blatt for some easy money. I totally understood why they did. Chuck had his file at Kronos and I saw his collection of mugshots for an array of petty crimes, starting practically in the womb. He didn’t look dangerous and he didn’t look bad. That’s not an easy thing to accomplish. For instance, I look awful in mugshots. Think Pet Cemetery if the cat was Marilyn Monroe, except I looked worse. But Teddy Blatt looked like an aw-shucks kinda guy you might find working at a gas station reading Stephen King but only in the daytime. He was short and plump, with deep-set brown eyes with lots of smile lines and a high forehead with soft brown hair that just touched his collar. He was about as threatening as Wallace.

“You don’t have to go back in,” said Cleves, “but I can’t leave him in there for much longer.”

Aaron appeared in the doorway with Wallace snoozing in his arms. Cleves and Shelley both jumped.

“How do you do that?” Cleves asked.

“I walked over there and now I’m here.”

That was my partner. Informative as always.

“How’s Terry?” I asked. Terry Hunt was the homeless man who’d been convicted of David’s and my friends’ murders. That landed him in Hunt, a place that he wanted to stay at because he felt safe. I know, I know, but to each their own. Terry was technically released from custody, but Dad had gotten him a job at Hunt as a janitor and he lived in an empty cell.

“Good. You done? Greta’s waiting.”

Cleves stood up. “She’s functioning?”

“No.”

“Why did you say she was waiting?” Shelley asked.

“‘Cause she’s aware,” said Aaron. “You ready?”

I turned to Cleves. “How long can you hold Blankenship in the fishbowl?”

He checked his watch. “Technically, I should’ve had him out five minutes ago, but who’s counting? Go see Greta.”
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Greta sat in a wheelchair in the sunroom. They’d strapped her in, not because she might harm someone, but because she might fall out. She was someone at Hunt that I didn’t mind calling a patient. That moniker made more sense than prisoner. The first time I met her she looked worse than Blankenship on his hunger strike, but now she was better. She had a bit of weight on her and she hadn’t been scratching and cutting herself in a while. With a patient in her condition, it’s the little improvements that you cling to.

“Hey, Greta,” I said. “I’m here to see that waste of skin and I thought I’d come by.”

Greta stared listlessly off into space, reminding me that even though Aaron stared off into space a lot, he was always quite animated in comparison.

I sat down and Aaron poured a mug of hot chocolate. I held it in front of her and asked, “Do you want to try it? I think it’s got orange blossom extract in it.”

Aaron made a gagging noise. He was not a fan of extracts.

“What is it then?” I asked.

“Syrup.”

“You have it from the horse’s mouth. Orange blossom syrup. Please, won’t you try it?”

She didn’t move other than to blink incredibly slowly. One of the staff nurses came in to change her IV and I offered to do it, gently switching her line to the other wrist. She had good veins in spite of everything she’d done to them. When I taped the line down, I looked up and she was looking at me in a far-off way like I was at the end of a tunnel and she couldn’t quite make me out.

“All done,” I said as my phone buzzed. “I’m going to get that.”

I rethought the notion when I saw who it was. Chuck. But if I didn’t answer he’d activate Uncle Morty and that wasn’t what I wanted.

“Hello?”

“Hey, I’m over at Charles’ house. Do you want to come over?” Chuck asked.

“What are you doing over there?”

“Slow day. Catherine’s here and they’re grilling. Can you come?” He sounded hopeful and happy, but why wasn’t he at work?

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m following a lead.”

“Oh, okay.”

“I’m sorry. Hey, remember when you and Dad were talking about that guy Teddy Blatt?”

“Huh?”

“At Kronos. Serial killer. The prostitutes and the worm farmer.”

“That’s out of left field,” said Chuck.

Aaron put Wallace in Greta’s lap and placed one of her hands on her wiggly pug head. She blinked a little faster.

“I know. That case just popped into my head,” I said.

“What about it?”

“Did you ever find out who that scarf belonged to?”

“They pulled me off.” Chuck’s voice lost its joy and I felt instantly guilty. “I was needed for better things like Joey and Tina.”

“You’ve had other cases that were interesting,” I said.

“No, you’ve had other cases that were interesting. I had Joey and Tina.”

There was no arguing with him. I recognized that no-good cases funk. Dad got it from time to time when I was growing up. A hobby Mom hated usually followed, like skydiving or bungee jumping. Dad entered a demolition derby once. He broke his arm and his hair caught on fire. The organizers weren’t big on safety precautions.

“Don’t do anything,” I said.

“What are you talking about?”

I didn’t want to mention Dad’s short-lived hobbies for fear he’d get ideas. “I just meant don’t go digging around for cases. Let’s relax. Enjoy it.”

“I’m not enjoying it.”

“Um… do you know what happened with that scarf? I mean there is a grapevine and you’re on it. You always know the dirt.” A little flattery. How about that? Ego boosted?

“Not anymore. I’m nowhere.”

I guess not.

“Okay. Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

“Wait a minute, Mercy,” he said. “Why are you asking about Blatt?”

“Just curious.”

His tone urgent, he asked, “Mercy, where are you?”

“Be home soon. Love you.” I hung up and took Greta’s hand. “Aaron’s got some special croissants in his basket.” I looked up at him. “Cardamon?”

He gave me a thumbs-up.

“When you’re ready, please try some.”

Shelley came in and said, “Cleves says we have to pull him. You wanna go back in or what?”

I stood up and squared my shoulders. Another session with Blankenship. I could do it.

“Mercy.” The whisper was so faint it was almost like it was in my head. I looked down and Greta was slowly reaching for my hand. I sat back down and took it.

“There you are,” I said. “Do you want some hot chocolate or a croissant?”

“Don’t go back in there.”

“Blankenship knows something,” I said. “It’s my job to find out what it is.”

“He has nothing to give and everything to take,” she said.

“I’ll be okay.”

She met my eyes and I saw the struggle, the unending pain but she’d lifted herself from that abyss to speak to me. It was an effort I had to respect.

“Okay. I’ll get it done without him.”

“Good.” Greta trailed off and her eyes lost their focus.

Shelley picked up her walkie-talkie and asked me, “So it’s a no?”

“It’s a no.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




My decision didn’t go over well with Blankenship. I heard the screaming on my way out as they transported him back to his cell. Blankenship demanded I come to him, yelling about all the info he had and how I would never solve it without him.

“Are you persuaded?” Shelley asked.

“I am not,” I said. “What do you think, Wallace? Wanna go back and bite him again?”

Grr.

Wallace had white fabric between her teeth.

“Maybe I’ll just take you home to floss,” I said.

Bark.

We turned the corner toward the exit and Blankenship screamed, “You’ll fail! You’ll never find her without me!”

I smiled and Shelley screamed. With laughter. The sound bounced off the walls of Hunt and reached Blankenship. He screamed in rage and began a profanity-laced diatribe that made Uncle Morty look like an amateur.

Shelley kept laughing until she got us back to the waiting room. Then she wiped her eyes and gave me back my stuff. “I love that for him.”

“What happened with Blankenship?” Harve asked. “I just got an alert for medical personnel to respond.”

“Nothing,” I said. “He’s fine and dandy.”

Shelley wrinkled her nose. “Tad bit frustrated.”

“A wee bit.”

“You didn’t go in?” Harve asked hopefully.

“She did, but she left before he was done with her and she didn’t go back,” said Shelley.

“Sweet. I heard he’s bleeding.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah?”

“He bit his lips. Do you care?”

I snorted and Harve buzzed me out. Shelley handed over the pug and we left Hunt with more than Blankenship intended to give me. It was a good afternoon, but the joy didn’t last long.

On the way back to St. Louis, my phone went crazy. I figured it was Chuck, having figured out where I was, but it was Fats.

“She’s not moving! She’s not moving!”

Wallace tried to burrow under my butt and I swerved, nearly hitting a Toyota with an elderly man behind the wheel. He didn’t swerve or brake. I don’t think he even noticed.

I pushed Wallace away. “Stop it, you maniac.”

“Are you talking to me?” Fats yelled. “You better not be talking to me.”

“Not you. Wallace,” I said wincing.

Aaron kept my phone on speaker but turned down the volume to the bare minimum.

“Oh,” she said. “Did you hear me?”

“I heard you. Connecticut heard you.”

“That’s not funny. She’s not moving.”

“How long has it been since you felt her move?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I was sleeping,” said Fats. “Why was I asleep? It’s not time to sleep.”

“Not important.”

“What do I do? I’m freaking out. I almost called my mother.”

There could be no greater statement on Fats Licata’s state of mind. Normally, she wouldn’t call her mother if she’d been bitten by a rattlesnake and her mother had the only antidote.

“I’m coming,” I said.

“But what do I do? Should I call 911?”

“No. I have my kit,” I said.

“Your kit?” Fats’ voice went squeaky. “I’m not taking anything. I don’t even take Tylenol.”

Aaron set my phone on my lap and started texting someone. It had to be about food. There was nothing else in his world.

“I meant my stethoscope,” I said. “I’ll have a listen. Try to breathe and slow your heart rate.”

“Oh. Okay. Where are you?”

“Coming back from Hunt.”

“Why in the hell?”

“Your case. Now practice your yoga breathing. It’s likely she’s asleep and just relaxing. This happens.”

“It happens. It happens,” Fats said.

“I’m coming. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“That’s so long. I should call Tiny. Should I call Tiny?”

“No. There’s no need to worry him,” I said, “because there’s nothing to worry about yet.”

Fats took a deep breath. “And it will be fine?”

Er…

“I’m almost positive.”

“Mercy!”
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I screeched to a halt in front of Fats and Tiny’s apartment building. It was an uber modern building that gave no sign that Fats had a hankering for Tudors with ivy and wisteria.

We jumped out with a barking Wallace as another car drove up. Fergus, my former stalker, jumped out with a brown bag in his hand. “I got the stuff, Aaron!”

I grabbed my kit from behind the seat and said, “I’m going.”

A long two minutes later, I was pounding on her door and then letting myself in with my key. Thank goodness Tiny had the foresight to give me one for when he was traveling.

“Fats!” I ran back into the master bedroom to find my bodyguard in her favorite workout wear, a pink and neon leopard print combo that was bright enough to sear my retinas. Despite being on bedrest, Fats kept up appearances. She’d done her hair in ringlets and had full makeup on or at least she did at some point earlier. There were streaks of mascara down her cheeks and a smear of lip gloss on her chin. Her dog Moe was sniffing her belly and making little yips.

Now I’m scared.

“I’m here and it’s fine,” I said.

“You said you didn’t know. I caught that,” she said in a whisper.

“I didn’t want to promise, but I’m here.” I opened my kit and pulled out my stethoscope. “Pull up your top.”

Fats pulled up the stretched-to-the-limit Lycra and I warmed the bell before moving Moe out of the way. “Alright. Let’s see what’s up.”

I placed the bell on Fats’ belly and she stopped breathing. “I need you to breathe. It doesn’t affect my ability to hear.”

Fats started breathing and I moved the bell around. Fats’ heart rate was banging. It took a minute, but I smiled at Fats. “I got it. Her heart’s beating.”

Moe spun around on the bed and barked, her moist bulging eyes filled with joy. I gave Fats a tissue and she blew it to bits. I gave her three more and finally, she finally was able to calm down.

“What’s her heart rate?” she asked.

“I’ll check.” I had another listen and clocked the baby at one hundred thirty, well within the normal range. I pulled down her top and scratched Moe. “She’s fine.”

“Why isn’t she moving? She still hasn’t moved.”

“You really need her to move, don’t you?”

Fats looked at me with her usual intensity and she didn’t need to answer. My bodyguard was used to control over herself, her environment, and frankly other people by virtue of her mere presence. Her baby wasn’t impressed. She wanted what she wanted.

“Got it.” I turned to the door. “Aaron!”

Aaron trotted in with Wallace under one arm and the bag in his other hand. “You hungry?”

Moe lost her mind. Wallace leapt onto the bed and the two mini nutbags renewed their acquaintance by spinning in a circle, sniffing butts.

“Okay. We’re not doing that right now.” I put them in the hall and promised sausage if they were good.

“You hungry?” Aaron repeated.

“No,” said Fats.

“Yes,” I said. “You are.”

“I’m not hungry for whatever Aaron has in that bag. I’m already over my calorie load for the day.”

I eyed her and asked, “The calorie load for regular Fats or preggo Fats?”

She looked away.

“We discussed this.”

“I’ve been good. She wants dairy. She’s getting dairy. The doc says her growth is good.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said. “Do you want her to move?”

Her eyes went to slits. “I said I did.”

“Alrighty then. I learned this trick from an ancient obstetrician. Aaron, do you have hot chocolate in that bag?”

“Yep.”

“Let’s have it,” I said. “How about something like a brownie?”

He pulled out a caramel macchiato brownie.

“Perfect.”

“I’m not eating that,” said Fats.

“You want her to move or not?”

Aaron prepared a tray with everything Fats didn’t want to eat and I said, “Alexa?”

Fats’ Alexa lit up on her bedside table.

“Play “MMMBop” by Hanson,” I said.

The song started and Fats said, “That is too far. She likes⁠—”

“Eat,” I said.

To my surprise, Fats ate and drank as instructed. The song was about halfway done when she jumped.

“She did it. She did it.”

“Works every time.” I started dancing around the bed. “You know you love it. Everyone loves it.”

“This is the final insult,” said Fats with a smile at her belly. “You were holding out for brownies and Hanson? Why do you hate me? I give you green juice and tofu.”

“I think you’ve answered your own question.” I spun around and stopped in my tracks. Aaron was dancing in the corner. If you’ve ever seen a Peanuts special where the kids dance, think Linus but without his blanket. Aaron had a thermos instead. “Go, Aaron.”

He looked to the left of me. “I like it.”

“Like I said, everyone does.”

The bump was bumping around. Fats danced with her arms and shoulders. I started doing the Peanuts dance, specifically the kid with the hunched shoulders that just went left and right. I put the song on repeat and we were feeling it until the doorbell rang.

“Be right back.” I danced to the front door with tiny dogs nipping at my heels. It was sausage time, clearly. I was feeling great. The baby was good. I had two leads, Teddy Blatt and it was a woman that killed him. Couldn’t be better until I looked through the peephole and saw a glowering Chuck outside the door.

Swell.

I opened the door and kept up my dancing just to see the expression on his handsome face. “Hey,” I said. “Welcome to the party.”

“What’s happening?”

“The baby’s okay.”

Chuck walked in, eyeing me like I’d taken a blow to the head. “Did we think the baby might not be okay?”

“She wasn’t moving, but it turns out she just wanted a brownie and Hanson.”

“Is there something wrong with your shoulders?”

“I’m doing the Peanuts dance.” I kept going. It was fun to confuse him. “I thought you were at Charles’ house having burgers.”

“I was.” He crossed his arms.

I danced down the hall into the master bedroom and Fats started laughing when Chuck followed.

“She’s fine,” said Fats. “Everyone is fine.”

Chuck surveyed the room. Moe was up on her hind legs, dancing in a circle. Wallace had her eye on her own curly tail and she was going after it full tilt. Aaron was in the corner with his thermos getting down and I was doing my dance such as it was.

“Are you sure about that?”

“It’s fun,” I said. “Remember fun. We had it on Saturday.”

“Can we pause the fun for a minute?” Chuck asked and Fats paused Alexa.

I collapsed on the foot of the bed and snagged a brownie off Fats’ tray. “What’s up? Everything okay with Charles and Catherine?”

“You know what’s up.”

“That sounds ominous,” I said to Fats.

“Are you threatening my protectee?” Fats asked and she cracked her knuckles.

“You aren’t her bodyguard anymore.”

She sat up as much as she could. “Wanna bet?”

“Okay. Okay.” Chuck put his hands up. “Do you know where she was?”

Fats fluffed her ringlets and began cleaning up her smeared makeup with some tissues. “Naturally, I do.”

“She was at Hunt.”

“Can’t get anything past you,” she said with her eyes back to slits. “I thought you’d decided to trust Mercy.”

“I did. I do.”

She crossed her arms over her belly. “What’s the problem?”

Chuck paced at the foot of the bed. “I didn’t know Hunt was included.”

I crawled to the head of the bed and sat next to Fats. “Everything is included.”

“Even Blankenship?”

“Yes.” I looked at Aaron and he jogged out of the room.

“Where’s he going?” Chuck asked.

“Wait for it,” I said. “Are you here to hassle me over Hunt? There’s no need. Nothing happened and how did you know I was there anyway?”

Chuck looked to the left.

“Did you call Uncle Morty?” I asked.

“No.”

“Did you use Find my Phone or something?”

Fats spoke up. “Or something.”

We looked at her and she said, “You put a tracker on her truck, didn’t you?”

“Chuck!” I exclaimed.

“I may have,” he said with eyes looking everywhere but at me.

“I have the panic button. You don’t need to track me.”

“You’ve been kidnapped and attacked. I worry.”

Fats took a sip of her hot chocolate. “He’s got you there. It’s not a bad idea.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“I’m just telling you the truth.”

“I have Aaron.”

She didn’t say anything.

Chuck sat down on a chair that had to be Tiny’s. It was huge. “How mad are you?”

Aaron trotted in with a mug, poured Chuck a hot chocolate, and handed it to him. Then it happened. He drank it. Diet boy, let’s eat dozens of boiled eggs, and run six thousand miles a day, drank it.

“I’m more worried,” I said. “What happened today? Why did you go to Charles’?”

“Nothing happened. Sid and I caught a smash and grab that turned into an assault with a deadly.”

“And you solved it?” I admit I said that a little too brightly and Fats gave me an are-you-okay look.

“The crew stole a bunch of high-end purses and shoes.”

“Ooh,” said Fats. “Which shop?”

“Raphael’s.”

“Nice.”

“Anyway,” I said.

“While one of the girls was tussling with the salesman and smashing him in the face with a twenty-two, another girl decided to swap out her purse for a Kate Spade.”

“Amateur,” said Fats. “You grab and go, not stop and shop.”

I leaned on her shoulder. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“You should be.”

Chuck held out his mug and Aaron refilled it. Definitely more worried.

“Her old purse had receipts and a map of the store. We picked them up six blocks away at an Arby’s because she used her debit card.”

“What’s lower than amateur?” I asked.

“Novice,” said Fats, “but we usually call them idiots.”

Chuck stretched out his legs. “I’m locking up seventeen-year-old morons and you’re interviewing Kent Blankenship and getting vital information on a case Gavin Flouder couldn’t solve.”

“What’s this about Gavin Flouder?” Fats asked.

I told her what Blankenship gave me and we took a look at Wallace’s teeth, still with threads between. Chuck began to look less downtrodden, starting when I described Blankenship’s condition. He didn’t know either.

“Did you happen to take a little time out from tracking my every movement to find out about that scarf?”

“You didn’t tell me how mad you are,” Chuck said.

I smiled at him. “That depends on what you found out.”

“I don’t have access to everything, but I got the gist from the lead. Enough?”

“Lay it on me.”

Chuck had made a call to Devon Kline under the pretense of professional curiosity. The lead detective had little interest in a dead serial killer and even less in discussing him. He knew he got it because Chuck was considered too talented to waste on a solved case, but he did say that they identified all the women in Blatt’s plot and they’d been returned to their loved ones for proper burial. Roland Jenson had been sent home too and the scarf used to strangle him was in Quantico.

“They got three distinct DNA profiles off the scarf,” said Chuck.

“Don’t keep me in suspense,” I said.

“Teddy Blatt, Roland Jenson, and Rebecca Brown.”

“Is she one of the women?” Fats asked.

“In a way. Rebecca Brown was kidnapped from a mall parking lot in 1995.”

“That’s a blast from the past,” I said.

“Your specialty,” said Fats.

I smiled and grabbed my phone. Rebecca Brown. Rebecca Brown. I found her online easily enough. There was a Dateline done on the case about ten years ago. Rebecca, better known as Becky, was twenty-five at the time and shopping for her mother’s birthday present at a mall near Chicago. Her car was found in the parking lot with a significant amount of blood. Becky was never recovered and her family had her declared dead in 2002.

“Did the family ID the scarf?” I asked.

“They did.”

“But she’s not in the graveyard?”

“Not so far, but they’re still excavating,” said Chuck.

Fats shifted and sat up to reach for a glass of water. Aaron dashed over to get it for her and was rewarded with a request for a grilled ham and cheese. The little weirdo jogged out after muttering about cheddar versus Gruyère.

“That was nice of you,” I said. “He does love a good grilled sandwich.”

She patted her belly. “And she loves her dairy. Back to this Blatt character. What does he have to do with Brian Shill and my house?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “But they are connected.”

“Because that waste of oxygen said Blatt was murdered?” Chuck asked. “He’s a liar and he likes twisting you around into knots, Mercy.”

“He also leads us to graveyards and Brian Shill.”

Chuck put his elbows on his knees and rested his chin on his mug. “You know, Kline didn’t have a problem with the Brown scarf.”

“Even though she was way out of Blatt’s regular victim pool?” I asked.

“He thinks either she was a one-off or that Blatt has victims we never knew about. He was not forthcoming on that front.”

Fats nodded. “He’s afraid you’ll snatch the case back.”

“A reasonable fear,” I said.

“I’m not angling to snake his case,” said Chuck, “but you’re not wrong.”

“Is he wrong though?” Fats asked. “Would that guy just nab a girl out of a parking lot and never do it again? He got away with it.”

“We’re finding out that crime isn’t quite as straightforward as we thought,” said Chuck.

“When was it straightforward?” I asked, thinking of David.

“I didn’t put that the right way. After profiling became mainstream, we got an idea about how things had to be and now, with previously unsolved cases getting solved with genetic genealogy some of those ideas are getting challenged.”

“Like if you do it once you’re gonna do it again?” Fats said.

“Exactly. They’ve found a few cases where the suspect didn’t repeat the crime or commit any further crimes. The Rasmussen case out in LA comes to mind.”

I made a face. “I don’t know. That one was a cop.”

“But she only killed once,” said Chuck. “That’s my point.”

“So you think Teddy Blatt just had a wild hair and kidnapped that girl from a mall parking lot?” I asked.

“That’s what they think. I don’t have an opinion. It’s not my case.”

“You always have an opinion.”

Chuck shrugged.

“So you don’t mind if I look at it?”

He got up and came over to kiss me. “Go ahead.” He kissed me again. “I say that like I have a choice.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Igot up early, thinking I could knock out the wallpapering quick before my meeting with Uncle Morty. I’d called him from Fats’ apartment and asked for a pile of background work. He grumbled and then said he’d be at Ode de Caffeine at noon. If I wanted the information, I could come and get it, which was all kinds of weird, but I wasn’t in a position to complain unless I wanted to pay Spidermonkey to do it and double my cost. I did not.

“Mercy,” said Myrtle when I walked in the kitchen, expecting to find it empty. “You’re early.”

“So is everyone.”

Sorcha raised a teacup at me and Rocco practiced his golf swing in the corner. Joy was frying eggs and Millicent sat in Lester’s chair, working on a needlepoint project.

“I took the day off,” said Sorcha. “But I can’t take all of tomorrow so I wanted to get here early.”

“Perfect. I have to work on Fats’ case. Let’s get going.”

Instead of getting going, we had breakfast. Joy was an expert at eggs and the brioche came from Sto-Vo-Kor so I couldn’t say no and I didn’t want to. We started wallpapering an hour after I initially wanted to, but we got in a groove. There was only one wall left, when I said I had to call it a morning. The Girls were yawning and Joy took them into the left conservatory to hang out with parrots and have some tea while I ducked out the back to go change clothes.

To my dismay, Sorcha was right on my heels. “I need to talk to you.”

“Can it wait?” I asked. “I have to change and get to Ode de Caffeine.”

“I’m an expert at walking and talking,” said my cousin and she had a glint in her eye that told me I wasn’t going to escape.

“Okay.” I picked up Wallace and went through the garage and then up the staircase to the apartment.

“I can’t decide if this is the coolest thing ever or weird,” said Sorcha.

“Let’s go with cool.”

I unlocked the door and welcomed her inside.

“It is cool,” she said. “Gorgeous. The Girls did it?”

“That obvious?”

“They have amazing taste and…” She looked at me in Chuck’s old police academy tee and a pair of cutoff scrubs.

“Just remember we’re blood related,” I said, setting Wallace on the sofa. “You are not that far off from this.”

“Only about a mile and a million.”

“Thanks.”

“You know you belong to Aunt Carolina. I can’t see any Watts in you.”

I went back into our bedroom and to my regret, she followed with Wallace on her heels. “It’s all on the inside.”

“Speaking of Watts…”

Let’s not. Stuff to do. Explanations not to give.

I put Wallace on the bed. She ran up and sat on my pillow. Awesome.

“Yeah?”

“We got interrupted,” said Sorcha. “I’d like to continue now.”

“How about we do that later?”

“When you say later, I hear never.”

She knows me.

I dug around in my armoire and found my favorite worn-out sweater. It was Mom’s, her first cashmere and she wore it until it looked like acrylic. So soft. I saved it from being used to buff Dad’s car; a travesty in my opinion. Then I found a pair of skinny jeans that Mom would consider a bad decision and trotted into the bathroom.

“Okay,” I called out. “What do you want to know?”

“For starters, why haven’t you told your mom?”

I peeked out of the bathroom. “How do you know I haven’t?”

“You’re not the only one with instincts. I happen to be a killer in court.”

“I’ve heard that.”

“Why haven’t you told your mom that we’re not Watts?” Sorcha asked.

“It’s complicated.”

She didn’t answer but there was a sound, a kind of scuffle. Where was my Mauser? Purse. Island.

“Hey! Wallace is biting me.”

I bent over with my hand on my chest.

“Mercy?”

Sorcha stood in the doorway with Wallace attached to her ankle, slobbering all over her high-end jeans. “Are you okay?”

“I just… I heard a noise,” I said as my heart rate slowed.

Sorcha watched me with a critical eye that I imagined showed up in court on the regular, intense but not unfriendly. “You thought someone was in the house?”

“For a second I did.”

“What were you going to do?”

“I didn’t get that far,” I said.

“Indulge me,” she said.

I turned to the vanity and got a can of hairspray and a lighter.

“Why is there a lighter in the bathroom?”

“Chuck likes to burn loose threads off of his clothes,” I said.

“And you didn’t plan that?”

“What?”

“The blowtorch defense,” said Sorcha.

A laugh bubbled out of me and she smiled.

“No. I didn’t plan to blowtorch someone if necessary. It just popped into my head as an option.” I zipped up my jeans and snapped my fingers at Wallace. She kept biting Sorcha’s ankle. “If you’re not good,” I said, “no pup cup.”

Wallace let go and sat on her wrinkly rump.

“You shouldn’t reward her.”

“Did you have a better idea?”

“Never mind.” Sorcha went over to examine our fancy tub and its fixtures, probably just to have something to do. “I haven’t lost track of your non-answer.”

“It’s still complicated,” I said.

“Is it something to do with your kidnap?”

Not bad.

“Not directly.”

“How about Paris?” she asked.

Wow.

I ran a comb through my hair and asked, “What makes you say that?”

Sorcha joined me at the vanity. “You were different after you came back.”

“Which time?”

“Now that you mention it, both,” she said. “I can keep a secret, Mercy.”

“I know that.”

“Let’s start with something simple.”

I chuckled and pulled apart a snarl. “Good luck with that.”

“When did you suspect that you were a Bled?”

“I think I always did, but probably in Paris the first time. That was when…”

“When what?”

I thought about seeing Elias on the bridge in Paris. I thought about his apartment and Blackie showing up there to warn me of impending danger.

“Do you know how some Bleds are a little different?” I asked.

“Which Bleds?” Sorcha asked and I could see her going through the Bleds she knew about.

“Josiah Bled, for instance.”

“He was a war hero, wasn’t he?” Her beautiful face held nothing but curiosity.

“Okay. Did you ever hear of Imelda Bled?” I asked.

“Um… she’s some cousin’s mother. Is she a New York Bled?”

She doesn’t know anything.

“She’s Isolde’s mother.”

“Oh, Isolde,” said Sorcha. “The one that Grandma J’s running around Europe with. You have to explain that to me. What happened there?”

“I really have to get to that appointment with Uncle Morty,” I said. “I can’t get into that.”

She crossed her arms and leaned a bony hip on the counter. “Okay. Why are you asking me about some Bleds? What are you getting at?”

“Some Bleds have psychiatric problems, Sorcha. That’s what I’m getting at.”

“Why didn’t you just say so? Everyone knows there are crazy Bleds,” she said. “I don’t know which ones. The Girls are obviously fine. Why are you bringing that up?”

I looked at her and held the gaze.

“Um…” she trailed off.

“You know how Grandad is…interesting?”

Sorcha bit her lip.

“Would you agree that he’s kind of obsessive, won’t eat, and won’t retire?”

She nodded.

“My dad freaked out when he didn’t get a perfect score on the SATs and locked himself in a bathroom for three days.”

“That’s news to me,” she said.

“And your dad…”

“Washes his hands exactly ten times a day and is afraid of cruciferous vegetables.”

“We kinda get it from somewhere,” I said.

“Jilly has to sleep on top of her covers in case of attack,” said Sorcha.

“Who’s going to attack her?”

“I don’t know and neither does she.” Sorcha grabbed my arm. “Who exactly do we descend from?”

“Don’t freak out,” I said. “It’s not what you think.”

“I bet it is.”

“We descend from Elias the Odd.”

She took a few breaths and asked, “How is that not what I think? He was called odd. It was part of his name.”

“Elias was sweet, an art collector and patron. He was very loved.”

“What happened to him?”

“He jumped off a bridge.”

She looked at the ceiling and then at me. “Hold on. When did he become part of our story?”

I told her and watched as the information hit her like a ton of bricks. We were odd and we weren’t Watts.

“That’s why I haven’t said anything,” I said. “For starters.”

“Starters? There’s more.”

“It’s complicated.”

“More complicated than Elias’ mom thinking the love of his life was a lying prostitute, shunning her, and her marrying an Irish cop?”

“Yeah, well…”

“You have to tell me. You were kidnapped. Lester was murdered and we’re all up in it,” said Sorcha.

“No one knows you’re a Bled. I think that’s why The Girls never revealed it. To protect us.”

“From what?”

I checked my phone. “I have to go. I really do. Please don’t say anything. I’ll tell you. I promise. I just have to go.”

She grabbed my arm. “Mercy, who else knows?”

“Chuck and Big Steve Warnock.”

“Why Big Steve?”

“It’s—”

“Complicated,” she finished my sentence.

“I’ll tell you,” I said.

“And I’ll hold you to that.”

I hugged her. I’d never done that before, but I just did it. Sorcha knew and the burden was a little lighter. For me anyway.
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Uncle Morty sat at a corner table looking so grumpy that I feared approaching him in a way similar to how I feared Lucy Delgado. It didn’t help that he had a green juice smoothie in front of him and I had a mocha with extra chocolate shavings.

“Get over here,” he barked at me.

I put Wallace on a chair with her pup cup and slid into the chair opposite Uncle Morty and tried to seem relaxed under his unflinching gaze. “So… did you get that research?”

“I got it.”

“And you’re mad because?”

“You went to Hunt,” he said.

“Oh, that.”

“Yeah, that.”

“Is that why we had to meet?” I asked.

“Yeah. That and I thought I could order some real food here,” said Uncle Morty. “But Nikki called ‘em and said I get this until my bloodwork’s back. My life sucks.”

“But you’re alive and it’s a good thing,” I said.

“Have you had a green smoothie? It tastes like boiled Brussel sprouts smell.”

“It’s good for you,” I said lamely.

“And we always do what’s good for us,” said Uncle Morty. “Like staying away from Kent Blankenship. He coulda died if you just stayed away. Now he’s eating again and the world has to have him in it for a while longer.”

“That is not on me. I did my job. Lucy Delgado suggested Blankenship as my only option so I went. What do you want from me? Brian Shill had his so-called mother killed, but I can’t prove that without something else. I think you know that or at least you should. It was Delgado’s case and she’s no scrub.”

He grumbled and then said, “She scares the pants off Tommy.”

“And you?”

“She threw a brick at me once.”

“When?” I asked.

“1986. I was new to the crime scene photography game and I stepped in some blood.”

“Booties?”

“I forgot them.”

“Did the brick hit you?”

“Not the first one.”

“Wow.”

“She’s something,” said Uncle Morty. “Don’t tell her I questioned you going to Hunt. I don’t need no more bricks.”

“Not a problem. What have you got?”

“Tell me why you asked for Blatt and that missing girl,” he said.

I gave him a quick rundown and he pushed a fat folder over to me, containing the background on Teddy Blatt and I have to say from his background I wasn’t surprised he became a serial killer. Blatt was born to a lower middle-class couple that already had a daughter and drinking problems. Another sister followed Teddy and social services was called multiple times, but the children weren’t removed. When Teddy was six, his mother took off for California with his sisters to pursue an acting career, leaving him with his father. The elder Blatt worked at a grocery store and had a couple arrests for fencing stolen property and public drunkenness. Social services profiled Teddy as a problem from their first contact with him. Before his mother left, he was an aggressive chatterbox that broke things, made a mess everywhere he went, and frequently pushed and hit his sisters.

After his mother left, he began stealing from the other kids in his class, not out of need but because he enjoyed stealing. He got into fights and robbed his neighbors. His first arrest was at eleven when he was caught vandalizing a neighbor’s car. After that, he was in and out of juvie for various offenses from assault to destruction of public property. There wasn’t anything sexual on his record, which surprised me.

The arrests for fairly minor offenses continued for his entire life. He spent a total of three years in prison, not consecutive, and got out early for good behavior. Teddy was the suspect in a lot of financial crimes involving the prostitutes, but they never had enough to arrest him because his partners kept disappearing. A couple of the reports, one in Milwaukee and another in Fargo, didn’t seem to think it was odd that his partners disappeared. They were sex workers and living a transient lifestyle. All six of the women found in Blatt’s graveyard had missing persons reports filed on them, but to put it bluntly, no one cared to look for them.

I took out a stack of photos and spread them across the table, all mugshots. “Eleven?”

“He didn’t kill all his associates. These are the ones I have photos of,” said Uncle Morty. “Blatt changed things up when he thought he’d pushed it too far.”

“Blankenship said I’d never find her without him. Are these five still alive?”

He put a finger on each of the five. “AIDS. Hepatitis. Murdered by her pimp. Suicide. Living in Topeka.”

“What in the world did they do to deserve that?” I said, looking down at the faces of women who showed their suffering in every fiber of their being.

“Not a damn thing,” said Uncle Morty. “Topeka ain’t that bad though. She’s got a job as a drug counselor.” He gave me a hard look. “You gonna look her up?”

“I don’t know,” I said. The woman in question, the survivor, was about twenty in the mugshot. She had two black eyes and a split lip. “Why was she arrested?”

“A john claimed she robbed him when a cop came upon him beating the crap out of her.”

“And they arrested her, not him?”

“That’s correct.”

“She’s doing okay?”

He took a sip of his green juice and gagged. “Yeah, but her employer doesn’t know she was a working girl. If you show up asking questions…”

“I don’t want to do that if I don’t have to,” I said. “Can you find out if she has an alibi for Blatt’s death in…Chicago.”

“I’ll do that.”

“Was he home visiting when he was run over?” I asked.

“That was the assumption. His dad was in the hospital.”

I sifted through the pile of material. “He was living in Bevo Mill at the time of his death. If he always had a female partner, where was she at the time?”

“Rosanna Mansfield. Chicago reached out on that and Gavin tracked her down. She had an alibi.”

“Do we have a picture of her?”

“Not her,” he said. “She was a little sketchy but she was a waitress at the Pat Connolly Tavern.”

He showed me Gavin’s report on Mansfield. He thought she was a former prostitute and scared out of her wits that he’d arrest her, bringing that all to light. I looked at the report on the hit and run that killed Blatt. Nothing that Chuck didn’t already tell me.

“They didn’t work it hard,” I said.

“It’s Chicago. They got their hands full and he was a criminal.”

“They didn’t care.”

“Would you?” Uncle Morty asked. “It looks like a kid boosted a car and had an accident. You find him. You ruin his life. They ran down what they had and dropped it. I don’t blame them.”

“I guess I don’t either,” I said. “Do we have a photo of that scarf Blatt used on Roland Jenson?”

Uncle Morty slid another file over to me and opened it. On top was a photo of a fat grey scarf with white stripes. It had a dark substance caked on it along with dirt and some pebbles embedded into the knit.

“Is that blood?” I asked.

“Yeah. Roland Jenson’s.”

“But not Becky Brown’s?”

“Nope. Just his blood but they got skin cells and hairs with intact roots off it. Brown’s and Blatt’s.”

“Hmm.”

Uncle Morty shoved himself back from the table. “What the hell is happening?”

Wallace had jumped in his lap and was snuffling around his pockets.

“Do you have bacon?”

“I don’t have bacon,” he said.

“But you have had bacon and recently,” I said.

He picked up Wallace and held the snorting pug at arm’s length like she might explode at any moment. “There’s something wrong with this thing.”

“I agree.”

Grr.

“But nothing is wrong with her ability to find bacon, or sausage, for that matter,” I said. “How worried are you about that bloodwork?”

Uncle Morty glared at me and then Wallace. “I never had no bacon.”

Bark. Bark.

“I’m going with the pug,” I said.

Johnny, one of the owners of Ode de Caffeine came over with a tray of sample cups. “I always believe dogs. They know.”

“Especially when it comes to processed meat,” I said, taking Wallace and setting her in my lap where she started spinning in an attempt to find the perfect spot.

“Oh, Morty,” he said. “Nikki will not be happy.”

“She’s got nothing to worry about.” Uncle Morty’s lower lip poked out. “It was just a piece of jerky. One flippin’ piece. I gotta have a life.”

Johnny offered me a sample of their new spring lavender latte with a dusting of lemon sugar. “Jerky cannot be considered a life-affirming meat. If you’re going to cheat at least have the decency to make it worth it.”

“You don’t know,” said Uncle Morty. “Jerky is good and salty and⁠—”

“Bad for your heart.” Johnny wagged a finger at Uncle Morty and they bickered about meat and whether Nikki’s turkey bacon could be considered edible or not.

I tuned them out and picked up the scarf photo. Something was not right.

“Hey, Johnny,” I said. “Is there something odd about this scarf?”

Johnny set down his tray and took the photo. “I don’t know. It’s a woman’s scarf and I’m not up on women’s fashion, but there’s something…”

“It’s a friggin’ scarf,” said Uncle Morty.

“It’s fashion,” I said.

“Since when? I got a scarf and I’m not fashionable.”

Johnny patted his shoulder. “You’re very cute now that Nikki’s in charge.”

“You are clearly insane.”

I laughed and Johnny took his tray off to tempt the other patrons. I drank my sample and it wasn’t bad for lavender. That could go wrong so easily.

“Let’s get a move on,” said Uncle Morty. “I got things to do.”

“And jerky to eat.”

“You gonna tell?”

I eyed him over the photo. “Let’s see how that bloodwork turns out, shall we?”

“It’s like waiting for an ax to fall.”

“Aren’t we a drama queen?”

He slid his juice toward me. “Try that crap and tell me who’s being dramatic. Nikki won’t make me moussaka anymore. That’s a goddamn travesty.”

“I agree with you there.” I eyed the scarf and asked, “Is there a tag on the scarf?”

“No flipping tag. What is it with you and that scarf?”

“It’s wrong.”

“The Brown family said it was hers,” said Morty.

I sifted through the report in Blatt’s file. “They said it looked like a scarf she would’ve had. That’s not the same thing.”

He got up and threw his green juice away, not a little dramatically. “Their kid disappeared in the nineties. Whaddya want from them?”

Something’s not right.

“Nothing from them.”

“Whaddya mean by that?”

“I have a feeling,” I said and Uncle Morty’s petulant expression changed to keen interest.

“Oh, yeah?”

I nodded. “What do we have on her? The kidnapping vic.”

Uncle Morty slid out a picture from the file in front of me. Becky Brown smiled at me with brown eyes and fried blonde hair with big bangs. Very eighties combined with early nineties. She wore a flannel shirt and had a woven leather belt that had the end tucked in and pointed down. She was very pretty and thin. My first thought was that she wouldn’t be hard to overpower. My second thought was a question. Why her?

The answer was easier to find than I had any right to expect. Uncle Morty had been thorough and Becky Brown’s background required it. Despite her rather angelic appearance in her photo, Becky was no angel. Far from it.

While Becky wasn’t the problem Blatt was, when she went bad, she went big. I doubt the Brown family saw it coming. They were a normal upper middle-class family. Becky was the middle child between two boys. Her mother was a stay-at-home mom with degrees in mathematics and finance. Her father had the same degrees and he worked in banking in several different capacities over the years, ending up as a bank president for a local savings and loan. The kids went to Catholic school and social services didn’t know who they were until the cops turned up at their door in 1984 to arrest their daughter.

Becky had fallen in with a bad crowd at school and this group of middle-class fourteen-year-olds decided to start robbing liquor stores. At first, they shoplifted alcohol. The cops estimated that went on for about a year and a half, but then a store owner caught them. Since they appeared to be from good families, blah, blah, blah, he let them off with a warning. They kept it up until they got caught at a different store. That guy called the cops who, you guessed it, let them off with a warning. That didn’t deter the young hoodlums. They started donning ski masks, carrying a fake gun, and robbing liquor stores that way all over the Chicago metro area until one night they hit the original store where the manager had given them a break. Unfortunately, he recognized their voices and he knew a real gun from a fake. When he went for the phone, the girls attacked him, beating him with whiskey bottles. They cracked his skull and he died a week later. The whole thing was caught on CCTV and the manager had kept the tape from the first robbery with a note about the incident.

The authorities picked up the girls within two weeks and charged them with manslaughter. Three of the five girls participated in the beating. Two stood watch at the door and they all claimed to be the girls at the door. Since they were all dressed in black with grainy video, it was hard to ID them individually. Experts examined the video for weeks until they were confident enough to finger two of the girls. One was taller than the others at five eight and the other was heavy set. They were in on the beating, leaving one girl to identify and the three to choose from who were basically identical on the video. Becky claimed to have been a lookout and that that was the first time she participated. The other girls disputed that and the case was a drawn-out affair. Becky refused to take a deal and was convicted of accessory and sentenced to five years in juvie. There was some legal issue with the case and she got a retrial in 1989. Becky got convicted again, but a sympathetic judge gave her time served and she was out.

“She’s not what I expected,” I said.

“And there’s more,” said Uncle Morty.

I went back to Becky’s history and found that by some miracle, presumably paid for by her parents, she went to college at DePaul in 1990, where she stayed for four years.

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

“Keep looking.”

I scanned the page. Becky didn’t graduate. Not necessarily weird until I got her grades. Two semesters attended. After that, nada.

Uncle Morty reached over and plucked out a financial report for my viewing pleasure.

“Her parents gave her the tuition directly?” I asked. “Mom and Dad didn’t trust me to pay my tuition and the only thing I was convicted of was throwing a party in The Girls conservatory.”

“Her parents were idiots,” said Uncle Morty. “Buried in there are newspaper stories where they said Becky wasn’t at the liquor store at all. She was framed.”

“Were they nuts?”

“They loved their kid.” He tapped Becky’s photo. “They didn’t think this face was capable of doing anything wrong.”

“They gave her fifteen thousand dollars a year. That seems like a lot for 1990.”

“It was to cover everything,” he said. “But she was bleeding ‘em.”

“How much could tuition have been?”

“Harvard was twelve thousand.”

“Why does that matter?” I asked.

He smiled at me. “Her brothers went to Harvard and sweet little Becky got the same amount they did.”

“Wow. Bet they were pissed.”

“That was before everyone communicated online so I couldn’t find anything about that, but it’s a safe bet.”

“So she just took the money and did what with it?” I asked.

Uncle Morty gave me Becky’s bank records. She lived it up with lots of shopping and spring breaks in Cancun.

“The parents must’ve found out,” I said.

“From what I can tell, ‘cause those dipsticks were late adopters of the internet, Becky went into rehab at a fancy clinic in Minneapolis a week before she was supposed to graduate.”

“She confessed,” I said. “Better than that kid that shot his parents and brother in Texas.”

“Lookin’ for the upside? Well, how do you like this? Becky lasted two days in a thirty-day program.”

“Figures. Where’d she turn up?” I asked.

“She didn’t, not for seven months. They hired a PI and he found her in…”

“Florida?”

“Bingo. They always go to Florida.”

I looked through the papers and found the PI’s summary report. Becky signed herself out of the clinic and was seen getting in a car with a man. The employee didn’t get a good look at him and didn’t notice the license plate. After all, Becky was an adult and she wasn’t a prisoner. She could leave if she wanted.

In December, he found her living in Florida. She was alone at an apartment complex in Tampa, but neighbors said she had a boyfriend that she refused to identify. The PI took Becky home where she lasted until February. The minute the parents trusted her enough to leave her alone, she was out. That time the PI found her in Orlando in March and he brought her home again, where she seemed to turn over a new leaf. She went into therapy five days a week, submitted to drug tests, got a job at a vet clinic, and started taking classes at a nearby junior college in June. She did her assignments. She went to work and they loved her. Not a single problem until July when she went shopping at the Woodfield Mall for a birthday present for her mother.

Becky told the maid what she was doing and left at five in the afternoon on a Saturday and never returned. It took five days to locate her car at Woodfield because she hadn’t said where she was going and it was forty minutes from her house.

“Why that mall?” I asked, looking through the information.

“It was a fancy mall, I guess, and chicks dig that,” said Uncle Morty.

I tapped the police report on the kidnapping.

“That ain’t particularly suspicious, Mercy. Malls were prime hunting grounds for serials. Blatt lived in the area.”

“Hold on,” I went back to Blatt’s file, going back through all his known addresses, looking for one close to that mall. I didn’t find one. I found something else and looked up at Uncle Morty, smiling.

“What?” he asked.

“Crap on a cracker.”

“What!”

“Brown and Blatt were at the same facility?”

“Eh? Blatt and Brown were from different planets. What facility? They weren’t in the same rehab. I checked. Blatt wasn’t in rehab ever.”

“Not rehab. Juvie. They were both at the Illinois Youth Center in Warrenville.” I held up their juvie records.

Morty opened his laptop and started typing, muttering under his breath about losing his edge. “Barely. That guy was in and out of there like it was his second home and she was there…”

“For killing someone,” I said. “They overlapped. Twice. He was in for six weeks in 1984 before his charges were dropped. That was at the same time Becky was there awaiting a bail hearing.”

“Briefly,” said Uncle Morty. “Barely there.”

“Then again, in 1987 after she’d been convicted in September. Blatt got six months for possession.”

He didn’t look up. “That don’t mean they knew each other.”

“How many kids does it hold?”

He muttered.

“How many?”

“Currently. Seventy.”

“That’s not a lot of kids and she was good looking. They were in juvie at the same time and he supposedly killed her. How did that happen? He ran into her on accident? That mall wasn’t close to her home. Was it close to his?”

“No, but it could be a coincidence. It was a mall in 1995. People went to malls for fun. He runs into a girl he knew in juvie, saw his chance, and he took it. Blatt kills women. Don’t forget that. He mighta had a thing for her.”

“He wasn’t a rapist or a sexual sadist. Nothing in your file says he was.”

“They don’t wear signs, Mercy, and it could’ve been a one-off,” said Uncle Morty.

“How come no one noticed the connection?”

“They overlapped for three days the first time,” he said. “I’m surprised it was that long. There must’ve been a backlog.”

“Three days is long enough to meet and make a connection and it was six months the second time.”

“Mercy, she was kidnapped seven years after his last stretch in Warrenville. He got locked up in Wisconsin after that and then Iowa.”

I slapped my hand on the table, making my fellow coffee drinkers jump. “It’s a connection between a serial killer and the girl they think he kidnapped.”

“It’s early days.”

“Not that early. Is her case open again?”

“It ain’t.”

“Why not?”

Uncle Morty shrugged. “She was declared dead in 2002 and I don’t see anything from the family requesting information.”

I looked through the mess in front of me. “Are the parents alive?”

“No.”

“Are the brothers normal?” I asked.

He crossed his arms. “Whaddya mean by normal? Some people think you’re normal.”

I gave him the stink eye. “Are they criminals?”

“Possibly,” he said with a sly grin.

“Cough it up,” I said.

“They’re investment bankers.”

“So no arrests?”

“Zero. The brothers are straight and narrow. Doesn’t look like they want to know more about their sister. That would be publicity and guys like that have an image to uphold.”

“Well, she was murdered. You’d think they’d want to know where her body is.”

Bark.

“Quiet, ya wrinkly little weirdo,” he said.

Grr.

I gave Wallace a scratch and told her she was a pretty girl while giving Uncle Morty the stink eye. “She pees on people. You want to set that off?”

“I ain’t scared.”

“Should I put her on the floor?”

Bark. Bark.

He thought it over and produced a piece of jerky out of his laptop bag as a peace offering.

“Look here, Becky Brown died decades ago and she wasn’t exactly a sister to be proud of. The Browns wouldn’t be the first family to want to forget.”

“Were the brothers questioned about Blatt?” I asked.

“Yeah. Never heard of him, but they did say she had a thing for scummy guys and he fits that.”

“How hard did they look for a connection?” I asked.

“Not hard, obviously. Hell, I missed it.” Uncle Morty pointed at me. “I got a lot on my mind and they got a lot of bodies on their hands. Brown might be among the unidentified in another section.”

I grabbed a wad of napkins and wiped Wallace’s drippy muzzle. “So it’s all about that scarf and the scarf is wrong.”

“It. Ain’t. Wrong.”

“It is. I can feel it. That scarf is wrong.”

Bark.

“See. Wallace agrees,” I said.

“I’m not banking on the word of that weird little peepot.”

“She bit Blankenship.”

He gave her another piece of jerky.

“You know, some guy picked Becky up out of rehab. Who’s to say that wasn’t Blatt?”

Uncle Morty grumbled.

“Did he operate in Florida? She had a guy,” I said.

He started typing.

“Maybe he was meeting her at the mall.” I wiped Wallace’s muzzle again. “How do we know she was even kidnapped?”

Uncle Morty’s newly barbered brows shot up. “That’s not gonna be a popular take.”

“I’m used to it,” I said. “They never had a body and she ran off twice before.”

He nodded while continuing to type. “The parents kept tracking her down.”

“If she was dead…”

“Well, if that isn’t just a kick in the pants,” he said.

I leaned forward. “What’d you find?”

“The kidnap looked solid. Chicago PD aren’t full of idiots,” said Uncle Morty.

“I believe you.”

“They had considerable blood in the parking lot next to her car. It rained that night, the night she went missing, a real downpour, but the medical examiner estimated two liters of blood give or take. Her car didn’t have a remote and the paint around the lock was gouged. The driver’s side mirror was cracked and had hair in it.”

“Any tissue?”

“Could’ve been washed away, but the hair was pulled out at the root and stuck in the glass. They found Becky Brown’s purse and keys in the parking lot three rows away and a blood trail led them there. Her credit card and social security number were never used again. They had good reason to believe she was kidnapped and murdered after visiting the mall. She was on security footage going in and then leaving with a bag two hours later. She bought earrings and a top.”

“I’m not arguing with you,” I said. “But…”

“But Blatt had a partner in Roland’s town, but Gavin never found her. She didn’t match the description of the girlfriend in St. Louis, but by the time Gavin tracked down Blatt it was months later. Mansfield claimed that she was never in Bourbon and she was employed here.”

“Cellphone?”

“Here and she didn’t use it much at any time.”

I picked up Becky Brown’s photo. “What did the partner look like?”

“The description from the motel was vague. Stringy brown hair, small, and wearing oversized clothes. The girlfriend was busty blonde with corkscrew curls and very flirty.”

“Let’s say Becky Brown wasn’t kidnapped,” I said. “If she was his partner and he got caught… would he give her up? She’d have a lot to lose. She hid for decades for a reason and there were all those bodies in Kansas.”

“All this because Blankenship said Blatt was murdered?”

“Yep.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Uncle Morty said.

“Enlighten me.”

“You think it was Shill, but your buddy said it was a woman. How about that?”

“Check him out.” I stood up. “Time for another mocha.”

Bark.

“And a pup cup.”

“What do I get?” Uncle Morty asked.

“Egg white omelet with tofu and beets?”

“I’d rather die.”

I laughed and went to the counter. Even from there, I could hear the keys tapping. It was a wonder no one complained, but my dear uncle wasn’t exactly approachable on a good day. I got him an oat milk latte and a bag of unsalted almonds. He said thank you, but he looked like he might slit my throat.

“Unsalted. Why would that happen?”

“Heart smart.”

“Heart hell.”

“Oh, you’re such a martyr. What have you got?”

“I ain’t got nothing for someone who thinks oats make milk,” said Uncle Morty.

“I know you do. Your eyebrows are all crazy.”

He smoothed his brows and then admitted that Shill was off the day of Blatt’s accident and the day after. His cell phone didn’t leave his crummy little apartment for the two days and there was no use of his internet or the phone during that time. “I wasn’t gonna mention it, but the car that hit Blatt…”

“Yeah?”

“It was the same model he used for Cassidy Huff,” said Uncle Morty.

I smiled at him and sipped my mocha while he eyeballed me.

“That ain’t no coincidence.”

“Oh, I know,” I said. “He was familiar with the car. He’d know how to hot wire it.”

“Does this account for your feeling?” Uncle Morty asked.

“Nope. That’s the scarf.”

He leaned back and stretched his fingers. “You ain’t gonna get nothing on that scarf.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“‘Cause it’s a scarf and it ain’t one in a million.”

I showed him the photo. “Dad says every piece of evidence has a story to tell. This scarf has a story.”

“Who are you going to get to tell it to you?” He sipped the oat milk latte and squinted. “It ain’t horrible. What will Nikki say?”

I gave him a thumbs-up and pulled out my phone.

“Hey, Fats,” I said. “Can you look at a piece of evidence for me and tell me what you think?”

“What is it?” Fats asked.

“A scarf.”

I sent her a picture of the photo and then waited. I had a good feeling. No one I knew loved fashion the way Fats did. She couldn’t wear anything given her size, but she was a fan.

“Tag?” Fats asked.

“No.”

“Well, without actually touching it. I’d say it’s a wool and cashmere blend. Not cheap.”

Uncle Morty started typing again and I asked, “Anything else?”

“What are you looking for?” Fats asked.

“Brand. Date.”

“It’s an infinity scarf,” said Fats.

He stopped typing and I looked at the photo again.

“No, it’s not,” I said.

“Are you seriously doubting me? Look at how short and thick it is.”

It was oddly shaped, but it wasn’t a circle either.

“Well,” I said.

“Look at the ends. That’s not normal finishing. It looks like they took apart an infinity scarf and wore it as a regular one,” said Fats.

“I got the analysis on the scarf,” said Uncle Morty. “A wool and cashmere blend, but it don’t say nothing about infinity or whatever.”

Fats heard and said, “It’s an infinity scarf. They need to look at the ends. You can see a loose thread. It’s not the right color.”

I got a magnifying glass out of my purse and took a look. Sure enough, there was a loose thread and it wasn’t the same grey as the scarf. Close but not the same.

“When were infinity scarves in?” I asked.

“The 2010s,” said Fats. “But people still wear them or recycle them into regular scarves.”

“They weren’t around before that?”

“No. It was a trend that came and went like the abomination of ultra low-rise jeans and water bras.”

“That was a thing?”

“My mother had one,” said Fats. “Rocco stole it to wear on Halloween.”

“What was he?”

“His algebra teacher, but Mom said I put him up to it.”

“Grounded?”

“Three weeks.”

“I don’t like your mom all that much,” I said.

Fats chuckled. “I’ve decided Tiny’s mom can adopt me.”

“I recommend that.”

Uncle Morty coughed and I told her I had to go.

“You know what this means?” He asked like I was dumb and probably wouldn’t.

“Of course. If Becky died in 1995, how does a scarf circa 2011 have her DNA on it?” I asked.

“You ain’t as dingy as you look.”

“Always a goal of mine,” I said. “You know, if Becky was Blatt’s long-term partner, she wouldn’t be happy that he used her scarf to kill Roland. She liked that scarf a lot.”

“It had her DNA on it, Mercy,” he said.

“That too, but don’t underestimate a woman’s attachment to an article of clothing,” I said with a smile.

“Is that why you’re wearing that old sweater?”

“And why you kept wearing tracksuits from the eighties?”

He grumbled but agreed.

I wiped Wallace’s mouth before I let her back on my lap and then asked, “Who were the known associates that you don’t have photos for and why don’t you?”

“They weren’t known associates. Technically. No arrests.”

“That’s something. Becky had to have stayed off the radar.”

“If it’s her.”

“It’s her,” I said.

Morty worked while I sipped my mocha and cleaned up Wallace’s mess on the chair next to me.

“We got three,” he said, turning the screen to me.

Tanya Fitzgerald bailed Teddy out on a drug charge. Gabriella Garbo was in the car when Blatt got pulled over for reckless driving and arrested. And last but not least, Zelda Reid bailed Teddy out when he got arrested for picking up a prostitute.

“Well, those are fake names,” I said. “Prostitutes?”

“Unknown. No one checked them out.”

“Gavin did think the girlfriend was a working girl,” I said, checking the file. “Rosanna Mansfield.”

“But her alibi checked out. She went to New Orleans with a girlfriend.” Uncle Morty polished off his latte. “Ya gotta consider that Blankenship’s yanking your chain.”

“I’m considering it, but his breadcrumbs usually lead somewhere. Can you find Mansfield? She could be Becky. They could all be Becky.”

“The girlfriend was a waitress at the Pat Connolly Tavern. Nikki likes it.”

“Everyone likes it,” I said.

He raised a brow.

“Pete took me.”

“That guy.”

“What’s wrong with Pete? He was good.”

“He couldn’t handle business.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Is she still there?”

“Yeah. Years later. She’s still slinging beers in the same pub.”

I gave him Aunt Miriam’s stink eye.

He muttered about me and my nerve while he typed. “She ain’t there.” He smiled at me. “Looks like she moved over to the Fresh and Friendly Café on South Hanley.”

“Near Shill’s house?”

Uncle Morty’s smile grew and reminded me of how he used to smile at my teachers when he went toe-to-toe with them over a questionable grade. There was no one better to have in your corner because he made it his business to know every answer before he asked the question and if you happened to be my seventh-grade social studies teacher who gave arbitrary instructions, watch out.

“What have you got?” I asked.

“Did you read the stuff I sent you on that murdering bastard’s parents?”

“Conrad and Mary? Of course.”

He crossed his arms and waited. I reached for my phone, but he said, “No cheating. You should know this.”

I put my nose in the air. “I know it.”

“Go ahead then.”

“I will.”

“I’m ready,” he said.

“Brace yourself.”

Johnny came to the table to clear our cups and said, “She doesn’t know it.”

“Yeah, she’s coming up empty.” Uncle Morty gave me the look that gave social studies teachers the sweats.

“I know what it is, but I’m open to hints if you need to give one.”

He eyed me and then said, “Mary.”

Crap on a cracker!

“Lunch,” I said.

Uncle Morty pointed a finger gun at me.

“Mary’s last meal was at Fresh and Friendly.”

Bang!


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Fresh and Friendly closed at two thirty, being a breakfast and lunch only place and I couldn’t make it in time. Instead, I got the number and address of Mary Shill’s lunch partner. Her name was Lola Goodheart, which sounded like another fake name but Uncle Morty assured me it wasn’t. Lola Snow married a Dr. Joseph Goodheart in 1985. He was a cardiologist. I’m not kidding. He really was, until he died of a heart attack in 2008, leaving her a wealthy widow with two children in boarding school. She sounded like the perfect friend for Mary Shill. If that sounds mean, I meant it to. Who puts their kids in boarding school after their dad dies? Seriously?

I called up Mrs. Goodheart and got her maid, who told me she was with her masseur. I told the nervous maid that I was investigating the death of Mary Shill and I got an appointment at three.

Uncle Morty wanted me to take Aaron because he didn’t think I should be alone, but Aaron was making tortillas at Kronos for taco night. The hacker hemmed and hawed about allowing me to go on my own because he sure wasn’t going with me. God forbid. I ended up pointing out that I was going to Huntleigh. Huntleigh! If I got murdered in the most expensive plot of land in Missouri while visiting an elderly widow who had two hip replacements and cataracts, there was no safe place on earth for me.

He bowed to that logic and I got to go without accompaniment. I could’ve called Rocco. He was solid, but I just wanted to be me again, not the girl who got shoved in a trunk. I was over it even if no one else was.

I gave Uncle Morty an unwelcome hug and left the safety of Ode de Caffeine a half hour later. It was a quick trip and I drove down North Geyer through the parklike setting of a truly lovely neighborhood. The Central West End was pricey, Hawthorne Avenue especially, but Huntleigh had the benefit of being away from the hustle and bustle. The Bled family seat was nearby and Prie Dieu had the same feel. The city seemed miles away.

I turned right onto Huntleigh Manor and found Lola Goodheart’s house not to be as grand as I expected. It resembled a Cape Cod but with a porch and pillars. The grandness came with the sprawling nature of the house. It had several different sections that worked well together. I parked in front of the three-car garage and checked out the trio of landscapers who were raking the flower beds and planting for the spring.

Bark.

I looked at Wallace, panting next to me on the seat.

“Look. I can’t have peeing in there,” I said.

Bark.

“I’m serious.”

Bark. Bark.

“I will tell Pickpocket if you pee.”

Grr.

“Can you be good?” I asked.

I took silence for a yes and I took the pug with me to the front door. If I left her in the truck, I risked arrest. I had no doubt that the people of Huntleigh took pug abuse seriously. Uncle Morty offered to tie her to his front door for me to pick up later. Wallace tried to pee on him from a distance in the parking lot and missed, thank goodness.

I rang the doorbell and the door jerked open immediately. I expected to see the woman with the soft Honduran accent, wearing some sort of uniform, but instead I found myself looking at a woman who looked a lot like Lucy Lawless when she was on that warrior princess show, only seventy. Chuck loved that show when we were kids and tortured me with it every chance he got. For his birthday, I tried to do the look once. Sadly, bangs and brown hair are not for me.

“Mercy Watts. So nice of you to come.” She extended a tanned and manicured hand. “Lola Snow Goodheart.”

I shook her hand and she asked, “And who is this sweetheart?”

Bark.

“This is Wallace. I’m dog sitting her and she doesn’t do well with being alone, but I can leave her on the porch,” I said.

Grr.

Lola laughed and said, “I won’t hear of it, but how is she with other dogs?”

I looked at Wallace, who was panting and smiling adorably. “How are you with other dogs?”

Bark.

“She does well with my fiancé’s poodle, but Wallace is a wild card.”

“I love that you asked her,” she said. “Wallace, I have three old guys. Will you be nice?”

Bark.

She wagged a finger at the pug. “No chasing.”

Bark.

“No biting.”

Bark.

“No peeing,” I said.

Bark.

Lola frowned. “Peeing?”

“She has a habit of showing her displeasure by peeing on feet.”

Grr. Bark.

“Whose feet?” Lola asked.

“Most recently, a mass murderer’s feet. He got a double dose.”

Lola Snow Goodheart stepped back to swing the door open wide. “Come on in.”

The Goodheart home was a home in the best sense, light and airy, filled with photos of kids and grandkids. Toys were scattered across the shiny hardwood and there was the smell of hot dogs and cake in the air.

“My daughter and grands are here,” she said with a laugh. “It’s anarchy, but that’s how I like it.”

I must’ve looked surprised because she said, “This is me.”

“It wasn’t Mary.” It just popped out and Lola got serious.

“Oh, that’s why you had that expression. I get it. I was friends with her and one is judged by the company one keeps.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve just been all up in her life and character. It hasn’t been great.”

“I can only imagine.” Lola looked at me with a level expression. “You think Brian killed her?”

“I think he had her killed.”

She nodded and led me deeper into the house to the family room that had a woman that looked like Lola, but with blonde hair, draped on the sofa.

“This is Layla,” said Lola. “She has three kids and the exhaustion is real.”

Layla’s eyes popped open. “I’m awake.”

There was a bang of something hitting the floor above us.

“I take it back.” She closed her eyes.

Lola offered me a chair. “Have a seat. I’m going to check on the goblins.”

“No, no.” Layla sat up. “I’ll do it. Oh, Mercy Watts. Wow. You really look like Marilyn.”

“I was born this way,” I said.

She stood up and said, “I didn’t believe a word that surgeon on YouTube said, by the way.”

Surgeon?

Before I could ask, there was another bang followed by laughter.

Layla sprinted out of the room yelling, “I will never forgive Ned for showing them pro wrestling. Never!”

I sat down and released Wallace and she dashed over to a huge dog bed with three elderly dogs curled up in it. They all had a sniff and then Wallace climbed right in and got comfortable like she was a normal dog.

Lola poured me a cup of tea from a pot she already had on the sofa table. “Ned is my son-in-law. He means well.”

I thought of Chuck and my new blue toaster. “They always do.”

“Now Mary,” she said, after adding two cubes of sugar to her tea. “What would you like to know?”

“You had lunch with her on that last day at Fresh and Friendly, right?” I asked.

“I did, but I told the cops and the CDC, the FDA, and everyone who asked that I have no idea how she got that sick so fast. We had the exact same meal.”

“What did you have?”

Lola described a normal lunch. They both had the kale salad with feta cheese and lemon sesame dressing. It was the in salad at the time followed by the in ricotta cheesecake.

“What about drinks?

“I had iced tea and Mary had raspberry lemonade. She always ordered that wherever we went. Lots of people had that lemonade. It’s very popular and no one else got sick. Are you thinking it was lunch?”

“I do,” I said.

“Did they tell you about the bologna?”

“I know they found a packet in the fridge and it was contaminated, but it’s not like it was festering with bacteria.”

Lola sat back and blew on her tea. “Did you hear what I said about that?”

“Um… no,” I said. “What did you say?”

“That bologna was ridiculous. I knew Mary, and that woman wouldn’t eat bologna if she was starving to death on a desert island.”

Ding. Ding. Ding.

“It was in her fridge,” I said.

“I can’t account for that, but I will tell you that she used to feed it to Brian,” said Lola.

“Mary fed Brian garlic bologna?”

Lola added another sugar cube to her tea. “I didn’t think much about it when she told me. Mary was… unusual.”

“I’ve gathered that,” I said. “If she wouldn’t eat it, then why did she feed it to Brian?”

“It was a punishment.” She shivered. “And to be honest, it didn’t sound so bad to me back then. I mean, some people still spanked so having bologna for dinner when you’ve misbehaved didn’t sound so bad.”

That’s a bit on the nose, but when Shill makes a point, he makes it.

“But you think it’s bad now?”

“I’ve heard things since she died. I think she abused that boy and forcing him to eat something she hated was part of it.”

“Who did you tell this to?” I asked.

“The CDC and the rest of them.”

“Not the cops?”

Lola pursed her lips and then said, “I was told it wasn’t being investigated anymore because it wasn’t a crime, but that bologna was weird so I called the police and told some sergeant about it. He didn’t sound interested.”

“To make this clear, you never told Lucy Delgado or her partner?” I asked.

“No, I didn’t. I met them at the house after I found Mary and told them everything I knew at the time and that was it,” said Lola. “The woman called me a couple of days later and asked if I’d thought of anything else, but I hadn’t. I didn’t know about the bologna at that time. Should they have followed up again?”

“They were off the case and told in no uncertain terms to back off.”

“I don’t like that.”

“Neither did Delgado, but I don’t know what she could’ve done with the information.” I sipped my tea and thought about what to ask next and how to ask it without giving her a hint. “Do you remember who waited on you that day?”

“I do and I felt so bad about that,” said Lola. “I think the cops and the CDC, all those agencies kept interviewing her. The next time I saw that girl she was a frazzled mess.”

Please say it. Please say it.

“What was her name?” I held my breath.

“Oh gosh.” She tapped her nails on her cup. “That’s right. Tiffany something. I don’t think I ever knew her last name. Sweet girl.”

I slumped on the sofa. Tiffany Sisto. That was the name in the files. She was so far in the clear I couldn’t see her from where I sat. Sisto was an undergrad at Maryville at the time, studying business. She now owned a small chocolate boutique in Chesterfield and was a member of her neighborhood watch.

“You’re disappointed,” said Lola. “I’m sorry, but she was our waitress.”

“She brought the food?”

“She did.”

Okay. Regroup. Figure it out.

“There was another waitress at Fresh and Friendly named Rosanna Mansfield, a busty blonde with curls. Do you remember her?”

Lola tilted her head. “You’re the first person to ask me about her.”

“I’m not surprised. She just came up in my investigation.”

“Well, I did know Rosanna. She waited on me a couple of times, but she’s gone. She moved out west I think.”

“What was she like?”

Lola described a dingbat. Rosanna was the waitress you didn’t want to get. She’d forget your drinks and mix up your order.

“Was she at work that day?” I asked.

“She was and I asked not to have her as our waitress.”

Interesting.

“The hostess put us in Tiffany’s section even though it was nearly full and Rosanna’s was half empty.”

“Why didn’t they fire her?”

“Another friend of mine asked that question as a matter of fact. The owner told us that Rosanna always came to work and that wasn’t always easy to come by.”

“Did Mary like her?”

Lola shook her head. “Mary didn’t know her. It was her first time at the café. You should know that it wasn’t personal. Just so many mix-ups and she hadn’t worked there long. She was a sweet woman but so dingy.”

I bet she wasn’t.

“And that’s why you asked for Tiffany?”

“I didn’t ask for Tiffany. I asked for anyone other than Rosanna. I didn’t want Mary to have a bad impression of the place. I loved it. I still do and if Mary had bad service, I’d never have heard the end of it.”

“Who picked Fresh and Friendly for lunch that day?” I asked.

“Mary did and I tried to talk her out of it. I knew Rosanna was working and she was a big personality.”

“How did you end up there?”

“That’s where Mary wanted to go and she was the decider,” said Lola. “You didn’t say no to Mary.”

“Did she say why that place?”

Lola poured us both more tea and said, “Mary was nosy. She said she heard that someone we knew was having an affair with a waitress and she wanted to see who she was.”

“Who was having the affair?”

“She didn’t tell me and she didn’t tell me who the waitress was either, but I got the impression she wasn’t there,” said Lola.

“Why wouldn’t she tell you?”

“That was Mary. She loved gossip, but she loved having the dirt all to herself more. She’d make you beg to hear it. Power trip, I guess.”

“Could it have been Brian who sent her there?” I asked.

Lola thought about it. “I suppose so, but who would have an affair with him?”

Layla walked in and flopped on the sofa next to her mother. “No one, that’s who. Brian Shill was a creep.”

“You knew him back then?” I asked.

“I didn’t know him,” said Layla. “We ran into him a couple of times.”

Lola disagreed. “We didn’t run into him. Mary planned that.”

“What?”

After Brian got out on parole, Lola and her twin daughters Layla and Luna went to dinner with Mary. Brian showed up at the restaurant like it was an accident and had dinner with them. It happened twice more with the twins and once more with Lola. She thought Mary arranged it, pretending it was an accident since Conrad had cut off his son and they weren’t supposed to be seeing him at all.

“What a weird family,” said Layla. “Everyone acted like you had committed a crime when we went away to school, but nobody looked at them twice, and they raised a rapist.”

Lola looked at me. “I sent the girls to boarding school after my husband, their father died. That didn’t go over well, but it was already planned. Joe wanted them to go.”

“We wanted to go,” said Layla, “but did anyone ask us how we felt? No. Mom was just bad.”

I’m bad for thinking it.

“It’s a little unusual,” I said.

“I know,” said Layla. “It was just so sad here. Everywhere we went, there was Dad. We just wanted to be where no one was telling us how much they liked our dad and how sad it was.”

“That makes sense.”

“Anyway. No one would date that guy. He gave me the creeps and Luna too. He was always looking at us and licking his lips. Gross.”

“I didn’t know that at the time,” said Lola, “but Brian was weird.”

Layla poured herself some tea and asked, “Do you think Brian lied to Mary about dating someone at Fresh and Friendly to get her there?”

I grinned at her. “It had occurred to me.”

“It didn’t occur to me,” said Lola. “That’s awful, but I don’t see how that’s a good plan. Why are you asking about Rosanna, anyway?”

“Rosanna?” Layla asked and her mom explained about the dingy waitress.

“Oh, yeah. Her. Total loon. Why are you bringing her up?”

I gave them a quick rundown and the women went pale. Layla grabbed her phone to look up Becky Brown. She held it up to show me the photo Uncle Morty gave me. “This is her? The kidnapping victim?”

“That’s her,” I said.

They leaned into each other and studied the photo while I ran to get the files out of my truck. When I returned, the Goodheart women were pursing their lips in an identical manner.

“Not her?” I asked, my heart sinking.

“We don’t know,” said Lola. “Rosanna was a lot older and heavier. It could be her, but we can’t say for sure.”

“Can you run that facial recognition software on her?” Layla asked.

“We could if we had a photo of her, but we don’t,” I said. “I’m going to show you some other photos. Here’s a larger version of the Becky Brown photo in case that helps.”

I handed them the eight by ten. They looked it over and shrugged.

“I still don’t know,” said Layla.

“That’s fine.” I put each of the prostitute’s photos on the sofa table. “This is the longest of shots but do any of them look familiar?”

“Not even a little,” said Lola. “Who are they?”

“Teddy Blatt killed them.”

“Oh, right. The women they found in Kansas. So sad.”

I agreed that it was and then I took another long shot. “Have you ever heard the names Tanya Fitzgerald, Gabriella Garbo, or Zelda Reid?”

“Those sound fake,” said Layla.

“So did Rosanna Mansfield,” said Lola. “She had such a thing for that name.”

Layla and I looked at Lola puzzled.

“What do you mean, Mom?” Layla asked.

“Mansfield. You know, Jayne Mansfield.”

Crap on a cracker.

“I’m an idiot,” I said.

“Don’t say that,” said Lola. “Anyone can tell you’re not. It’s in the eyes. You’ve got bright eyes.”

I wanted to hug her, but I smiled instead.

“Why are you an idiot?” Layla asked.

“Because I heard all those names and didn’t put it together,” I said.

“Oh right,” said Lola. “That is something, isn’t it?”

“For crying out loud,” said Layla. “Tell me.”

“Jayne Mansfield was a famous movie star back in the fifties. She’s in that famous picture.”

I pulled up the legendary shot of Sofia Loren eyeballing Mansfield’s rack that was about to tip out onto their table.

“That picture,” said Layla. “I love the disapproval and how the other one is totally unaware.”

“Rosanna was like that and she said she was a distant cousin to Jayne Mansfield. She told everyone that.”

It all made sense. Lola didn’t know Tiffany’s last name but she knew Rosanna’s because she wouldn’t shut up about it.

“So what’s that got to do with the other names?” Layla asked.

Lola looked at the ceiling. “I have failed as a mother.”

“We know that,” said Layla with a laugh, “but get to the point.”

I got to the point, but only because I lived half my life with The Girls who had a love of old movies and books and considered them to be part of my education. I’d seen Jayne Mansfield in Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter?, mostly because Millicent and Myrtle loved Tony Randall. The Girls loved Greta Garbo in Mata Hari and Anna Karenina.

“And Tanya Fitzgerald and Zelda Reid are obviously a split of Zelda Fitzgerald,” said Lola.

“Who in the heck is that?” Layla asked.

“I’ve failed as a mother.”

“Mom!”

“F. Scott Fitzgerald’s wife,” said Lola. “He stole material from her. Awful man.”

We all sipped our tea for a minute and listened to the banging that started up again.

“I am going to kill Ned,” said Layla as she got up and left to discipline her kids, who were having the time of their life from the sound of it.

Lola took a deep breath. “I don’t know about you, but I’m reeling. I assumed that Rosanna Mansfield was her real name.”

“You’re not the only one.”

“Who are those other women?”

“They had connections to Teddy Blatt.” I pulled up Mary’s purse on my phone and showed her the picture. “Was Mary carrying this purse at lunch that day?”

“Yes, she was,” said Lola. “Where’d you find that?”

I told her about the secret compartment and like Danny and Shannon, she wasn’t aware of its existence. I showed her the dress and shoes and Lola went pale again.

“I feel sick,” she said. “That was her outfit that day. Why in the world…”

“Mementos is my guess,” I said gently.

“Of Mary’s death?”

“I think so.”

“Brian really is sick. Only a truly sick person would do that,” said Lola. “I sat at a table with him. My girls sat at a table with him. I just…”

I poured her some more tea and added sugar cubes before handing it to her. She sipped and I waited until she grew calm again.

“What do you know about this purse?” I asked.

“It’s Louis Vuitton and… and… she lied about it,” said Lola.

“She lied? How?”

“Well, I don’t know for sure that she lied, but that’s what I thought at the time. After Conrad died, don’t think that’s not suspicious, by the way, she turned up at the nail salon with it. We went to the same salon.”

“Why’s that weird?”

“I asked her if she’d bought a new purse,” said Lola. “I didn’t mean anything by it, but she got this funny look on her face. It was just days after Conrad died and I guess she thought I was saying that she was out shopping. I didn’t think that. It was just a question.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

“That’s the thing. Mary said Brian bought her the purse because she was so sad. I thought that was bizarre. He was working at some place making minimum wage. She told me that Conrad wouldn’t give him a dime. How in the world would he buy a Louis Vuitton bag?”

“Was she normally honest?”

Lola took a deep breath and relaxed. “No. I wouldn’t say that. Mary liked to talk big. I know that sounds terrible. She was my friend, but that’s how she was, fun to shop with and get the occasional lunch.”

“But not the most trustworthy?” I asked.

“Well, no. She was always buying expensive things and saying how Conrad spoiled her rotten, but I knew him. He never came across as adoring her the way she said he did. He did like her, but they didn’t spend much time together. He worked a lot and he was older. He needed more sleep than she did.”

“I’m not sure how that would make her a liar.”

“It wouldn’t, but my other friend Sally saw her returning several items at Saks once and the clerk was irritated. He said something about having to do her returns all the time. Mary didn’t see Sally and afterward she went up to the clerk. He said that she was a serial returner. Constantly buying and returning.”

“I saw that on her financials. So she lied about returning items?”

“She said she gave things away when I asked why I hadn’t seen a bag or shoes again. I’m well off, as you can see but I wear things more than once. I always wondered about where all those things went. She told people Brian was in college when he wasn’t. Things like that. All our friends just took everything she said with a grain of salt. There wasn’t any harm in it.”

I held up the purse photo again. “What about the black bandana? Was that on the purse?”

“It was and I asked her about that.”

“What did she say?”

“I wish I’d thought of it when those cops interviewed me at the house,” said Lola. “It never occurred to me.”

“What?”

“Mary said Brian put it on her bag. He told her it was the new thing for bags. It was nuts and I told her so. She just laughed and said she knew but she was humoring Brian. And then something about service. I was distracted. Tiffany came to the table.”

Brian tagged Mary.

“Did she always carry that particular bag?” I asked.

“No. She did shop more than ever after Conrad died. I think he was holding the purse strings pretty tight,” said Lola. “I saw her the day before, briefly at the hair salon. That’s when she suggested lunch at Fresh and Friendly. She had a Versace bag then. I noticed because it was new and I wondered if she’d take it back. Did you find that bag too?”

“I didn’t. Only the one with the black bandana.”

We sat together, listening to Layla overhead wrangling her kids. My mind was going a mile a minute and so was Lola’s.

“Miss Watts, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m starting to think that Brian told Mary that he was having an affair with someone at the café and then he put the bandana on her purse as a signal to that person to show she was his mother. She thought it was so she’d get good service.”

“I’m right there with you,” I said, “but I don’t think there was any affair.”

“And the real reason for the bandana was so that… they knew who to poison?”

“Right.”

“I was at the table. I could’ve taken a bite. I could’ve…”

I leaned forward and put my hand on hers. “The important thing is that you didn’t.”

“You have to get that Rosanna Mansfield.”

“I will.”

She smiled at me. “And then we’ll have lunch at Fresh and Friendly to celebrate.”

“You’re on.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




It took me a good five minutes to dislodge Wallace from her cuddle buddies and another forty to get back home through terrible traffic for a Wednesday. On the upside, I had time to take a call from Uncle Morty. I figured it was an update, but instead of an update, I got a request.

“Why are you calling?” I asked after he hemmed and hawed.

“Yeah, well, I got nothing new,” he said and there was a burst of yelling in the background. I heard jerky twice.

“I didn’t tell Nikki. I swear.”

“Yeah, I know. She smelled it on me and the bloodwork came back.”

“Bad?”

“Not what they were going for,” he said. “I don’t get this. Everyone was happy I lived and now they’re mad about it.”

“Nobody’s mad that you lived,” I said. “They want you to get that high blood pressure and cholesterol under control.”

“That ain’t it.”

“No?”

“I’m now prediabetic. Can you believe that?”

I could. What I couldn’t believe was that he wasn’t prediabetic before.

“Well, that just sucks,” I said. “You’re so much healthier than before.”

“Yeah, alright,” said Uncle Morty.

I expected him to hang up on me but nothing happened.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Shut up. I’m fine.”

“Okay.”

He still didn’t hang up.

“I don’t know what’s happening,” I said.

“Whaddya mean?”

“You usually hang up on me.”

“Nikki’s lookin’ at me,” he said.

I turned into the alley behind Hawthorne Avenue and said, “In a bad way?”

“She wants me to ask you something.”

Oh lord!

“What is it?” I asked, wincing.

“If you know a good yoga studio. She doesn’t like the one she found.”

Will he admit it?

“Because you do yoga now?”

“Shut up!”

I bit my lip and didn’t laugh. “I’ll ask around.”

Then he hung up on me.

“Well, Wallace, this week just keeps getting weirder.” I said that not knowing how weird it was about to get.

I parked behind Chuck’s car and frowned. He was home early, but that wasn’t exactly a bad sign. When I opened my truck door that’s when I got a sign, not exactly bad though. Let’s call it unexpected. Country music was blaring from somewhere, not exactly normal for the avenue. The Girls had the most eclectic taste. Most residents, not including my parents, liked their music classical and quiet, if they liked music at all. Talk radio was very popular.

“Mercy, dear!”

I turned and found The Girls’ neighbor Mrs. Haas bearing down on me. She had a pair of hedge clippers in her right hand and a bag of lawn clippings in her left. She was one of the few on the avenue that did her own gardening. It was Mom, The Girls, and Mrs. Haas.

“Hi, Mrs. Haas,” I said with a smile, although she rarely came with good news.

“Can you please turn that down?” she asked. “It’s been going for over an hour and my begonias don’t like it.”

“Is it begonia time already?”

“Don’t change the subject. That’s loud.”

“What makes you think it’s us?” I asked.

She blew a lock of thick grey hair out of her face and said, “Mercy, please. I’ve been good about everything. But that is too far.”

Everything?

“Okay.”

“Your mother’s attack. Your kidnapping. That baby shower. Reporters and stalkers. I can’t take it anymore. I need peace and quiet for my begonias.”

I had to take a breath. I liked Mrs. Haas. I really did.

“Okay. I will turn it down,” I said.

“I know it’s not your fault and he’s a nice man, but dear, are you sure?” Mrs. Haas asked.

“Sure about what?”

She looked at my hand.

“My engagement to Chuck? What’s wrong with Chuck?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just…” She looked over in the direction of the mansion. “You’re of the avenue. Of The Girls and he’s…”

“What? A cop? My dad’s a cop.”

“It’s not that at all. Alright. I’m just going to say it,” said Mrs. Haas. “Delilah. Do you really want to deal with that woman for the rest of your life? You marry him. You marry her. And she is awful. Rupert is a lovely man and she broke him.”

“What made you think of Delilah?” I asked.

“She called me.”

Holy cannoli.

“Delilah called you? I didn’t even know you knew each other.”

“We don’t. I mean, we barely do,” said Mrs. Haas, swinging the bag around.

I took it from her and asked, “What did she want?”

“You weren’t answering your phone and she wanted me to go over and find out why you weren’t answering. I told her I didn’t think you were home. You work. You have things to do. Then she asked what you were doing. I couldn’t get off the phone without being rude. I don’t like being rude.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“She’s called me four times, asking if you’d come back yet,” said Mrs. Haas. “I was just trying to plant my begonias and she’s calling me and that music. What is that music?”

“I think it’s country,” I said.

“Well, I don’t hate it, but it’s so loud. I can’t hear the birds.”

“I will handle it.”

“Please answer your phone,” pleaded Mrs. Haas. “That woman is going to keep calling me.”

“Just block her,” I said.

“I don’t know how to do that.”

I put down Wallace and the bag. Mrs. Haas gave me her phone and I blocked Delilah for her.

“Thank you.” She looked at Wallace. “And thank you for not doing anything bad. Your reputation is unwarranted.”

She left me with her lawn clippings and a very happy pug.

“I’m glad you’re happy,” I said.

Bark.

I put the bag in with our yard waste and picked up Wallace to climb the stairs to our apartment. The closer I got the more evident it was that Mrs. Haas was right. I opened the door and found Chuck at the island pouring a beer into a thirteen by nine pan. The music blared and Wallace whimpered.

“Chuck!” I yelled.

He didn’t hear me. Clay Walker was singing “Dreaming With My Eyes Wide Open” and Chuck was singing along. He didn’t do that. Ever.

“Chuck!”

Nothing.

I put Wallace down and she dashed over to wedge herself under the sofa.

“Chuck!”

Still nothing so I went over and turned it down.

“Hey! Oh, you’re home,” he said with a smile.

“What is going on?”

“I’m making dinner.”

I eased myself onto a stool and said, “It’s my turn.”

“I know, but I wanted to try this out. I got the recipe from Charles. He braises his pork steaks for two hours in beer and then puts them on the grill. How does that sound?”

“Great. What’s with the music?” I asked.

“It’s a playlist. Charles’ favorite songs for driving. What do you think?”

The song had changed to “You Should Probably Leave,” so I wasn’t feeling that great about it.

“It’s good, but since when do you like country?”

“I always have,” he said.

That was not true, but I let it lie.

“You got off early?” I asked.

“Yeah, I went shopping with Charles. He wanted to buy something for Catherine.”

“You left early to shop?”

“Yeah. With Charles. Sid didn’t care.” He turned around and got a pot of boiled red potatoes. “German potato salad.”

“Charles’ recipe?”

“Yeah. He really likes to cook. Did you know that?”

“I didn’t.”

Chuck got out bacon and a frying pan. “The secret’s in the sauce.”

“It always is,” I said as my phone buzzed. Delilah. “I take it you haven’t called your mother yet.”

“I told you I’m not calling her.”

“She started calling Mrs. Haas,” I said.

“What for?”

“To have her find me.”

He didn’t say anything.

“Chuck, please.”

Chuck chopped up bacon and got it sizzling in the pan. “This is going to be delicious. We’re invited to Sunday dinner. They do that. Everyone will be there. You have to meet the rest of the family.”

“Okay. I can do that, but can you please call Delilah?” I asked.

“I cut her off and my life got better,” he said.

“That’s not going to work.”

He laughed and he was so handsome and so happy I didn’t know what to do.

“She’s going to keep trying. Can you please just text her and tell her to stop bothering everyone?”

He put down the spatula and came around the island to kiss me. “You don’t know her the way I do.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“Mercy, I saw how people got rid of her when I was a kid,” he said.

That’s not a good thing.

“You shouldn’t have had to see that.”

“But I did and they cut her off. No wavering. No nothing. Like those barnacle videos on YouTube. You just have to pop her off your back and toss her in the ocean never to be seen again.”

I don’t know where to go with that.

“You watch barnacle videos?”

“My sisters do and they’re kind of addictive.”

Sisters. Barnacles. Charles. Pork steaks.

“I don’t think we can equate your mother with a barnacle,” I said.

“I don’t think we can equate Delilah with a mother.” He lifted me out of the chair. “I love this one. It reminds me of you.”

We swayed together for a few minutes to “Cruise” until I said, “I have to get back to wallpapering.”

He kissed my forehead. “Okay. I’ll be here, cooking.”

Chuck went back to his bacon and I took Wallace to The Girls. It felt like a retreat, but I couldn’t say why.
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I had to drag Wallace through the rose garden on the way to The Girls, not because she didn’t want to go but because she wanted to be carried.

“I’ve spoiled you,” I said, tugging on her rhinestone leash.

Grr.

“You have legs.”

Grr. Bark.

“Fine.” I dramatically tossed away the leash. “Stay out here but let me remind you that you aren’t wearing a sweater.”

I took off for the back door, not looking back until I’d opened it. Wallace sat on her plump rump exactly where I’d left her. I was playing chicken with a pug.

I can’t lose this fight or I’ll just keep losing.

“See ya!” I waved and she growled.

After closing the door a bit louder than necessary, I followed the sound of cursing into the kitchen where a pair of legs were jutting out from underneath the sink.

“What’s ya doin’ there, bud?” I asked.

Rocco cursed again and then slid out from under with a large wrench in his hand. “I hate plumbing.”

“Why are you doing it then?”

“You think I’m gonna let The Girls get under there?” He stood up and smoothed back his dark curls.

“They could fix it. They taught me to climb under a sink and fix stuff.”

“You aren’t at risk of breaking a hip when you do it.”

“That’s fair.”

“Anyway, I got it all tightened up,” said Rocco. “Leave it open. It needs to dry out.”

“No problem,” I said. “Where is everyone?”

“Upstairs. Resting.”

Joy walked in, her face wearing an odd smile. “Everything is fine.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Now I know it isn’t.”

“No, no, no, it’s fine,” said Joy. “I just don’t want you to be upset.”

Rocco laughed and put the wrench into the little purple toolbox that The Girls had made to be extra light for them. “Mercy got tossed in a trunk a few months ago and came out kicking. I think she can deal with it.”

“That’s not the same.”

He picked up the toolbox. “Yeah, it’s worse.”

Rocco left and I waited as Wallace started barking outside.

“Where’s Wallace?” Joy asked.

“Outside refusing to walk,” I said.

She threw up her hands. “It’s cold out.”

“It’s chilly and she is technically a dog.”

Joy dashed over to the window. “She’s just a little girl.”

“She’s just a stubborn pug.”

The housekeeper ran out and returned with Wallace, who looked absolutely triumphant.

“Proud of yourself?” I asked the pug.

Bark.

“Don’t be. Joy is not me.”

Grr.

Joy proved the point by giving Wallace a treat. So spoiled.

“No more stalling,” I said. “What’s going on?”

“Things are just changing and that’s okay.”

“Tell me about it.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Chuck’s making dinner and it’s a whole thing.”

“Oh, well. That can happen,” said Joy.

I waited.

“Sorcha’s fitting in well.”

“Great.”

“She’s upstairs with The Girls.”

“And that’s upsetting because?”

My right foot got warm.

“Wallace!”

The pug danced away, very proud of herself. I had to mop up the wee and toss my Converse in the washer.

“Serves you right,” said Joy.

“Whatever. You never said why it was bad that Sorcha’s fitting in,” I said as I scrubbed my foot with a disinfecting wipe.

When I finished disinfecting, Joy took my hand and walked me out toward the stairs in the front of the house. “Nothing. It’s just new.”

“There’s a lot that’s new. I’m sorry about the music. I can’t say it won’t happen again. I’m not sure what’s going to happen. Everything is changing so fast.”

“I heard the music, but I knew you would handle it,” said Joy. “Mercy, are you okay? You look sad.”

I stopped at the newel post and frowned. “I’m not sad.”

“It’s okay if you are,” said Joy as laughter rang out from upstairs.

“I don’t think it is,” I said. “I guess it was bound to happen. I just… I didn’t know that everything would change the way it has. Not so fast anyway.”

Joy put an arm around my waist. “Are we talking about The Girls?”

“I’m talking about Chuck.”

She sighed. “Delilah.”

“And Charles.”

“But he’s a good thing,” said Joy.

“He’s a new thing and Chuck is so angry that he missed out on the family he should’ve had.”

Joy pulled back. “He had Rupert and all the Wattses.”

I looked at her and suddenly I was sad.

“Oh.”

Joy hugged me and I got tearful. I didn’t see that coming. We weren’t enough for Chuck and we never were. I hurt. Uncle Rupert was going to be hurt.

More laughter rang out and the sound drew me up the stairs. Someone was happy. I needed that.

When I found the source, it was another change and it would take a while to know how I felt about it. Sorcha was curled up with Myrtle and Millicent on Myrtle’s big bed with Pickpocket snoozing at the foot. They were eating junk food and watching His Girl Friday. That was always our thing since I was little.

Joy put a hand on my back and looked remorseful.

“It’s okay,” I said. “This is how it was supposed to be.”

“Mercy!” Sorcha called out. “Have you seen this movie? It’s so funny.”

“I have.” I went to the bed and looked at my cousin with astonishment. Sorcha wasn’t the girl I’d known all my life. Her silky red hair was knotted up on the top of her head with a clip. Her makeup was gone and her jewelry was on the side table. She was still wearing Lester’s old clothes and frankly, looking more comfortable than I’d ever seen her.

“You look great,” I said without thinking.

“I look silly,” Sorcha said with an open, joyful smile that was brand new to her repertoire.

“Silly is good, dear,” said Millicent. “Mercy has always known how to be silly.” She drew me in for a hug and I rested my cheek on her soft grey curls.

“I tried to fight it,” I said.

“Embrace the silly,” said Myrtle as she paused the movie. “We’ll finish this later.”

“Oh,” said Sorcha.

“There’s plenty of time,” said Millicent. “And Mercy needs to do wallpaper, don’t you, dear?”

“I do.”

“Did you find any good clues today?”

“You know what? I really did.”

Millicent clasped her hands together. “How exciting. You can tell us all about it.”

They got out of bed and we went back to the music room. Joy relaxed and the dogs had a chase like they hadn’t seen each other in months rather than hours. It was all so easy. We knew our jobs and The Girls weren’t too tired. Sorcha started her wedding playlist and appropriately the sound of the Pet Shop Boys filled the music room. Sorcha started singing along and somewhere along the line we all joined in, changing it to Central West End Girls and making ourselves laugh like hyenas.

You have to treasure moments like that because they don’t last very long and that one didn’t. The perimeter alarm started going off and The Girls froze, their joy vanishing instantly.

“It’s fine.” I grabbed my purse and pulled out my Mauser. “I’ve got it. Stay here.”

I closed the door to the music room and yelled, “Lock the doors.”

“I will,” Joy yelled back.

I ran through the house to the front door and glanced at the control panel to find the breach. Front gate. The police had been alerted as well as Uncle Morty and my dad.

I looked out the side window and I’ve seen a lot of stuff—a lot of dumb stuff to be more specific—but I’d never seen anything quite like that. There were four guys coming over the Bled mansion’s front gate. One was already over and lying on the brick walk, holding his crotch. Two more were trying to hoist themselves over the pointy wrought-iron spikes while protecting their bits. The fourth, a rotund individual, held up his hands and shook his head.

When I first heard the alarm, I thought The Klinefeld Group, but they were a slick operation and I didn’t think they’d just kick off an alarm. My second thought was a reporter. It wouldn’t be the first time some dufus decided to make a name for himself by doing something stupid. My third thought was kids, but those four weren’t any of the above. They were Eurotrash. It’s not a nice term, but if you saw those guys, you’d understand.

The one lying on the walk wore a skintight lime green shirt unbuttoned to below the pecs, white jeans, a crocodile-skin belt and matching shoes. The one outside the gate had on a Moschino tee shirt under a super tight shiny blazer, skinny jeans and platform tennis shoes. The two still trying to get over the gate with little success had versions of those outfits. I was embarrassed for them. I really was.

Rocco ran up, panting and holding a 9mm. “Who is it?”

“Idiots.” I canceled the alarm with my code and the police response too.

“Hey,” he said. “You don’t know that.”

“Take a look.”

Rocco looked and then muttered, “Please don’t let them be Italian.”

The one with the green shirt staggered to his feet, saw us looking at him, and rushed the door, yelling, “Give me my painting!”

The ones on the gate flipped over with varying amounts of success. One got his blazer ripped off and the other popped all the buttons on his barely-there shirt. They ran to the door and joined in on the pounding.

“Do you think it’s the painting in the library?” Rocco asked.

“Must be,” I said.

“How stupid are they? I looked that sucker up. It’s worth around two million bucks.”

“Pretty stupid.”

“And drunk.”

“Looks like it,” I said. “I’m going to open the door.”

Rocco stared at me. “Are you crazy? You can’t open the door.”

“You think they’ll leave?”

That was the moment we heard vomiting on the other side of the door.

“My buddies think working for old ladies is lame,” said Rocco. “Wait until I tell them about this.”

The guys were screaming about rights and kicking in the door. I checked them out again and their clothes were so tight that they couldn’t be concealing weapons so I put my hand on the lock.

“You understand that if they make a move, I will shoot them in the face?” Rocco asked.

I held up my Mauser. “I expect nothing less.”

“Do it.”

I whipped open the door so suddenly two of the idiots fell inside to sprawl on the hardwood. The third was barfing down the stairs. Awesome.

“Alright, you morons,” I said. “This is a nice neighborhood and you need to shut up and get out before we have you arrested.”

The one with the green shirt belched and rolled over. “Give me my painting.”

“Man,” said Rocco. “I took one look at you and I knew you couldn’t possibly own anything in this house.”

Green shirt let out a string of expletives. The other one appeared to pass out and the third kept barfing.

Dad’s voice came out of the security panel. “Mercy, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

“Fine, Dad,” I said. “We got some Eurotrash here trying to steal a painting.”

Green shirt struggled to his feet. “Who are you calling Eurotrash?” He staggered to the right, tripped over his friend, and fell into the Egyptian dog bench, cracking himself hard on the shoulder. He called me an interfering whore, among other things.

This has Brooks’ stink all over it.

“I’m calling backup,” said Dad.

“I’ve got Rocco and the Mauser.”

“Great. Shoot them.”

Green shirt stopped yelling and I held up the Mauser. He looked at Rocco and he held up his 9mm.

“Hold on. Hold on,” he said in an Italian accent, much to Rocco’s dismay.

“Get out,” I said.

Sorcha tiptoed out from the back with a golf club in one hand and a canister of pepper spray in the other. “What’s going on?”

“These idiots think they can come here and make demands about the Bled Collection,” said Rocco. “We disagree.”

“What is that smell?”

“Them,” I said. “Drunk, smelly, and stupid.”

The one outside heaved again. When I looked back, the one outside the gate was getting into a Toyota Camry to speed away. The clothes were high end—if ugly—but the car was not. Looked like a rental to me.

“Who sent you?” I asked.

“It’s my painting,” said green shirt.

“You own nothing in this house.”

“Those old bitches were served.”

Sorcha walked over and rapped him on the head with the golf club. “You want to rethink that. I’m Sorcha Watts of Romanello, Perez, and Associates. I will have you charged with breaking and entering, attempted theft, larceny, extortion, stalking, public indecency, and destruction of property.”

“You can’t do that,” he said.

“And then I will sue you to recoup the cost of the damage to the gate and the stairs plus the cost of the therapy to deal with the trauma of having to deal with your attempt,” said Sorcha. “Shall I go on?”

He didn’t respond. I’m not sure he really followed what she was saying.

“This is Mercy Watts, daughter of Tommy Watts the famed cop and associate of the FBI and that is Rocco Licata. Ever heard of the Fibonaccis?”

Green shirt put a hand out to steady himself on the newel post. “I… well…”

“Who sent you?” I asked.

“I sent me.”

“That’s not true. I know Brooks Bled and this has his stench all over it.”

With the sound of Brooks’ name, he straightened up. “It’s my painting and I want it.”

“What’s the painting of?” Rocco asked.

“Uh.”

“Who painted it?”

“Some French guy.”

Sorcha tapped her foot. “I’ll give you five seconds to take your knock--off Patek Philippe wearing butt out of here or Uncle Tommy will be calling in the cavalry. Have you ever been in lockup when the cops hate you? It’s not a good time.”

Green shirt grabbed his buddy’s arm and started dragging him out the door. The barfer turned around and asked, “Did you get it?”

“Shut up, Jean-Paul.” He started yelling in Italian and together they dragged the unconscious one to the gate where they discovered their friend and car were gone. I unlocked the gate and Rocco belly laughed then flipped his safety on and put the 9mm on the bench.

Once they were outside the gate, I locked it and rearmed the system.

“Sorcha,” said Dad.

“Yes, Uncle Tommy?”

“Glad to have you on our team.”

Weepy got a little weepy.

“Mercy, you got it?” Dad asked.

“I’ve got it.”

“I want all the video over to Morty asap.”

“I’m all over it.”

Dad went back to doing whatever it was that he did and I used the intercom to tell Joy and The Girls that it was a false alarm before Sorcha, Rocco, and I gathered at the door and looked down at the copious amount of vomit.

“Wow,” said Sorcha. “That was one guy?”

“Yes, it was,” I said.

“Impressive in a bad way,” she said.

Rocco nodded. “I’ll get the hose and I don’t know, disinfectant, I guess.”

“That can wait,” said Sorcha.

“Can it?”

“What painting was he talking about?”

I closed the door and took her into the library to show her the Honoré Daumier.

“If this is part of the Bled Collection,” she said, “why would that idiot think he owns it?”

“It’s one of the pieces that Stella Bled sent back during the war.” I told her about the claim and about them serving The Girls with papers over the work.

“So it could, by some realm of the imagination, be his?”

I shook my head. “No. I wasn’t sure before today, but no. I’ve been doing the Stella research with The Girls as long as I can remember and the families are unfailingly lovely. They’re so happy to be found and to have their lost loved ones’ belongings back. They never demand or sue The Girls. This came out of nowhere.”

“The Girls didn’t find him?”

“No. Big Steve said he wasn’t in any of The Girls’ research. No connection whatsoever.”

“Why do you think Brooks is behind it?” Rocco asked.

“Only the fact that he sued The Girls to get control of the collection and Elena was just here. She never comes to see The Girls. It had to be about money, not just hating me.”

“She wouldn’t have told Brooks why she failed,” said Sorcha.

“No.”

“Why did she fail?” Rocco asked.

“Mercy knows how to talk to Eurotrash,” said Sorcha without missing a beat. “Big Steve is working on the painting?”

“He is, but it will take time to disprove the claim,” I said.

“They’ll be back.”

“In some form.”

“Then we need to find something to help,” said Sorcha. “This will upset The Girls. I can work on it. I love research.”

Rocco grinned at us. “And my soon-to-be brother-in-law loves DNA.”

Sorcha and I stared at him.

“Oh, come on,” he said. “I cannot have thought about this before you.”

I’ve got nothing.

“Well…”

Rocco pumped his fist. “I can’t wait to tell Princess Porks-a-lot that I beat you to it.”

“Who?” Sorcha asked.

“Fats,” I said.

“I can’t decide if that’s hilarious or mean.”

“It can be both. He’s Skinny McSwizzle Stick.”

She laughed and Rocco groused while gently taking the painting off the shelf. “Well, Skinny McSwizzle Stick remembered there’s blood on this painting.”

Sorcha took a close look. “You never cleaned that off?”

“Everything stays exactly the way Stella sent it,” I said.

She smiled at me. “DNA and that guy left his all over the newel post.”

“You’re welcome,” said Rocco. “It will be fine if you change my name to Hot McGenius.”

Sorcha and I looked at each other and said, “Good luck with that.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




The next morning I was yawning over an email to Calpurnia. She’d sent a terse text while we were wallpapering asking where her updates were. I told her I’d send a detailed report in the morning and I was regretting it.

We finished the wallpaper and cleaning up at midnight. I was achy and tired, my latte was too small, and Chuck found out I went to an interview alone so he decided playing DBD’s “Sexy Curve” was the perfect way to start the morning. It was possible that he hated me. I certainly hated my decision and I wouldn’t get the chance to make another one like it.

Aaron showed up early at Chuck’s request and was making me a tofu omelet. When the song ended, Chuck came over, kissed me, and said, “I want you to be safe.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Of course.”

“Tofu omelet?

“It’s good for you,” he said. “I had one.”

“But you’re crazy,” I said.

He held up his hands and crossed his fingers. “Wish me luck.”

“For what?”

“A decent case.”

I wished him luck, but I didn’t have a good feeling about it. I totally expected him to come home that night having been put on crowd control or some other such horror, but he looked optimistic and I worried for him.

My phone rang as I finished my last bullet point for Calpurnia. I may have put too much detail in, but I figured more was more with the Fibonacci crime boss.

“Hello?” I asked that like I didn’t know it was Uncle Morty. I’d texted him bright and early with my own request.

“What’s this about a fence?” he grumbled.

“A geofence,” I said. “You know a virtual perimeter so we can find out what cellphones were⁠—”

Uncle Morty cursed about fences and time and me, in general.

“What is your problem?” I asked. “Cops use that all the time.”

“Now I gotta hack Google and get data from 2015.”

“So?”

“That’s time. You gotta pay for time.”

I rolled my eyes. “I am well aware of what your time costs. Do you want me to call up Spidermonkey? I’m sure⁠—”

“Don’t threaten me.”

I’m so tired.

“I’m telling you he can do it,” I said.

“I’ll flipping do it. Why am I doing it?”

I told him that I wanted to see if there were any cell phones in Mary’s house on the day of her poisoning while she was out shopping.

“Whoever did it isn’t an idiot,” said Uncle Morty.

“Becky did it.”

“And she ain’t no idiot. That chick pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes in 1995 and hasn’t been arrested since. She’s not going to carry an identifiable cellphone into that flipping house.”

“No, but she might carry a burner in there.”

“I can’t do nothing with a burner and you know it,” he said.

“But we can follow a burner,” I said.

“Eh?”

“If you find a burner in the house, follow it.”

“You want me to geofence the entire city?” Uncle Morty asked. “Calpurnia isn’t going to reimburse you for that crap. It’s nuts.”

I finished proofing my email, took a breath, and then pressed send. “I don’t think you’ll have to do the entire city. Mary was poisoned at Fresh and Friendly.”

“No proof.”

“I’m going to get proof. If you find a burner in the house, I want you to track it to Fresh and Friendly.”

“Circumstantial.”

“It’s called building a case. If you put a phone in the house and at Fresh and Friendly while Mary was getting a dose of bacteria, we’re halfway home.”

“You still have to find Becky,” he said.

“Aren’t you the pessimist today? I solved David’s case. I can find Becky Brown.”

Uncle Morty grumbled, which I took for agreement. Oddly, his pessimism made me feel optimistic. Go figure.

Then Aaron put a tofu omelet in front of me.

Optimism gone.
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And the hits just kept on coming. As I started my truck for the drive to Fresh and Friendly, a cruiser pulled up behind me. Lt. Woods got out of the passenger side and I put my head on my steering wheel until there was a sharp rap on my window.

What now?

I looked up and Lt. Woods stood beside my door with crossed arms and pursed lips. I rolled down my window and asked, “What did I do?”

“What makes you think you did something?” she asked.

“Only the fact that you’re here.”

“I can see how you’d get there but I need you to do something.”

“And it’s bad,” I said.

“It’s not bad.”

I heard a car door slam and looked in my rearview mirror. “Oh, no. No. No. I have him at noon.”

“I need you to take him now,” said Lt. Woods.

An officer had Parker by the elbow and was slowly guiding him toward my truck.

“I’m working. I have to do an interview,” I said.

“Perfect. He needs to get out.”

“Have someone else do it. I’m on at noon. I can do noon.”

Lt. Woods leaned on my door and whispered, “Look, I know this sucks, but Nazir’s wife was going to sit with him, but he was freaking her out.”

I glanced back at Parker and I got it. He didn’t look good, walking like his joints were rusty and if he’d showered, I saw no evidence of it.

“Get him into treatment,” I said. “He needs it.”

“I’m working on it, but I need you to take him.”

“What did he do to freak her out?”

“He won’t speak or eat,” she said.

“That’ll do it, but why me?”

“You’re a nurse. You can handle anything that happens.”

How can I fight that? How? How? How?

“He hates me,” I said. “I mean seriously hates me.”

“You’ll be good for him,” said Lt. Woods.

“How?”

“I don’t know. I have a feeling.”

We stared at each other and I felt myself buckle but not before she did.

“Okay,” she said. “How about this? You take him until noon and I’ll take the rest of the day off.”

I looked over at Parker and the officer creeping alongside my truck.

“And then I’m off the hook? Permanently?”

“Yes,” she said.

“He really hates me,” I said.

“I’ll owe you.”

I like the sound of that.

“Fine,” I said, “but how come the women have to do it? Where are the guys?”

“Wick stayed the night. His old partner, Ameche, has him tonight and your dad has him tomorrow. We’re doing our best. Everyone is pitching in.”

I turned to Aaron. “Alright. Make room.”

Aaron got out and the officer hoisted a silent Parker in. He sat in the middle, staring glumly out the windshield.

“Are you sure?” I asked Lt. Woods. “This looks like I should drive to the hospital.”

“I’m sure,” she said with confidence and it was in her eyes, not just her words, so I nodded.

“Alright. I’ll see you at noon. His house?”

“I’ll text you the address.”

There was nothing for it but to take Parker with me to Fresh and Friendly, even though he was neither fresh nor friendly.

Please let this be okay.
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Fresh and Friendly sat on the corner of an upscale strip mall with a pretty, flowered awning stretched out over the sidewalk the way they do it in Paris. There were several café tables set up but no diners. It was still pretty chilly to have breakfast outside.

Aaron opened the door for me and I guided the silent Parker inside. The smell of house-made bread, muffins, and corned beef hash hit us. That might not sound like a good combo, but trust me, it was.

We waited at a custom hostess stand with hand-painted daisies and lilacs and took a look around. The place was lovely. Linen tablecloths. Fresh flowers on every table and a waitstaff that looked genuinely happy. I’d dressed up in a silk blouse, tweed skirt and knee-high suede boots. It wasn’t my idea. Fats knew the place and she was my fashion consultant but I didn’t think my clothes would be particularly helpful, considering the company I was in.

Parker stared off into space, smelling like Ben-Gay and fried fish, but someone had combed his hair and he was dressed pretty normally in jeans and a polo. On the other hand, Aaron looked out of place, but when didn’t he? I managed to get the yellow hairnet off his head and his Star Trek Deep Space Nine tee was one of his newer shirts, which wasn’t saying much, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. People were glancing at us repeatedly. I got that all the time, but that time, they didn’t seem disapproving. More excited.

All in all, the place was pretty swanky for a little café and I was glad I dressed Wallace up. Sorcha, who couldn’t resist a sale, had bought her a sunflower turtleneck sweater and it was so ridiculous I couldn’t stop smiling. Wallace hated it so she would wear it a lot. My Converse would never be the same.

A lovely girl with long auburn hair and large eyes came to the hostess stand. “Miss Watts, I’m sorry to keep you waiting.” She picked up three menus and a dog bowl. “Right this way.”

“Hold on,” I said. “I didn’t have a reservation. How did you know I was coming?”

“Lola called. She said to give you her table and to treat you like family.”

“Do you know why I’m here?”

The girl leaned over. Even in my heels, she was still taller than me. “You’re investigating Lola’s friend’s death. Jackie isn’t too happy, but Lola isn’t someone you mess with.”

“Who’s Jackie?” I asked.

“The owner. She’s super nice, but that whole thing freaks her out. I’d be happy to help, but I wasn’t here then,” the hostess said.

“Because you were ten?”

She beamed at me. “Something like that. Let’s get you seated.”

Parker and I sat down at a table perfectly situated next to a window with a view of the neighboring park. Wallace got a bowl of fresh water and a treat. Aaron didn’t sit down. He started bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet.

“Would your dog like a cushion?” the hostess asked while giving Aaron the side-eye.

Bark.

“She would.” I sighed. “This is my partner somehow. He’s a⁠—”

“Oh, my God, I know. I’m a huge fan,” she said. “Do you want to come into the kitchen? Our chef would be thrilled.”

Aaron trotted into the back without further ado. Our server dashed over and I ordered Bellinis for Parker and myself after he refused to answer the drink question. I rarely drink at breakfast but Fresh and Friendly was a morning cocktail kind of place so I went with it.

The server gave me more time to peruse the menu and I was totally ordering something bad for me. That tofu omelet was good and by that I mean as good as tofu can get. I spotted the house-made corned beef hash as someone set down our Bellinis. I expected the smiling server, but instead got a woman with a platinum blonde bob and bangs staring down at me with thin lips and squinty eyes. She reminded me of Anna Wintour, the editor of Vogue, who once told me to stop being annoying while attending a fashion show in New York with Myrtle. I was eight. Myrtle didn’t say a word. She stood up and we left. To my knowledge she has never spoken to Anna Wintour again. You don’t want to make an enemy of Myrtle Bled. She refuses to buy anything that appears in Vogue and that fact made me smile up at a woman who was just as intimidating.

“Jackie?” I asked.

Surprise flashed across her face. I guess stern usually works. “Well, yes.”

“I’m so glad you’re willing to help. Lola is excited to have an answer after all these years. Mary’s murder has haunted her.”

Jackie swallowed and then sat across from me. “Can you keep your voice down?”

“Absolutely.” I sipped my Bellini. I should do morning cocktails more often. Delicious.

Jackie looked over at Parker as he stared off into space.

Time to lie.

“By the way, this is Parker. He’s a cop and he’s observing me today. Silently. It’s a kind of a reverse ride along.”

I elbowed Parker and he nodded. Jackie seemed to accept his blank expression as somehow to be expected and then said, “Okay. Fine, but it was not a murder.”

“I beg to differ,” I said.

Jackie leaned forward and whispered. “It was tainted lunch meat.”

“Were you here on the day in question?” I asked.

“Absolutely. I’m here every day and nothing happened here. Nothing.”

Well…

“And you know Lola pretty well?”

Jackie relaxed and the server came over to ask if she’d like something. She ordered a Bellini too. Excellent choice. The best.

“Of course. She’s been a treasured customer since day one. Lola’s here practically every week. She held her daughter’s baby shower here. We’re very good at small events.”

“I have no doubt about that,” I said. “This Bellini tells a story and it’s a good one.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that and I hope you won’t cause us any trouble. I know who you are and…”

“I know. Things happen when I’m around.” I smiled at her. “But it’s my job to find out what happened to Mary Shill.”

“But we know what happened,” said Jackie now sipping on her own Bellini and going at it pretty hard.

“We’re going to know more. Did you meet Lola’s friend that day?”

“I did.”

“What were your impressions?”

Jackie gave out an exaggerated sigh. “You expect me to remember? That was years ago.”

I leaned forward. “I think you remember everything about a woman that the authorities thought you infected with a deadly bacteria.”

“I didn’t.”

“I know.”

She took a sip and then said, “Do you really?”

“Absolutely. What do you remember about Mary Shill?”

Jackie described the Mary that Danny and Shannon knew. She was elegantly turned out, very friendly and polite.

“Did she seem like a woman who would eat garlic bologna to you?” I asked.

She bit her lip.

“Lola said there was no way she would eat that stuff.”

“People eat things in private that they wouldn’t eat in public,” said Jackie.

I laughed. “I ate a tofu omelet this morning so I get your point, but we’re going to say for argument’s sake that Lola’s right. Mary hated that stuff and wouldn’t have eaten it.”

“This is a nightmare that won’t end.”

“It’s going to end. I’m going to end it,” I said.

That got the first reaction from Parker. He focused on me with a curious expression but didn’t say anything.

“That incident nearly put me out of business. If it hadn’t been for Lola and her crowd…”

“I know and I’m sorry.”

“It’s in reviews. People mention that woman in reviews. I’ll never escape it,” said Jackie, looking less and less like Anna Wintour by the second.

“Let’s fix it. We nail the murderer and that’s all gone. You want to be in the papers for solving a murder. That’s good. It brings people in.”

Parker nodded slightly.

“We’d be a crime scene,” she whispered.

“There’s a crime tour in Soulard. People like it.”

Jackie polished off her Bellini and asked what I thought happened. I told her my theory about Rosanna Mansfield and she outright laughed. Her reputation as a nitwit was as solid as Lola said it was.

“Rosanna didn’t serve them that day. Lola asked not to be in her section. That was before this became Lola’s table.”

“Lola told me, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t tamper with the food,” I said.

“I wouldn’t let that woman within ten feet of a stove. She’d probably have seared her face off. Yes, she was that dumb and I say that being in the restaurant business. I know dumb. I’ve employed it, but Rosanna took the cake.”

The server came back to the table with Aaron right behind him. My partner was bobbing away and I was afraid he’d redone their menu or reorganized or something Jackie wouldn’t like. She was upset already and I needed cooperation.

“Aaron, you didn’t do anything, did you?”

“We have a new special,” said the server. “Our corned beef hash on a bed of arugula tossed with a creamy garlic dressing served over sweet corn pudding and garnished with maple pepper bacon.”

A lady at the nearest table leaned over. “I’ll have that.”

The server smiled. “I’ll be right with you, ma’am.”

“Aaron, they might not want a new special,” I said, with one eye on the astonished Jackie.

“Oh, no. I want it,” said Jackie. “Can I put your name on it?”

Aaron nodded.

“Fantastic.”

“We’ll have that too,” I said, but Aaron didn’t leave when the server did.

“Aaron, I’m so glad you’re here,” said Jackie. “You’re practically a legend. Can you please tell your partner that our waitresses don’t prep the food? There is no way Rosanna did anything that day. Tiffany served them and she was always very attentive to our guests.”

Aaron crooked a finger at me. “Come here.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. He just trotted out of the dining room and I had to run to catch up with Jackie and Parker right on my heels. She protested that there couldn’t be anything to see but nothing was going to stop Aaron.

We went through a shiny wooden swinging door into an immaculate, gleaming white kitchen. To our right were two prep stations. One was all things drinks with carafes of different teas and juices along with fruit purees. The other had napkins, stacks of small plastic cups labeled with everything from Ranch to Chimichurri, and a collection of bottled sauces like Tabasco and tamari.

To the left was the kitchen expeditor with a plan of the dining areas. She directed like a master conductor and everything felt like an orchestra playing in perfect coordination.

“You see,” said Jackie. “Lynn has everything under control.”

Lynn waved and then asked for crab arancini.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

Aaron herded us out of the way as a server came in. She picked up two plates, one with a beautifully grilled steak over grits with eggs on the side and one with biscuits and gravy with a Denver omelet.

Jackie crossed her arms. “I don’t know what⁠—”

Aaron held up his hand and she stopped. Then he followed the server to the prep station where she was efficiently adding extra napkins, two hot sauces, ketchup, and a container of chimichurri to her tray. As she reached for a little pink Himalayan sea salt grinder, Aaron reached into his pocket and swapped out the chimichurri container on the steak plate with one from his pocket. The server noticed nothing and bustled out through the swinging door.

“Oh my God!” Jackie snatched up a chimichurri container and chased after the server.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Chimichurri,” Aaron said.

“How did you know which one to pick to swap?”

He pulled out five more containers and set them on the counter. Jackie burst back in and tossed Aaron’s container in the trash.

“That couldn’t have happened. It couldn’t. Lynn is right there.”

Lynn crossed something off her list and asked, “What happened?”

Jackie buried her face in her hands and I patted her back. “It’s not your fault. Rosanna was a pro. She knows her job.”

“What happened?” Lynn asked again and I told her.

The expeditor gripped her stand. “I didn’t see that.”

“It happened very fast,” I said. “But Mary had both the bacteria and the extra blood thinners in her system. Could they both have happened here?”

Aaron held up a finger and our server came in. He smiled and asked if everything was okay. Jackie said it was. Then the server went to the drinks area, got a tray, and prepped four teas. He filled them with their base tea and then added the appropriate fruit puree and garnish. He was fast, but Aaron was faster. He swapped out a glass with one he had stashed behind a tea carafe while the server was looking the other way.

“For heaven’s sake!” Jackie yelled.

The server jumped and nearly tipped over the glasses. “What?”

She swapped the glass back and told him what Aaron had done.

“I didn’t see anything,” he said. “I’m sorry. I get so focused.”

Jackie soothed him and insisted we go back into the dining room. Aaron didn’t comply. He started cleaning the prep space and suggested to the next server that he offer chimichurri for the biscuits and gravy, which prompted a discussion on what goes with gravy. Jackie tried to intervene but I knew it was hopeless. Aaron was in his element.

When we returned to the table, Wallace had rolled on her back and was getting a tummy rub from a little girl about three who was giggling.

“I hope that’s okay,” said her mother.

“Fine with me.” I slid into my seat and Jackie ordered a second Bellini. She clearly needed it.

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “But how would Rosanna know that woman would order a salad? We have an extensive menu.”

“Lola said they ordered the same in salad. Was that kale salad a thing?”

“It was all about kale at the time.”

“They ordered the exact same salad?” I asked.

“Why do you say it like that? It was a popular salad. We still have a version of it.”

“In my experience, people don’t like to order the same meal,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “It’s a thing.”

“Oh, it is.” She blinked and tilted her head. “Lola likes our beets. She always orders beets on her salads. I completely forgot about that, but the authorities took samples of everything from our fridge and freezer. We were closed for five days until the testing was complete. It was a nightmare. The beets didn’t have listeria. Nothing did. We were cleared.”

I called Lola to double check the beets. She had ordered the roasted beets on the salad. She thought she’d reported that fact, but she couldn’t be positive. She did say that Mary was always on a diet. She ate salad so she could have dessert. Lola never saw her order anything other than a salad for lunch. Brian would’ve known that and been able to tell Rosanna what to expect.

“Who are you going to tell about this?” Jackie asked before chugging her Bellini.

“It will come out. You just need a plan.”

Parker smiled. It was faint but there. Maybe Lt. Woods was right.

“A plan like a ‘hey a psycho poisoned our food and we didn’t even notice?’ That kind of plan?”

“I wouldn’t go with that,” I said. “Get cameras for the kitchen. Aaron has them so he can see what’s going on at all times.”

“Oh, that could be good.”

“Make it a thing. Check out our kitchen live on the website and have a screen in front of Lynn so she can watch. You don’t need that, but it will soothe the nervous Nellies.”

Jackie blew out a breath. “I like it and that live stream thing could be fun.”

“There’s your plan,” I said. “Now tell me about Rosanna. What did she talk about? Did any friends come by?”

Jackie reiterated that Rosanna was not remotely bright and chattered constantly. Some patrons loved her dingy personality and that’s why she kept her on, even though she made mistakes. Her quirk was that she loved to talk about Jayne Mansfield and claimed to be a distant relative just like Lola said. Some of the customers liked to call her Jayne, which she loved.

“Was she here when the listeria investigation happened?” I asked.

“Absolutely. She made sure she was interviewed by everyone who came. She had nothing to do with it and I tried to stop her. Poor Tiffany was a nervous wreck. She hated the attention, but Rosanna was all about getting in there.”

“Was she interviewed by any journalists?”

“No.” Jackie pursed her lips and twisted them.

“What?”

“I kind of thought it was odd, but everything was so crazy I dismissed it,” she said.

“Don’t keep me in suspense,” I said.

“We had TV cameras here day in and day out for over a week. I interviewed because my lawyer said that if I didn’t, I’d look like I was hiding something. Tiffany absolutely refused and I told Rosanna she could talk to them if she wanted to, but she said she wasn’t interested.”

“That’s odd for an attention hog.”

“I thought that, but everything was so stressful. Our business got cut in half. More than half. Complete nightmare until we were cleared.”

“How long was she here after it happened?” I asked.

“Six months. It’s not like she quit the next day or anything,” said Jackie. “She’d been talking about moving for a while and I was kind of relieved when she left. The chatter wore me down.”

Please. Please. Please.

“Why did she leave?”

“Her mother was older and she’d been diagnosed with Parkinson’s. She had to go take care of her.” Jackie grimaced. “I thought it was very good of her.”

Please, oh please.

“Did she say where the mother was?”

Jackie rolled her eyes. “Did she ever? Couldn’t shut her up about it. Well, we couldn’t shut her up about anything so it wasn’t unusual.”

“Where was the mother?” I asked.

“Oh, sorry. Cambria.”

“Cambria, California?”

“That’s it. I’d never heard of it before, but you’d think it was Malibu or something the way she went on.”

“Tell me everything you can remember,” I said.

Jackie called over another server and Lynn. Together they came up with a description of Rosanna’s mother’s house, how close it was to Hearst Castle, and a restaurant called Lynn’s that was within walking distance to her mother’s house. Everyone went back to work, leaving me with my head spinning.

“What about her mother’s name?” I asked, barely able to breathe as our server brought our food.

“She never said her name. Do you think it was real?” Jackie asked. “I thought it was a little too much. If her mother had some fabulous house in a beach town and money to burn, what was Rosanna doing in St. Louis waiting tables? It didn’t make sense.”

“I don’t believe that the mother was her mother but it’s a lead. Did she have friends come by or a boyfriend?”

Rosanna claimed to have a boyfriend who no one ever saw. Jackie never heard the name Teddy Blatt and certainly nothing about a boyfriend getting killed. She did have a friend that worked at the flower shop at the other end of the strip mall. Her name was Kayla and she was long gone.

“Do you remember her taking a trip with Kayla?” I asked.

“One. The New Orleans trip. She wouldn’t shut up about that either. Kayla was in here gabbing about it too. You’d think they’d never seen a bar before.”

“You’re sure they went on that trip?”

Jackie tilted her head. “Why?”

I told her about the timing and Teddy.

“She showed us pictures and video,” said Jackie. “She was there.”

“Did she ever seem like she was in mourning?”

“Are you kidding? Rosanna only had one emotion and that’s giddy.”

I dug into my second breakfast, happy to see Parker do the same. Then I let all the information roll around. Cambria. I knew the town. Lawton Bled lived there and I’d gone several times with The Girls. But why would Rosanna, or rather Becky, go there and why would she talk about it if she was?

“Did she mention any other locations?” I asked.

“Sure. Like I said, Rosanna liked to talk.”

“Anything about Chicago?”

“Now that you mention it, she did talk a lot about Chicago.”

This is a long shot, but…

“Did she ever mention Woodfield Mall?”

Jackie thought it over and shook her head. “That’s not local.”

“It’s in a suburb of Chicago,” I said.

“Sorry.”

I noticed a couple servers whispering by the door to the kitchen and crossed my fingers. One came over and asked, “Were you asking about Woodfield Mall?”

“I was,” I said.

“She told me all about it,” said the server.

“But you weren’t even here when Rosanna was here,” said Jackie.

The server smiled. “But I worked at Pat Connolly Tavern with her and she talked about Chicago a lot.”

Yes. Yes. Yes.

“Did she say she lived there?” I said.

“It was weird. She said she didn’t, but then she’d talk about it like she did.”

“What did she say about the mall?”

The server stuck out her hip and sighed. “She was bragging. Always bragging.”

I took a sip of my Bellini to give me patience. “Anything specific?”

“Weird stuff like she saw John Travolta there when she was little. Like who cares?” The server was about thirty so her idea of who was an exciting celebrity would be different than Becky’s. I doubted the server would get excited about DBD, but people had surprised me on that before.

“She never mentioned that to me,” said Jackie. “It was all about New Orleans and how she saw Nicholas Cage there. I forgot about that. She liked celebrities.”

“Sometimes I didn’t even know who she was talking about,” said the server. “I mean, I know who you are and that you look like Marilyn Monroe. Very cool, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Everyone knows Marilyn, but Rosanna and that Jayne Mansfield thing. Like who the heck is that?”

I knew Jayne Mansfield because of Myrtle and Millicent, but I could see where she was coming from. The starlet died in the sixties. There was no reason for me or her to know about Jayne.

“She’d brag about people who weren’t really a thing,” said the server.

“Who?”

“Someone called Tiffany who was performing at that mall. Oh, and she saw a huge wedding there. Who gets married at a mall? That’s not cool,” she said.

I agreed and took down notes in my phone. “Any other areas?”

“Some dinky town. I don’t remember the name. It was an unusual one like Champagne or Scotch. Definitely a drink.”

Roland Jenkins.

“Anything else?”

She shrugged. “She was so weird. Kansas. She talked about Kansas, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Minnesota too. Who talks about Kansas or the other ones unless you’re from there? It’s not like going to Paris or London.”

“Where did she say she was from?” I asked.

The server thought it over. “I don’t think she said.”

“What about Teddy Blatt?”

“She said she had a boyfriend, but she just called him My Guy.”

I pumped the server for more info, but she was tapped out. Rosanna was Becky. I had no doubts and Becky had a problem. She was good at keeping names out of her conversation, but she couldn’t do the same with places.

Next stop Cambria, California.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“Igot it,” said Uncle Morty.

I balanced my phone on my shoulder while putting grocery bags in the back of the truck with the help of Parker. He didn’t say anything but he seemed better. Especially when compared to Aaron, who was trying to climb into the truck bed to reorganize and I had to hold him back by a belt loop. “Stop it.”

“You want me to do it.”

“No, I don’t.” I tugged him off the tailgate and slammed it.

“I’ll ride in the back.”

“That’s illegal.”

“The cheese is with the canned goods,” said Aaron.

“It’ll survive.”

He stared to my left. I should’ve let him bag, but I was in a hurry. I had stuff to do. Murderers to track down. Aaron packed groceries like they needed to withstand a hurricane and he’d be scored on it later.

“You can put them away.” I dragged him to the truck cab and then got Wallace from a bagger that I’d paid to watch her since she couldn’t go inside. The kid was thrilled. I was not. Pugs are expensive. I had to buy her special food and Aaron insisted that foie gras was good for dogs’ coats. I didn’t have the energy to argue so I just bought it.

I shoved him and Parker in the cab with Wallace. Aaron wasn’t happy but he didn’t say anything.

“Hey!” Uncle Morty yelled.

“I’m here. What have you got?” I asked as I pulled out of the parking lot.

“I got a phone in the Shill house on the day and I tracked it to Fresh and Friendly.”

I grinned. “I was right.”

“You’re something,” he grumbled.

“When did the phone arrive at Fresh and Friendly?”

“Eleven.”

“Yes. Perfect. That was Rosanna’s shift. Eleven to close.”

He grumbled again. “Thinking you’re so smart.”

“It’s rare but yes. Let me enjoy it.”

“Yeah, yeah. That it?”

“No.”

More grumbling but I gave him what I had from Fresh and Friendly.

“That chick had verbal diarrhea,” said Uncle Morty.

“On locations anyway. She talked so much about so much. I imagine she didn’t even realize she was giving out where she and Teddy operated.”

“You goin’ to Cambria?”

“Absolutely.” I drove to Parker’s split level and arrived at five til noon. Aaron jumped out so fast he was a blur and ran to the back. For heaven’s sake, it’s cheese. “Do you remember any mentions of Cambria before?” I asked Uncle Morty. “I don’t.”

“Yeah. I got nothing on Cambria.” He began typing furiously and then stopped suddenly. “Lawton lives in Cambria.”

“I know, but I doubt there’s a connection.”

“Yeah, Blatt and Brown were small time. Speaking of big time, what was that alarm this morning?”

I told him about the guys that came to demand the painting.

“Sounds like Brooks,” he said.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “Can you see what you can get on Cambria? She started on that after Teddy died. She didn’t pull that out of a hat.”

He agreed and hung up on me. Back to normal. It was kinda comforting.

“Okay, Parker,” I said. “This is it.”

“She was right,” he said and I jumped at the sound of his voice.

“Lieutenant Woods?”

“My wife.”

I got out and Parker slid over to exit the passenger side all on his own. No help or encouragement necessary. I went around the truck to him and found my old nemesis looking at me without loathing. I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

“I have to ask,” I said. “What was your wife right about?”

“That I wouldn’t make a good detective,” he said without the slightest hint of bitterness.

“Harsh.”

“I might’ve resented her for that.”

“Not good for a marriage,” I said, “but I think I would’ve too.”

“I don’t think she was trying to hurt me,” said Parker as he gazed at his home. “She was trying to help me. She’s not a mean person. I’m the mean one.”

I didn’t know what to say to that so I said nothing.

“I thought I’d make a great detective. I always got As. I can figure things out. See things others missed.”

“So why didn’t she think you could do it?”

Parker turned to me. “Because I don’t like people. I thought that didn’t matter. Facts are facts. But I saw it today.”

“What?” I asked. “You didn’t have to talk to anyone.”

“But you did and I watched you. I could never have talked to those women that way. You made things better. You were warm and helped Jackie. I wouldn’t have thought of it.”

“You could learn that,” I said.

“Nope. It’s a personality thing. People don’t like me. I don’t like them. Your dad could do what you did. Chuck could. Sidney and Nazir. Not me. I’ve been mad all these years and it was stupid. My wife said I should go into the management side. I love to organize. I love details, but I wanted to be a detective. Tommy was all over the news, having the FBI knock on his door. I thought that could be me and he got in my way.”

“Detectives get all the kudos,” I said.

“I wanted to be interviewed and seen as brilliant,” he said. “I wanted fame.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

“Looks great from the outside.”

“I know.”

“Thanks for saying what you said,” said Parker as a Toyota Highlander pulled up behind my truck with Lt. Woods at the wheel.

“What did I say?” I asked.

“You could’ve been a real shit about having me with you at Fresh and Friendly, but you said I was doing a ride along. Thanks.”

“No problem,” I said. “You should tell your wife about the detective thing.”

“I will.”

And then it happened. Parker shook my hand. It was a moment I never expected to have and I’d never forget it. Then Parker went over to Lt. Woods and shook hers. Shock was all over her face but they just waved and went up the walk to Parker’s house. Before they went in, she looked back at me and I mouthed, “You were right.”

She smiled and went inside. Mission accomplished for the moment.
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When we got back to the apartment, I got out and helped Aaron take the grocery bags up. Wallace refused to walk up the stairs and I was so over it that I left her pouting and tied to the railing.

After putting down my bags, I went out the door to get Wallace but Aaron was already on the landing with a dab of foie gras. Wallace ran up the stairs and yipped with joy before getting her undeserved treat.

“You’re creating a monster,” I said.

“I like her,” he said.

Bark.

I just looked at the pug that was noticeably plumper. “Don’t get excited. Pete is supposed to be back. I’m calling him and it’s back to reality for pugs.”

Grr.

“Whatever.” I went in and checked my email. Calpurnia responded with a rare compliment on my progress. I quickly wrote another email on the day’s information and sent it when Chuck walked in.

“You’re early,” I said.

“Is that okay?” he asked with an edge.

“Of course.”

“I need to work out and I’m going over to Charles’ to pick up some venison,” Chuck said on his way into our bedroom.

Venison?

I looked at Aaron putting away our groceries. “Are you good with venison?”

“Yep.”

That was the end of that so I reluctantly checked my messages. I had one from Fats asking for an update and four from Delilah. She had ideas. So many ideas. Red velvet cake was a must. It was Chuck’s favorite. Husband number whatever wore a kilt at their wedding and Chuck loved it, so kilts! She wanted to throw a prewedding reception at Prie Dieu and seemed to think it was her right since I was a Bled goddaughter.

Chuck walked out of the bedroom in his running gear and stopped short. “Why do you look like that?”

“You don’t like red velvet cake, do you?”

Aaron got a beer out of the fridge and handed it to him. Chuck took two long drinks before answering. “That was Timon Alvarez’s favorite cake.”

“Who the heck is that?” I asked.

“One of her boyfriends. We lived with him for four months in Daytona,” he said. “She gets us confused.”

“How old were you?”

“That was fourth grade.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Chuck came over and handed me the beer. “You didn’t do anything except listen to her. She doesn’t know me, Mercy. She never did.”

“I have to interact with her or she’ll pester everyone else.”

“Up to you.”

He gave me a beery kiss and went out for his run. I didn’t know what to do so I texted Delilah that I’d think about it and put my head on the counter. A few minutes later, the smell of chocolate filled the air.

Thank God for hot chocolate because I’d barely had two sips before Calpurnia called. A zing of fear went through me, but I had to answer. You don’t not answer Calpurnia Fibonacci.

“Hello,” I said.

“Excellent progress. I’m pleased,” said Calpurnia in her warm Italian accent.

I took a breath. “I’m glad.”

“I’ve contacted Gia,” she said. “You will receive your tickets shortly. Who is your backup? Tuna is available.”

“Fats’ Uncle Tuna?”

“Do you know another Tuna?”

“I don’t.”

“Then that is who I’m talking about. I want you well looked after. Fats would be upset if anything were to happen to you.”

“I wouldn’t be too happy either,” I said.

I could tell she was smiling because her tone lightened up. “Then we agree. Is Tuna acceptable?”

I looked over at Aaron and mouthed, “Are you coming with me?”

He gave me a thumbs-up.

“I have Aaron,” I said. “I’m good.”

“The chef?”

“That’s the one. He’s good.”

“At cooking. He catered my last…staff meeting,” said Calpurnia.

“Well, Aaron’s multi-talented. He’s all I need.”

“I’m sending Tuna.”

My head went back to the counter. “Do not send Tuna.”

“You don’t like Tuna?” The smile in her voice was gone.

“Of course I do, but let’s face it, that guy isn’t on the downlow. He walks into a room everyone’s going to notice.”

“Much like Uncle Moe.”

“No. Moe is small and wiry. He’s…weird but he can disappear. Tuna wears pinkie rings and they call him The Mortician for a reason. Please, just let me go with Aaron.”

Nails tapped on a counter as she thought it over. “Alright, but you will contact my people in California. They will keep tabs on you and this is not negotiable.”

“No problem. Tabs. Fine.”

Calpurnia then gave me her opinions on my forthcoming wedding. Her favorite event planner would do it for me and I should consider a vintage Dior gown. She said it like I had a closet full of wedding gowns to choose from.

“I haven’t really thought about it,” I said.

She said I had time and then texted me a photo of an incredible gown from the Dior collection circa 2001. Where would you even find something like that?

“You love it,” she said, brooking no refusal.

“I… uh…”

“It’s something to consider unless you have a family piece in mind,” said Calpurnia. “Quentin will be in touch. He’s very excited.”

Oh lord.

“We don’t even have a date yet.”

“Fats told me. Now I must go. A situation has arisen.”

“With me.”

She laughed softly. “Not this time.”

I hung up. “Everyone has an opinion.”

My phone dinged and Delilah had sent another wedding dress. That one was a see-through sequined number that would’ve been at home on South Broadway hoping to pick up a customer at two in the morning.

“I don’t think Delilah has my best interests at heart.”

Aaron snorted and poured me more hot chocolate as the doorbell rang. I let Sorcha and Pickpocket in with some reluctance. Our relationship had changed but would it last?

“This place is amazing.” She took off Pick’s leash and he went at Wallace with unrestrained joy. They spun in a circle, nose to rump, and then started playing, mostly Pickpocket lying down while Wallace jumped on him, growling ferociously.

Sorcha snatched up the pug and cuddled her. “She’s wearing her sweater. You are the most adorable dog in the world. Yes, you are.”

Wallace gave her a kiss.

“Do you love your sweater? Do you love it?”

Bark.

Sorcha put her down and wandered off to take in the apartment. I picked up Wallace to take off the sweater in question whispering, “You are a liar.”

Bark.

I set her down and she immediately tried to pee on my foot. I fended her off and had to clean up the floor. She watched with satisfaction.

“Proud of yourself?”

Bark. Bark. Bark.

“She’s so adorable.” Sorcha ran her hand over the mantel and gave Skanky a scratch on his perch, where he was eyeing the dogs with disdain.

“She’s something,” I said.

Grr.

Pickpocket went at her and they started spinning again.

“The Girls really love you,” Sorcha said, looking at me levelly.

Oh no.

“I think so,” I said.

“It’s not a bad thing,” said Sorcha. “But it is a thing.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Tiny came over and dusted for prints and swabbed the newel post for DNA. We should have that back in a couple of days.”

“What about the painting?” I asked.

“I thought I’d let you talk to The Girls about that,” said Sorcha. “I’m new and you know everything about the collection.”

“I’ll go over later.”

“Can we talk about the whole thing?”

“What whole thing?”

Sorcha glanced at Aaron, who had his head in the fridge mucking around with the cheese drawer. There was a lot of cheese in there to consider. Don’t ask me why. I pretty much buy mozzarella and cheddar.

“Aaron, I’m going over to The Girls,” I said. “Tell Chuck when he gets back, please.”

My partner popped up and looking in Sorcha’s general direction said, “You hungry?”

“Well, I don’t eat at this time of day,” she said.

“Let’s go to Kronos tonight,” I said. “Sorcha, can Oliver come?”

“He’s in Seattle.”

“Then it will just be us.” I looked at Aaron. “You’re going to love Sorcha.”

“Why?” Sorcha asked.

“She loves crab.”

Aaron clasped his hands together and went up on the balls of his feet. “What kind?”

“Um… all kinds I guess.”

My partner started vibrating with joy. My one failing was my inability to love or even like seafood beyond fish sticks and even that was dicey.

I put my hands on the island and said, “Go crazy.”

“You’ll try it?” Aaron asked.

“Why? You have Sorcha.”

He stared off to my left and I sighed. “I’ll try something but don’t get your hopes up. Come on, Sorcha.” I led her to the door where the dogs were back in their circle sniffing. “Everything in this house is weird.”

“Not you,” said Sorcha.

“Aw. That’s nice but such a lie,” I said as I walked out.

“I mean, in comparison to the rest.”

“That I’ll buy.”

We walked down and into the stable. I expected Sorcha to truck right through on her long legs, but she stopped to look at the Borgwald Isabella.

“It’s not as impressive as the other cars, but this one’s kind of adorable,” she said.

“I’ve always thought so.” I waited to see what would come next. It’d been so nice having her around. I didn’t even think of her as Weepy anymore and that was saying something.

“I wanted to ask you a favor,” said Sorcha.

Please, not Snot and Spoiled Rotten. I can’t tell them. I just can’t.

“Okay.”

“I know it’s a lot to ask and you might already have plans. I know you already have plans. But I just found out and I thought I should at least try.”

What’s happening?

“Hit me,” I said.

“Can you please delay your wedding until after mine?” She blew out a breath and braced herself for my reaction, which was pretty much what you’d think.

“Okay.”

Sorcha blinked.

“Are you waiting for something else?” I asked.

“You don’t mind?”

“Of course I don’t mind.”

She flung her arms around me and pulled me into her bony ribcage. “Thank you so much. I know it’s selfish and Mom said I just had to deal with it if you said no, but I had to ask. Thank you.”

I pulled back. “I don’t know why this is a big deal. We haven’t even set a date, Sorcha.”

My cousin tossed back her long hair and the smile froze on her face. “What about the weekend of the fifth?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Your wedding,” said Sorcha. “That’s the weekend before mine.”

“Again, we haven’t set a date.”

“Chuck’s mom said you had picked the fifth and⁠—”

“Delilah called you?”

“Not me. She called Mom. I don’t know how she got her number and she said you were wearing the most—I’m sorry—godawful dress I’ve ever seen in my life.”

My hands went to my hips. “Where am I getting married?”

“The cathedral.”

“Reception?”

“Prie Dieu and it’s being catered by… you look like this is not the plan,” said Sorcha.

“There’s no plan. I’d tell you the plan before I’d ever tell Delilah.”

She put her hands on her chest. “Really?”

“Heck, yeah. She’s a nightmare.”

My cousin drew me close. “Tell me everything.”

I told her everything and it was glorious.
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Two hours later, we were at Kronos on a gossip high. I told her everything that happened in Switzerland and how I found out what Delilah was. Now I knew everything about Oliver’s mother, who had gambled away all her children’s college funds during one weekend in Reno, and his dad that kept dating women a third his age and had had three facelifts. By the time Sorcha was done, the Watts clan was looking pretty normal. Delilah wasn’t, but who cared about her?

After the gossip, I talked to Myrtle and Millicent about the Daumier painting and they agreed to let Tiny take a sample of the blood from the back. It turns out they’d always thought that blood was Stella’s. They never considered that it might be the owners. They were very excited about finding out whose it was. Tiny was going to handle the genetic genealogy and we’d have an answer soon.

That was a night of answers and of one new question. Sorcha discovered she liked Maryland blue crab the best and I found out I hated it like herpes. Uncle Morty showed up and I found out that he freaked Sorcha out. Who can blame her? I also found out that he’d edited all her law school essays and that she’d taken on a copyright infringement case pro bono to help a friend of his. She won and got some sweet damages too.

Still, Sorcha left as soon as she could. Wedding planning or something and I got stuck with the grump who liked crab but wasn’t allowed to eat it. Cholesterol strikes again.

“Do you have something for me or did you just want to run off Sorcha?” I asked.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“I like her.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Things change.”

Uncle Morty squinted at me and then said, “I have something for you.”

“Lay it on me.”

Uncle Morty went through the mall information that the server gave me. Most notably, Becky had been released from juvie when the appeals court granted her a new trial and that happened before the singer Tiffany appeared on tour at Woodfield Mall. The wedding that the server mentioned was a mass wedding of ninety couples that happened shortly before Becky ran off to Florida the second time.

“We can’t convict her on that, but it’s nice to know I’m on the right track,” I said as my phone buzzed.

“You gonna answer that?” Uncle Morty asked.

“It might be Delilah.”

“That woman.”

“Yeah.”

He picked up my phone and held it out to me. A message from Calpurnia. “I can’t believe you are with the Fibonaccis.”

“I’m not with the Fibonaccis.” I checked the message and nearly gasped. “I’m going to California tomorrow.”

“Good. Get ‘er done.”

“Not good. I’ve got Wallace,” I said.

“Leave her with Chuck.”

“I can’t leave my ex-boyfriend’s mother’s pug with my fiancé.”

“Why not?”

“It’s weird.”

He snorted. “You do weird stuff all the time. He’s used to it.”

“Well, now is not the time to be doing weird stuff.” I texted Pete and asked when he was picking up Wallace. He was supposed to be back and I’d expected him to call but he hadn’t.

Uncle Morty raised a brow at me. “What’s wrong with Chuck?”

“I don’t know. He’s in Belleville picking up venison, listening to country music, and leaving work early every day.”

“I don’t like that.”

“Join the club.”

“But you gotta go to Cali,” he said.

“I know. I’ve got tickets and a Fibonacci breathing down my neck.”

My phone buzzed and I checked that time. It was Fats.

“Update please,” she texted.

I rolled my metaphysical malt between my palms and then texted Pete again. No response.

“I’ll take care of Chuck,” said Uncle Morty.

“How are you going to do that?”

“I got a game night tomorrow. I’ll tell him to come.”

“How’s that going to help?”

“I’ll see what’s up,” said Uncle Morty. “He talks to me.”

“Since when?” I asked.

“Since tomorrow.”

I didn’t think it was a good plan, but it was a plan. My phone buzzed and it was Delilah, with another hideous dress. She really hated me. Then it buzzed again and it was Pete.

“Hi,” I said. “Are you back?”

“I can’t get Wallace.” Pete was breathless. “Can you keep her?”

“I have to fly to California tomorrow,” I said.

“Please, Mercy. I’ll owe you.”

“Are you back? What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain later. I owe you, Mercy. I owe you so much.”

“Well, I guess I can⁠—”

“Thanks.” He hung up.

And that’s how I ended up taking an incontinent pug to California.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Chuck got a call at five in the morning and he was out before I even rolled over. My flight was at ten and I was dragging my suitcase into the living room at seven thirty. Late, but that’s my thing. I had to take Pickpocket over to The Girls and call early riser Lawton in Cambria to ask him to dinner, except he wasn’t in Cambria.

Lawton and the Bled PR crew were touring Australia doing a launch tour for the new Bled line. He told me to stay at his house and Millicent gave me the codes and a spare key. I got recommendations for food, shops, and views before running home to pack.

I shut off the espresso machine, cleaned up a hairball, and gave Skanky all kinds of love before calling Wallace. She waddled over with her new sweater in her mouth and sat down expectantly.

“Seriously?”

Bark.

“Now you like it?”

Bark.

“Because Sorcha said you were adorable?”

Bark. Bark.

“Fine.”

I took the time to wrestle her into her sunflower sweater, hoisted Skanky’s cat carrier over my shoulder and went out the door with my phone to my ear to call Rocco to see if he was ready to take us to the airport, but I needn’t have bothered. Rocco was already there with Aaron sitting beside him, but not in any vehicle I might’ve expected.

“What in the world!” I yelled down at him, thinking about how long it would take to ditch that car and get something out of the garage that was reasonable.

“Don’t you just love it!”

“I do not!” I hobbled down the stairs with a purse, luggage, a carrier, and a pug under my arm. “You could help me.”

“You’re doing alright.” Rocco revved the engine of a car I’d never seen before. It was vintage, relatively small, and worst of all, a convertible with the top down.

“Are you crazy?” I stopped, huffing and puffing at the open trunk that already had Aaron’s duffle bag inside. It was suspiciously lumpy, with angles and flat edges sticking out.

“Aaron, is this bag filled with cookbooks?”

“Yep.”

“Why?”

“California.” He said that like it made complete sense.

I dropped everything but Wallace and marched to the driver’s side. “Where did you get this?”

“Cousin Isolda asked me to look it over and detail it. She bought it in England and had it shipped back. Practically mint. Can you believe it?” Rocco asked while lovingly caressing the steering wheel. “A 1950 Paramount Roadster. Look at those lines.”

“Look at that back seat,” I said. “Where do my legs go?”

“You’ll fit.”

“Am I supposed to climb in?”

“You can do it,” said Rocco. “Hurry up. We have to leave.”

I checked my phone and wanted to scream but instead I put Wallace and my luggage in the back seat before messing with the convertible top.

“What are you doing, Mercy?” Rocco asked. “Get in.”

“We have to put up the top. It’s thirty degrees out.”

“Twenty-eight.”

“That’s not better.” I popped off several of the snaps holding the convertible cover on. “Help me.”

Rocco shifted in his seat to look back at me and put on a Cardinals baseball cap. “That’s why it’s not mint. The top is busted.”

“Are you serious?”

“I’m going to fix it or get the Cherry Pit to do it. Get in.”

I stood there shivering in a light jacket suited for the weather in California.

“Mercy!”

“Is this even legal to drive?” I asked.

Rocco adjusted the rearview from the right side of the car. “Drive first. Ask questions later.”

“I will get you for this,” I said.

“We’ll see.” Rocco laughed and my short self tried to climb into the back, ending up going ass over teakettle and nearly smushing Wallace, who yelped and bit my neck, going back to her former vampire pug self. And did Rocco wait until I was situated? No, he did not. He hit the gas and we screamed out of the alley at top speed. Well, I screamed anyway.

The drive to Lambert wasn’t normally too long, but it’s a lot longer when you’re freezing your face off and have a pug trying to climb inside your skin for warmth. By the time Rocco screeched to a halt at Departures I was straight up murderous. He was lucky I packed my Mauser in my bag because he might’ve taken one to the back of the head.

“Get out!” I yelled when Aaron and Rocco just sat there.

“I’m not getting out,” said Rocco.

“I swear I will end you.”

He laughed and Aaron got out, looking, well, the same as always. He always looked like he lived in a wind tunnel. If anything his hair might’ve looked a little better. Mine did not.

Aaron put up the seat and helped me climb out. People were staring. There were photos taken. Why was this my life? Aaron got our bags out and I got Wallace, who was shivering in her sweater and I heard people whispering that she looked abused. Awesome.

We didn’t get a chance to even try to check in at one of the panels. There was an attendant waiting for us. Apparently, when the reservation came in some sort of alert went out. I’d like to think that was about the Fibonaccis but it was me and my recent no-fly list issue.

The attendant frowned and asked, “Are you okay?”

Sometimes that’s not the right thing to ask. “No. What did I do now?”

“Nothing. I was told to assist you?”

“Why?”

She bit her lip and I held up my phone with the ticket displayed. She checked all my paperwork and I paid for Wallace to accompany us. I wanted to go to the bathroom immediately but Aaron trotted straight to security where there were more pictures and not a little laughter as I tried to flatten down my hair. It was coiling. I could feel it. Like in Paris. My nightmare hair was back. A protest, I assume.

When I finally got to the bathroom, I stared in the mirror in disbelief. It wasn’t Paris hair or even Roatan hair. It was full-out swamp witch. I had a leaf and two twigs, curls, frizz, and coils. And worst of all, it was huge. I do not have that much hair. It looked like a wig and finger combing wasn’t doing a thing. I marched to the nearest shop and bought a hat.

“Whoa, dude,” said the guy behind the counter.

“I know.”

He grabbed a bottle of leave-in conditioner and a wide-toothed comb for me and I bought those too.

“It happens,” he said. “You should’ve seen me after Burning Man.”

“That’s not as comforting as you think, but thanks.”

A half hour later, we were on the plane in first class. Thank you, Calpurnia. But Wallace was under the seat in front of me crying piteously and people were looking at me like I was skinning her alive. Aaron, on the other hand, was playing a game on his Nintendo Switch and smelling like pork rinds. Suddenly I was starving. I forgot to eat.

“Did you pack any food?” I asked.

“You hungry?”

“Starving.”

Aaron pulled a large, checkered napkin out of his backpack and spread it over the thick armrests between us before laying out a small charcuterie board with meats, dips, tiny little pickles, and six kinds of cheese. Four were cheddar. He knows me and yes, there was an actual board. Olive wood and tiny little forks to boot.

“You’re my favorite,” I said after forking a second pickle.

“I know.”

Wallace intensified her crying as the late passengers filed past us, giving me the stink eye. I kept saying she was fine, but no one believed that. Passengers were buzzing the flight attendants about needing to do a wellness check.

“Ma’am.” A flight attendant with the expression of a woman who’d seen some things looked down at me. “We can’t have that.”

I held up the pickle. “This?”

“The crying. It’s disturbing the other passengers.”

Keep in mind there were no less than three wailing babies in coach, but I guess we weren’t concerned about that.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Make it stop.”

“Can I let her out?”

“Not before cruising altitude,” she said, looking more sour than ever.

“Well, I’ve given her a snack and she just wants out,” I said.

She crossed her arms. “This is a problem.”

Behind me there were snapped fingers and the attendant looked back. In a flash, her expression changed and she rushed back. That’s when the feeling hit me. Not the something-isn’t-right feeling. It was the disapproval feeling. My sixth sense was clanging.

Dad.

I twisted around to look, fully expecting Tommy Watts to be glaring at me, only to find the glare in question wasn’t for me at all and it wasn’t my dad either. A large man with coal black hair with matching brows sat in the last row of first class and he was giving that flight attendant the quietest piece of his mind I’d ever witnessed. Tuna Licata saw me looking and gave me a finger wave.

Crap on a cracker!

“Aaron, did you know Tuna was going to be here?” I asked.

“You don’t like Tuna.”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

The flight attendant rushed back up to me and said in the sweetest tone, “We’ll make an exception. You can get your dog out.”

My fellow passengers clapped and I got out Wallace, who danced around in the aisle and posed for photos, as I called Calpurnia.

“Miss Watts, did you miss your flight?” she asked, sounding much like the flight attendant.

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “You said you wouldn’t hire Tuna to watch me.”

“I didn’t hire Tuna to watch you.”

“Well, Tuna Licata is sitting three rows behind me.”

“I don’t control Uncle Tuna. He’s freelance.”

“He said he was retired,” I said.

“Most of the time he is,” said Calpurnia, growing amused.

“What is he doing here?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

I groused and she laughed before I hung up. I was so not asking Uncle Tuna anything. When I glanced back again, he had a neck pillow on and appeared to be asleep. I called Fats instead.

“You can’t be there yet,” my bodyguard said by way of an opener.

“I’m on the plane with your uncle Tuna.”

“Oh, good he made it.”

“Why is he here?”

“Because I’m not and I can’t have you dying before my wedding. You’re not as easy to replace as some people think.”

“What people?” I asked.

“You know. People. They.”

“I don’t need Tuna. I’ve got Aaron.”

Fats laughed and then said, “Are you seriously comparing Aaron with Uncle Tuna?”

“I seriously don’t know Uncle Tuna. What does he even do?” I asked.

“Let’s just say Aaron isn’t the only one with knife skills.”

I shivered. “For future reference, how many uncles do you have?”

“That depends on how many you need.”

The flight attendant came back to me and nicely, very nicely, gave me the signal to shut down my phone. I told Fats goodbye and said that I hoped the house was worth it. She had no doubts on that score. I had too many to count.

[image: ]


We touched down at San Luis Obispo’s little airport late that afternoon and Wallace was so excited, she was spinning in the aisle. Since the pug, along with Aaron’s snacks and cooking tips, had won everyone over, we were the first off. The crabby flight attendant was at the exit door and when I stopped to talk to her, she looked like I might stab her.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked.

“Um…”

“I’m not mad.”

“Okay,” she said.

“What did that guy say to you?” I asked.

The flight attendant glanced around and then escorted me and Wallace off the plane. “He just said that it would be in my best interest to let the dog out.”

“It seemed like a longer conversation than that.”

She bit her lip.

“Why would you listen to him?”

“He’s got special status,” she said.

“Elite?”

“Ultra elite or higher.” She shooed me down the walkway. “Go and don’t tell anyone.”

I booked it into the airport, wondering what in the world was higher than ultra elite, not that it mattered. I wasn’t going to get anywhere close to that, but I was feeling pretty good about first class and being in San Luis Obispo. The airport had gone through an update since the last time I’d been there and everything gleamed with fresh paint and a fresh style.

When we left our terminal, we passed through a lovely little garden with a coffee shop and lots of benches. Wallace had a pee where I wanted her to for once and we headed in to get our luggage, which was already spinning on the baggage carousel. From there we got the rental car Calpurnia reserved for us and we walked outside right into the rental car lot. So much nicer than running through Dallas or San Francisco or pretty much anywhere. That was the good news. The bad news was that it was impossible to ditch Uncle Tuna. The man in the black suit and tie kept his distance but was never out of sight.

I got in the BMW and started the engine while Uncle Tuna got in his Audi on the other side of the tiny lot. “Do you think I can lose him?”

Aaron shook his head.

“No faith,” I said.

“No chance.”

I sighed and bowed to logic. I drove out of the lot and headed for Cambria through terrain that defied normal categories. One moment it seemed like we were passing through a desert and the next there were vineyards. The hills were low and rolling, with lots of dead grass. That’s not to say it wasn’t beautiful. It was, in an otherworldly kind of way, and nothing like Missouri. The area we drove through gave the impression of being very still, silent even. The only movement through those hills were cars, specifically us and Uncle Tuna, who kept a polite four car-lengths back. He used my dad’s tailing technique and any thoughts that I’d get away dissipated in the twilight as we approached Cambria.

GPS led me right to Lawton Bled’s little house on Sherwood Drive overlooking the ocean from the Marine Terrace. I parked on the driveway behind the one-car garage and got out into the surprisingly chilly air. Aaron got out with Wallace under one arm and cracked his back.

“This is Lawton’s?” he asked.

“You’d never suspect that a Bled lives here, would you?”

“Nope.”

The house was tiny by Bled standards. Even my apartment over the garage was bigger. Lawton’s explanation was that he didn’t need much and he didn’t want the bother of dealing with a large property. His cute little beach house with the grey shingles and large deck suited him just fine.

I got my suitcase out of the trunk and spied Uncle Tuna idling three houses down. I would say he was surprised that we weren’t in a hotel, but since he had the resources of the Fibonaccis, he probably wasn’t. I was the one in for a surprise. I handed Aaron the key and went to tap in the code The Girls gave me, but the alarm wasn’t armed. My hand froze over the keypad.

Chill. It could be the maid.

“Aaron, someone’s in the house.” I opened my suitcase and retrieved my Mauser. Tuna couldn’t see us from the angle we were at. If he had, I’m sure he’d have been running the second he saw me pull out my weapon. I’m not gonna lie, I considered waving at him, but I could hardly do that after all my complaining.

“Try the door,” I said.

“Not locked,” said Aaron.

“Step back.”

Aaron stepped back and I swung open the pretty wooden door yelling, “Hello! Who’s in here?”

I yelled that before my brain computed either the smell or the mess. I got no response.

“Holy cannoli,” I said as I stepped in onto the landing of the split level. “What in the heck is going on here?”

Aaron stepped in behind me, holding Wallace to his chest.

Grr.

“You got that right.” I patted Wallace’s noggin and said, “Stay here.”

“Something’s rotting,” said Aaron.

“I know.”

I crept up the stairs to the upper floor and my mouth dropped open, only to be covered with my free hand. Lawton’s immaculate home was trashed. There were pizza boxes and buckets of rotting seafood on every surface along with copious amounts of bird poop. Liquor bottles covered the kitchen island and counters. His little table and chairs were smashed, with the table upside down and missing several legs. The attached living room was no better. There appeared to be vomit on the sofa and all the artwork was gone. The back wall was all glass, with a slider leading out to the deck. The slider was open and when I stepped onto the rug, it squished.

Speechless isn’t something that happens to me very often, but I was entirely speechless. I couldn’t even answer Aaron when he asked if I was okay. Instead, I went to the stairs and gave him a thumbs-up before checking to make sure no one was hiding in a cupboard or something.

Then I went down to the lower floor where there were the two bedrooms. Also trashed and cleaned out of anything remotely valuable. There were two bathrooms and it looked like someone tried to remove one of the toilets. It was unbolted and half off its wax ring. Were they trying to steal a toilet? It wasn’t even a fancy toilet. We’re talking basic porcelain here. On the upside, there wasn’t much food and no bird poop.

I climbed back up the stairs, stepping over beer cans and gouges in the wood practically in tears. “Aaron, I don’t even know.”

“Clear?” he asked.

I nodded and he went upstairs to look around and put Wallace on the deck. My partner didn’t say a thing. He just found some trash bags under the sink and picked up an oyster shell from the counter.

“Hold on. I have to document.” I took pictures of everything and then went downstairs to check the security panel. Lawton had left a month ago and a week after that the door was opened with the correct security code and then locked. A few days after that, the door was opened again, but it was never relocked. Three weeks.

Then I did the only thing I could think of. I called my dad.

“How’s California?” Dad asked. “Sunny? Warm?”

“A disaster.” I told him and sent some photos.

“Jesus.”

“Do I call the cops? The Bleds don’t like a fuss or attention. This will make the news,” I said.

“Don’t call the cops. I’ll take care of it. I know a guy,” Dad said. “And I’ll get Morty on that code.”

“Is this system one of yours?”

“No. Lawton had some local outfit handle it. He wasn’t worried. For a Bled, he’s low key.”

“I can’t leave it like this. I have to clean.”

I could hear Dad start up his car. “I canceled my meeting and I’m going to The Girls. I’ll tell them. Wait on the cleaning for a bit.”

“I’m going to call Lawton,” I said.

“Good. Be gentle, Merc,” Dad said. “This is a violation.”

I looked in at Lawton’s home with all the smell and filth. “You don’t have to tell me that.”

Dad hung up and a minute later I saw the security panel light up. Uncle Morty was fast. I went back up to the living room and told Aaron we had to wait on cleaning. Then I called Lawton in Australia. He cried. What a way to end the day.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Aaron and I were up half the night doing the cleanup after Dad’s connection showed up in an unmarked car to keep the interest down, but Cambria’s a small town. It was bound to get out and it did. We had neighbors coming over until midnight, asking questions and offering their help. They were wonderful.

Once the police report was done. I had to do an inventory of all the missing art with Lawton’s friend, Ned. He and his wife retired out of San Francisco and moved to Cambria for the peaceful seaside life. They were both lawyers and had specialized in probate, but they liked Lawton and helped him out from time to time. Ned had copies of Lawton’s will, insurance papers, and an inventory of the house for insurance purposes and Lawton had all theirs too. Backups were good, but Ned’s backups had been in Lawton’s storage room where everything had been trashed in an effort to find something valuable. All Lawton’s records, receipts for the art, and childhood mementos were gone through and then doused with alcohol.

The cop thought it was lucky they didn’t light it up and I agreed. I couldn’t imagine what they were going for. Lawton had a love for local artists and none of the art was particularly expensive. He did have a set of silver that they’d ignored. It’d belonged to The Girls’ great-grandmother and it was heavy. According to the inventory, it was the most expensive thing in the house. They did take Lawton’s watches and oddly some of his clothes were missing. Lawton did have an eye for fashion and he went to fashion week religiously so there were high-end items in there. The destruction was just so nasty. The cops and neighbors had never heard of anything like that happening. It was like those news stories you see on Airbnb renters throwing ragers and wrecking houses, except Lawton’s wasn’t a rental.

I had to order a dumpster because the mattresses had to go and quite a bit of the furniture. Lawton decided not to come home. The tour was important to the family, but that wasn’t the reason. He couldn’t deal with it and I said I could handle everything. It was better that way. My mom wanted to come out, but no one could fly with her. She cried too. There was a whole lot of crying going on. I don’t even want to talk about The Girls, but Sorcha went over, and Joy and Rocco stayed with them. The whole Bled family was out on the ledge. I’d never seen them so upset other than when Lester was murdered. They included me in their text message group, but I had to mute it because I couldn’t think with all the dinging.

Aaron and I spent the night at the Bluebird Motel a few miles away and dragged ourselves back to the house at nine in the morning to meet the guys delivering the dumpster and to see if the one set of neighbors that wasn’t home had returned. Ned said they went to the East Coast to do a Civil War battlefields tour and were due back.

The dumpster showed up on time and we threw every stuffed trash bag we had into it before looking at the mattresses.

“I can’t do it,” I said. “Let’s go to Lynn’s.”

Aaron drove us over to the restaurant with Uncle Tuna two cars behind and I bribed Wallace with promises of chicken fried steak if she’d let me put on her service dog vest. It was not her outfit of choice. It was sunflower turtleneck all the way. Thanks, Sorcha.

I got the vest on her and we dragged ourselves into Lynn’s. It was on the main drag in an old brick building that was lovingly cared for. Lynn’s was what Lawton called country chic, lots of light, woodwork, bicycles (I don’t know why), and delicious pies. I would cry if they didn’t let us bring Wallace in. I needed pie and it was misty and cold outside.

Lynn’s was usually busy but we walked in during the lull between the breakfast and lunch rushes. The host looked up and his face fell.

Ah crap.

“I’m sorry about Lawton’s house,” he said.

Oh, thank God.

“Thanks. It’s pretty terrible,” I said.

“The two or rather, the three of you?”

“Yes, please.”

He seated us in a nice booth and asked if there were any clues about who did it. The neighbors had seen some guys at the house, but they assumed Lawton had guests and didn’t think anything of it. The neighbors he was closest with were the Civil War buffs and no one else knew he was traveling, except Ned.

“I can’t believe someone would do that to Lawton of all people,” the host said. “You never met a nicer guy and so down to earth.” He leaned over. “You know, for a Bled.”

I smiled at that. Lawton was down to earth compared to Brooks, for instance. He loved his family, his house, his dogs, fashion, and travel. Not necessarily in that order. We ordered coffee and I marveled at Aaron not getting up and going to the kitchen. He could barely stay awake and his tee shirt was on inside out.

The host seated Uncle Tuna on the other side of the dining room and he gave me a nod before ordering an espresso. I nodded back and looked at the menu, not that I had a choice. Chicken fried steak was happening. Wallace was being adorable and snorting on cue when anyone looked at her sitting next to me on the bench. I don’t know if anyone was buying the service dog thing, but it was an excuse everyone seemed willing to go with.

The coffee came quickly, strong and hot, just what I needed, but before I got much of it down, an elderly couple came running at our table.

“I thought you’d be here,” said the man.

“Of course, they’d be here,” said the woman. “Where else would they be?”

“There are other restaurants in town, Wanda.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Lawton loves Lynn’s.”

“This isn’t Lawton,” he said.

“Wilbur, do not act like I don’t know what end is up. I know who this is.” Wanda turned to me and asked, “Who are you?”

“Mercy Watts.” I looked at Aaron, expecting a response, but he was leaning against the wall with his eyes closed.

“That’s exactly what I said,” said Wanda.

Wilbur looked at her for a second and then said, “Anyway, I’m Wilbur Savage and this is my wife, Wanda.”

Wanda held out her hand. “Wanda Savage and you are?”

I shook her hand. “Mercy Watts.”

“I’m sorry. We took the red eye and”—he glanced at his wife—“it wasn’t my best idea.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Wanda. “I’m fine. You’re the one that forgot where you parked the car.”

“We didn’t take the car. We took a service to the airport.”

“Well, that’s your story.”

“We drove here in the car,” said Wilbur. “Okay. Never mind. Miss Watts, we saw the dumpster and it’s our fault. I’ll call Lawton. I just wanted to talk to you first since you’re family.”

“I’m not really family,” I said.

“Lawton says you’re his niece.”

New information.

“Well, alright.”

“We’re supposed to call you if anything happens. Didn’t Ned tell you that?”

“He didn’t,” I said. “Would you like to sit down?”

“Would you mind?”

“Not at all.”

Wilbur turned around to find Wanda had wandered off to sit at another table. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. She’s not usually like this. She’s exhausted. She doesn’t sleep on planes.”

He ran over to catch the host before he got to Wanda. He failed.

“I don’t know why you’re saying that,” said Wanda. “You seated us here.”

“Ma’am, I didn’t seat you.”

“You certainly did and we ordered chicken soup. Where’s our chicken soup?”

Wilbur got Wanda out of that seat and into the one next to me and Wallace.

“Why are we sitting here?” she asked.

“So we can talk,” I said.

“And you are?”

“Mercy Watts.”

“That sounds familiar,” said Wanda.

“I need a drink,” said Wilbur.

“You gave up drinking in the thirties and we’re not going back.”

“I was born in 1942.” Wilbur rubbed his forehead. “Why do I even…”

“Has she been drinking?” I asked.

Wanda drew back astonished. “Young lady, I don’t know who you think you are, but I am not a drinker.”

“I meant water.”

Wilbur shook his head. “No, she refuses to drink anything when we’re traveling because she doesn’t want to pee.”

“Wilbur, don’t say pee,” said Wanda. “This is a nice place. Where are we?”

I put my untouched water glass in Wanda’s hands and told her to drink half of it before we discussed Lawton.

“I don’t know why we’re talking about Lawton when we’re sitting here with Marilyn Monroe. Dear, you used to dress so nicely. That hat is terrible. What happened? Is it because you’re dead?”

“Oh, Jesus,” said Wilbur. “It’s never been this bad before. India wasn’t this bad.”

The host came over, looking like he was prepared to call an ambulance.

“We’re okay,” I said. “Can I touch your arm, Wanda? I’m a nurse.”

“You played a nurse?” Wanda asked. “I don’t remember that movie. Wilbur?”

“Let her touch your arm, honey.”

“Whatever you say. I have to take orders from the man that lost the car.” Wanda held out her arm and I gently pinched her skin. She was severely dehydrated. I’d have stuck an IV in her if I could’ve.

“Can you get us a large glass of milk, please?” I asked.

“Milk?”

“She’s severely dehydrated.”

Wanda leaned in close to me. “You do look terrible. I didn’t think dehydration would be a problem when you’re dead. Learn something every day.”

“I’ll get the milk.” The host dashed off and I put the water glass to Wanda’s lips.

“Take a drink and then we’ll talk,” I said.

“You have a dog. It looks stuffed.”

Grr.

“Please take a drink and I’ll introduce you to Wallace. She isn’t stuffed.”

Bark.

“Wow. Now that’s a fancy stuffed dog,” said Wanda.

Grr.

“Just one drink and it will get better,” I said.

“Were you bossy when you were alive? I always thought you were a pushover with all those lousy men and the drugs.”

“Wanda, I will tell you everything about Joe DiMaggio if you take a drink.”

She shrugged.

“JFK?”

“Now you’re talking.” Wanda sucked down half the glass and her eyes focused. Then the milk came and I got a third of it down her.

“I feel…”

“Better?” I asked.

“Were you saying something about Joe DiMaggio?”

“In passing.”

“Do people ask you stupid things because you look like Marilyn Monroe?”

Wilbur put his hands up. “And we’re back.”

“You hungry?” Aaron sat up and looked ready to leap over Wilbur to get food.

“We ordered food,” I said.

“Unlikely.”

“But true.” I held out a hand toward Aaron. “This is my partner, Aaron. He’s a chef and a rocking sidekick.”

“By partner, you mean…” Wanda trailed off.

“We investigate together.”

“Oh,” the couple said.

“Wait,” said Wilbur. “Is that why you’re here? Did you know about Lawton’s house already?”

Our server came back to the table before I could respond and asked if Wilbur and Wanda would like to order. They did and went whole hog with olallieberry stuffed French toast with just about everything on the side. The server said he’d put a rush on it so our food would come out together and refilled our coffee.

Wanda put Wallace on her lap and gave her scratches, cooing over her adorable sweater, and Wilbur asked, “So did you come because of the house?”

“No, that was an unpleasant surprise. This was a last-minute trip. Why did you say it was your fault?”

Wilbur looked down into his mug. “We should’ve known. We like to travel as much as he does, you know, and he always tells us when someone’s coming to visit. He’s a planner and fills the house with flowers and everything the guest could possibly need. You know what he’s like.

“I do. Lawton is an amazing host,” I said.

“Well, right before we went on our trip, we were out taking our walk and we saw this man pull up to Lawton’s and go inside.”

Ding. Ding. Ding.

“Did you recognize him?”

“No. I’d never seen him before,” said Wanda. “And when we came back about an hour later, he was coming out so we went to talk to him.”

Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.

“Who was it?” I asked.

“Balthazar Bled,” said Wilbur.

I stared at him. There was no Balthazar Bled, not living anyway, and I said so. Wilbur described a tall, handsome man in an expensive suit driving a Mercedes S class. He was relaxed but in a hurry, and he said Lawton had asked him to check on something for him.

“Did he say what he was checking?”

“No.”

“Did he have a key?”

Wilbur shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Wanda nodded. “Yes, I saw him lock the door and put it in his pocket.”

“He did use the keypad,” said Wilbur. “So I think he set the alarm.”

Who is this guy?

Aaron came to life and asked, “Brooks?”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “Did he have an Italian accent or European?”

“No. He was an American,” said Wanda. “And we’ve met Brooks Bled. That man wasn’t even close.”

“I was thinking he might be a friend of his. When did you meet Brooks?” I asked.

“In December,” said Wilbur. “He and Lawton were here at Lynn’s having lunch.”

“Lawton didn’t look happy at all,” said Wanda, “but he didn’t say a bad word about Brooks.”

“He didn’t stay with Lawton, did he?”

“No, and I thought that was odd,” said Wilbur. “Lawton won’t let any family stay at a hotel.”

I picked up my mug. “I know. That is interesting.”

Our server brought out all the food at once, plus an extra dish for Wallace. Wanda put her on the floor and loaded the pug up with sausage and bacon. She was gonna bust right out of her sweater and vest at this rate.

“Why did you think that it might be a friend of Brooks?” Wilbur asked.

I was tired and overwhelmed. Sometimes things just pop out. “He’s a problem.”

Wanda leaned into me. “You mean that awful lawsuit against his own mother and aunt?”

“Among other things,” I said.

“If you didn’t know about the house, why are you here when Lawton isn’t?” Wilbur asked. “He told us that you’re a detective now. Is it a case?”

I swallowed my fabulous chicken fried steak dripping with gravy and said, “As a matter of fact it is.”

I told them who I was after, leaving out why specifically, holding up Becky’s picture on my phone.

“Don’t you have anything more recent?” Wanda asked. “No one would recognize me from decades ago.”

“Not true,” said Wilbur.

“Very true, you old flatterer,” she said with a smile at her husband.

“That is an excellent point. I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “Does she look familiar at all?”

Becky didn’t ring any bells.

“The last time she was seen was years ago, but she was a busty blonde that could not shut up.”

Wilbur chuckled. “That could be anyone.”

Wanda turned to me. “He didn’t mean you, Miss Watts.”

“Call me, Mercy, and I didn’t take it that way,” I said with a laugh. “She has used a few aliases over the years.”

“Becky Brown wasn’t an alias?”

“No. That was her actual name.”

Wilbur started laughed. “I was going to ask you what her real name was. That’s hilarious.”

“You want her aliases? They aren’t better,” I said.

“I can’t wait to hear what a girl named Becky Brown picked,” said Wanda. “I myself would go with something exotic and interesting. Cordelia Montague, for instance.”

Wilbur forked an olallieberry and said, “So you’d want to be caught?”

“What would you pick, Wilbur?”

He put his nose in the air. “To go on the run with you, I’d pick Orson Pierpont Lollygagger III.”

Wanda had to wipe her eyes she laughed so hard, and I was glad to see she had tears. “Mercy, how far would we get?”

“City limits,” I said. “Maybe.”

We all laughed and I have to say Uncle Tuna was paying close attention. Did I detect some jealousy from the table for one?

“Okay. Okay,” said Orson Pierpont Lollygagger III. “What did Becky pick?”

“I doubt this is a complete list, but we have Tanya Fitzgerald, Gabriella Garbo, Zelda Reid, and Rosanna Mansfield. Rosanna was the last one we know of. She used it in St. Louis in 2015.”

The couple looked at each other.

“That can’t be a coincidence,” said Wilbur.

“You said it was weird at the time,” said Wanda.

“I did, didn’t I?”

Aaron looked up from his chèvre omelet that he’d dismantled and then reassembled, discovering its secrets I suppose. “Said what?”

“There was a caregiver here in town a couple of years ago,” said Wilbur. “Her name was Gabriella Garbo.”

She recycled.

“You’re positive?” I asked.

“Absolutely. You don’t forget a name like that,” said Wanda. “And Wilbur remarked on it.”

“I’d never met another Garbo in my life and I’m old,” he said.

“Did she talk about the name?” I asked.

“Only every time we saw her,” said Wanda. “She said she was related to Greta Garbo.”

“You didn’t believe her?”

“Please. She looked nothing like Greta Garbo and all that bragging.” Wanda made a face. “So odd, but Pearl didn’t seem to mind it.”

“Who did she work for?”

“Several people,” said Wanda. “Our friend Pearl Whitaker loved Gabby, but Pearl died recently.”

“Gabby left two years ago?” I asked.

“About that,” said Wilbur. “Pearl was upset. Gabby just up and quit with no warning. Her family had to get the agency off its butt to find her someone new.”

“Gabby was with an agency?”

“Oh, yes,” said Wilbur. “We should’ve said that. Cambria Cares. They’re very popular.”

“Did you meet Gabby?”

They nodded and described her. Becky had kept Rosanna’s look and personality. Only the name was changed. The only reason I could think for doing that was that Teddy Blatt was the one who handled the aliases and once she killed him, she lost that ability. To my surprise, Wilbur and Wanda liked Gabby and considered her excellent at her job. She did light cleaning, shopping, and cooking. Gabby took her clients to all their appointments and anywhere else they wanted to go. She handled repairs and bills if they needed that too.

And there it is.

“She handled Pearl’s money?” I asked.

“Yes… oh my God,” said Wilbur. “Do you think she was stealing from Pearl?”

“If she wasn’t, I’d be shocked.”

The couple sobered and ate quietly for a little while until Wanda said, “Her kids. I feel so bad.”

“She was highly recommended. Pearl said she was lucky to get her,” said Wilbur, looking up at me. “Do you think the agency was in on it?”

I broke the yolk of my last remaining egg. “I think I’m going to find out.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Aaron and I left Lynn’s an hour later with a plan and a gassy pug. Wallace was so stuffed she was groaning, not in pain but in pleasure. Her sweater and service vest were on the verge of bursting.

Wilbur and Wanda agreed not to call Lawton yet. He didn’t need to think about that guy in his house or God forbid Brooks. I asked them to leave it to me and I think they were grateful to do that. Wilbur knew the closest mattress store and he offered to order new ones for us. Wanda said she knew all the linens Lawton liked so she’d get those and make an inventory of all the food Lawton kept in the house. Aaron said he’d handle the ordering and organizing.

From Lynn’s we went straight to the agency that was on the edge of town in a building straight out of the seventies with orange trim no less. The Savages said the agency was well respected and they planned on using them when they needed help, but I wasn’t sure that was a great idea. There was a hand-drawn sign in the front offering greywater for sale. If a company is selling used water, they’re not doing so great.

I parked and got out to watch Uncle Tuna park across the street. I had to be his most boring job ever. The guy they called The Mortician must’ve had better things to do or, ya know, kill, but there he was sitting in his rental watching me. I waved and then told Aaron to stay put with Wallace. I didn’t think her gas would be helpful and we were in California. If I left her alone in the car, I might not survive the day.

Unfortunately, the agency didn’t open until one and we were fifteen minutes shy so I called Uncle Morty for an update and multiple requests. He was about as thrilled as you might expect.

“Balthazar Bled? Who the hell is that?”

“No one,” I said, leaning on the car. “Well, there was a Balthazar, but he’s been dead for decades.”

“You know what this means, don’t ya?”

“That guy was familiar with the Bled family tree or knows someone who is?”

“By Jove, she’s got it.”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” I said.

“Nothing you do surprises me since you tried to burn down the old bats’ garage,” said Uncle Morty.

“Get over it. Now, what about the codes that were used?”

“Same code. Lawton has two. That was the guest code.”

“I have that one,” I said.

“Right. The question is how they got it,” said Uncle Morty.

“Were there any⁠—”

“No. There weren’t any breaches in the security. Nobody hacked in and got the codes.”

“Okay. Okay. Watch your blood pressure,” I said.

“You were gonna ask.”

“It’s my job.”

Uncle Morty muttered about my job.

“Yeah, yeah. Can you find out who that guy in the Mercedes was? I don’t think that was a rental.”

He started typing. “I’ll see if I can get it on traffic cam.”

“There’s another odd thing.”

“You don’t say.”

“Brooks visited Lawton in December, but he didn’t stay with him,” I said.

The typing stopped. “That don’t sound right. I stayed with Lawton when I went out there for research on tides for my third book in my seventh series.”

“I know,” I said. “Everyone stays with Lawton.” Even you.

“Lawton insisted when I asked for a hotel recommendation,” said Uncle Morty. “Nice guy. Warm. I based a character on him. He liked that.”

“I know he did.”

“He told you?”

“He did.”

“And he didn’t have Brooks to stay,” he said. “Well, he did sue his mom. I’d have cut that dude off like a rotting limb.”

“Thanks for the visual.”

“But those crazy Bleds didn’t.”

“Family,” I said.

Uncle Morty muttered about there being limits and I agreed, but the Bleds were different. I didn’t press the issue. It wasn’t my place, at least not yet.

“Can you find out where Brooks stayed and how long he was here?”

“I’ll find that little weasel and that guy in the Mercedes.”

“Does anyone around Lawton have a door cam? I know he doesn’t,” I said.

“There’s a couple down the street,” said Uncle Morty. “They got nothing.”

“Bummer. Well, whoever did this has to be connected to the Mercedes guy. When you find him⁠—”

“We’ll find them. This pisses me off. Lawton didn’t deserve that crap.”

I was taken aback. Uncle Morty never said things like that. He was more likely to criticize than apologize and there he was feeling bad. Lawton made a real impression. I needed to know his secret.

“I’ll fix it,” I said.

“You flippin’ better.”

“I will, but I have more for you.”

He complained, but then I told him where I was and why. He was positively gleeful about Becky reusing an old alias. He called it a rookie mistake. I pointed out that Becky Brown was no rookie, far from it, but he reminded me that she had her partner killed. People have partners for a reason. He was right of course. I had Aaron in the BMW, currently searching for the best tahini in the area but he did have my back, and Uncle Tuna across the street. Not that he was exactly a partner but he was covering the gap Fats usually filled.

“And lastly⁠—”

“Ah, hell. This is the kicker. I knew this was too easy,” he said.

I didn’t think identifying some random dude in a Mercedes was easy, but whatever. “Wanda Savage asked me for a more recent picture.”

“We don’t got one.”

“How are you a bestselling writer? Remind me.”

“I don’t write like I talk. I’m not a flippin’ character in my books. Think, Mercy.”

“I am thinking and it’s weird, but anyway, can you do an age progression for Becky?”

“Hmm. That’s interesting. I shoulda thought of it.”

I bit back the retort I wanted to make and asked, “Can you do it?”

“I can do anything,” said Uncle Morty. “What are you thinkin’?”

“She kept Rosanna’s hair and figure. Let’s stick with that, but if you can give her some varied hairstyles and colors⁠—”

“And what would that be? You’re not talkin’ to Vidal Sassoon here.”

Vidal Sassoon?

“Er… okay. Is Nikki around?”

“Yeah.”

“Ask her. She’ll be great at this.”

He started typing furiously. “She will. She’s great at everything.”

“I know.”

Uncle Morty hung up before I could make any more requests which was fine. I didn’t have any and it was perfect timing anyway. A Pontiac Bonneville pulled into the parking lot, making the kind of sounds that would have Grandad popping the hood. A man in a white shirt and dress pants got out and hurried to the door of Cambria Cares without a glance at me.

I opened the car door and grabbed my purse. “How’s it going?”

“I got a list,” said Aaron. “You need the car?”

“I don’t.”

“Tuna still there?”

I glanced across the street and Tuna was leaning on his car, smoking a cigarette and blowing smoke rings to amuse himself. “Oh, yeah.”

“I’m going to shop then,” said Aaron. “Lawton like freezer meals?”

“If you make them, he will.”

Aaron got out. We exchanged the keys and Wallace, who was looking more and more like a stuffed pug all the time, even though I took off her service dog vest. I used the side mirror to apply my new favorite red lipstick, Light My Fire, and took off my hat. My plan of slicking it back and pinning it was going about how you’d think. Curls had escaped and were frizzing around my face. Think blond poodle and you’d have the look down. Since I didn’t want to wear my ugly hat and didn’t think to bring hair products with me, I went rogue and used hand lotion. It worked surprisingly well and de-poodled me just fine.

Aaron left with a huge shopping list and I knotted my loose tee in the back to show off my front. I don’t like to do that, but one glimpse of that guy told me he wanted Marilyn, so I’d be Marilyn. It was for Fats after all.

I glanced back at Uncle Tuna and he was chuckling and nodding his approval. I nodded back and went into Cambria Cares. A little bell tinkled overhead and I walked into a storefront that was nicer than the outside suggested. There were cushy sofas, soft music playing, and some decent local art on the wall along with photos of clients and Cambria itself.

The man rushed out from the back, pulling an already-knotted tie over his head. He stopped short and stared for a second with the fabric over his mouth.

I gave him a finger wave. “Hi.”

“I… uh… Hello, welcome to Cambria Cares. How can I help you?” He hadn’t pulled down the tie and it was a little muffled so I smiled and said, “You can finish getting dressed if you like.”

“Oh crap. Sorry.” He pulled down the tie, pushed up the knot, and put down his collar. “Look at me giving a bad impression.”

“Not at all,” I said, enjoying how off balance he was. Off balance was good.

“Can I get you… I have a Keurig. Would you like some coffee?”

“I’d love some.”

He offered me a seat and then disappeared into the back. I sat down and kept the snoring Wallace in my lap. Interesting that he didn’t mention the pug or even notice her. Not a details guy? She’s a pug in a sunflower sweater.

When he returned, he had two mugs and a jacket on. I took the Vanilla Biscotti and it wasn’t bad if you like dessert in a cup.

“I love that one,” he said as he sat down. “But this caramel drizzle is my favorite.”

“They’re all good,” I said, tilting my chin down and batting my eyes. Too bad I didn’t bother with mascara, but it had the desired effect.

“Did anyone ever tell you that you look exactly like Marilyn Monroe?”

“You know people have mentioned that.” I gave him my best smile. “Do you really think so?”

“I do. It’s remarkable. Stunning even.”

Stunned is good.

“And all natural,” I said.

He muttered under his breath, “Oh my.”

Wallace’s eyes popped open.

“My name is Mercy. What’s yours?”

The man just sat there. Maybe a little too stunned.

The phone rang and he jumped, spilling coffee all over his lap. “Oh no. Oh no.” He ran into the back and I picked up the phone.

“Cambria Cares. How may I help you?” I used Marilyn’s breathy voice, higher than my own and instantly recognizable.

“Who is this?” a woman asked.

“This is Mercy. I’m just helping out.”

“Well, put my husband on the phone.”

“Who is your husband?” I asked.

“Jerry White.” She didn’t sound happy.

“Is he about five ten, two hundred pounds, balding, and doesn’t know how to tie a tie?”

“Yes,” she said through what had to be gritted teeth.

The man walked out, wearing sweatpants, and I asked him. “Are you Jerry White?”

“I am,” he said with a big smile. “How did you know?”

I held up the phone. “Your wife’s on the line.”

“Son of a…” He ran over and took the receiver. “Hi, hon. What’s up? Uh-huh. She’s a customer. Um… well, yes, she does sound like Marilyn Monroe. I think she’s natural. I mean, it’s natural. Not fake. Nothing’s fake. I’m not talking about that. Why does it matter?” He paused. “She might.”

Then he hung up and looked at me.

“Problem?” I asked.

“No. I just, you see, my wife she knows that… it’s stupid.”

I leaned my elbows on the desk. “Oh, come on. You can tell me.”

“She’s on my list.”

Wallace tensed and I put a firm hand on her back.

“List?”

“My celebrity hall pass list,” said Jerry. “It’s stupid.”

Yes, it is.

“Marilyn Monroe is on your list?” I asked.

He nodded and blushed. It was everything I could do not to roll my eyes.

“She’s dead.”

“I know, but…”

Wallace’s chest rumbled.

I know. I know.

“An interesting choice, Jerry,” I said. “Can we get down to business?”

He looked thrilled for a second like maybe I’d say two hundred for an hour or something. So gross.

“Let’s,” he said.

“You’re the manager of Cambria Cares?”

“I am.” Pride was all over him.

Don’t get excited, dude. I’ve seen your car and worse, heard it.

“Well, I’m a private investigator and I’ve got some questions for you,” I said.

His excited look lingered. I don’t think he took in what I said. “How interesting.”

“Are you willing to answer my questions?”

“Certainly.”

“Did you have an employee by the name of Gabriella Garbo about two years ago?”

Jerry’s eyes focused and he leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think so.”

“I was under the impression she worked for you for some time,” I said.

“Sorry.”

“She was Pearl Whitaker’s caregiver. Sound familiar?”

He thought about it and calculated his odds. I looked like a sexpot and he didn’t think sexpots had brains, but on the other hand…

“Oh, yeah. I remember, but she quit. I can’t tell you where she is,” he said. “Are you in town for long?”

“Not long,” I said. “You were her boss?”

“The client is really the boss. I supervise.”

“What was she like?”

“Why are you asking?” Jerry asked, shifting in his chair.

I smiled at him and I’m proud to say that my smile didn’t falter as I felt a curl pop out of its pin. “I’ve been hired to find her.”

“Someone’s paying you to find her?”

“That surprises you?”

“Well, yeah.” Jerry described Gabby the way Jackie and Lola had, with one exception. Gabby was good at her job. Very good. Rosanna couldn’t keep orders straight and Gabby juggled several clients at the same time with great success. Everyone loved her and were sad when she moved.

“Where did she move to?” I asked.

“She didn’t say.”

“Who were her clients?”

Jerry struggled to keep smiling on that one. “I can’t tell you that. It’s confidential.”

I leaned forward to put my elbows back on the desk. “Well, Jerry, I found out about Pearl. I’m sure I can find the rest of Gabby’s client list.”

“You’re welcome to try,” he said, but I didn’t sound welcome to do anything of the kind.

Something’s not right.

“Did you have any trouble with her at all?” I asked.

“Not a single complaint.”

He is so lying.

“Really? I find that curious.”

Jerry swallowed and stood up. “If you don’t mind, I have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it.”

I stood up, holding Wallace, who was now alert and staring at Jerry. “I do have another question.”

He walked around the desk and went for the door. I put Wallace down and reached inside my purse. He got to the door and pushed it open a little. “I really don’t have time.”

“Did you run a background check on Gabriella Garbo?”

“Of course, I did. It’s standard practice.”

“And she came back clean?”

“She did.”

“No, she didn’t,” I said. “She couldn’t.”

Jerry froze.

“Don’t you want to ask me how I know that?” I asked.

“Leave,” he said in what he thought was a threatening voice. It wasn’t. I’d say more like Willy Loman at the end of Death of a Salesman.

“Well, Jerry, that’s a choice. Like putting Marilyn on your list. Self-defeating.”

“I’ll put you on my list,” he said.

Grr.

“Get that thing out of here.”

“So you do see her. I thought maybe you had a blind spot,” I said.

“What do you mean by that?” Jerry asked.

“Good day, Mr. White.” I walked out the door with Wallace making her most menacing growl and it wasn’t half bad. I was three steps into the parking lot when I heard the door open with a loud tinkle. I spun around and he was almost on me, arms outstretched. I yanked out my pepper spray and nailed him right in his wide eyes as Wallace launched herself in the air and bit his inner thigh just short of where I’m sure she was aiming.

Jerry let out a high-pitched scream and spun around, with Wallace still attached, to run back into the office, but there was Uncle Tuna. The Mortician gave Jerry a lightning-fast punch right in the nose. It was explosive and I mean that literally. Blood sprayed out everywhere and Jerry staggered around before collapsing onto the pavement. Wallace ran back to me and Uncle Tuna stood above the writhing Jerry, checking his French cuffs and straightening his tie before he leaned over to say, “Mr. White, you made a bad choice. Don’t make another one. Go inside and forget about this or I’ll give you something else to remember vividly.”

Jerry had his eyes screwed shut, but he nodded before scampering away to the office, ramming into the door twice before he got it open. I heard the lock click. Like that would keep a guy like Tuna Licata out. Puhlease.

“Come on, Miss Watts,” said Uncle Tuna. “Let’s get you safely to your car.”

“Aaron went to⁠—”

Aaron drove into the parking lot.

“Do you have a tracker on our car?” I asked.

“What do you think?” Uncle Tuna asked.

“I think you might have multiple trackers on us.”

He smiled at me and cracked his knuckles.

I picked up Wallace. Her sweater had nose blood on it and so did my sleeve. Yuck. “I knew Jerry would try something and I handled him just fine.”

“I know you didn’t need me, but I do so enjoy my work. You wouldn’t deny me a small break in the monotony, would you?”

I glanced at the door, where Jerry was peeking out at us with weeping eyes and a huge wad of tissues over his nose. “I guess not. Do you think he’ll tell anyone?”

Uncle Tuna walked me to the car and opened the passenger door with a flourish. “Not until he’s arrested.”

“You think he’ll be arrested?” I asked.

He came in close and lowered his sunglasses to peer at me with amused eyes. “Yes and so do you.”

“Yeah, but arrested for what?”

“That’s your job, not mine. Let’s get on it though,” said Uncle Tuna. “I’ve got a mahjong tournament in five days. Tick tock.”

No pressure.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




From Cambria Cares, Aaron drove me back to Lawton’s. I’d already called his normal cleaners and begged for help so they were standing in front with so many cleaning supplies, mops and buckets, I thought maybe I’d oversold it.

“You’re early,” I said after we’d parked behind their van with the slogan “Clean Freaks—because the butler doesn’t do it.”

The boss, a middle-aged guy named Horace, grimaced. “Word is out around town about the smell. I wanted to get here for Mr. Lawton quick. He comes home in a week and I know you will fix everything for him.”

Like Uncle Tuna, you don’t mess with Horace.

“I will fix it,” I said, turning to Aaron who had two large grocery bags. “This is my partner, Aaron. He’s going to restock the kitchen.”

“That must wait until the kitchen is sterilized.”

Aaron nodded and I said, “The Savages are ordering mattresses. The furniture’s a problem, but maybe you can save the sofa.”

“We will save the sofa if at all possible. Where are the rugs?”

“The garage, but they’re disgusting,” I said. “There’s stuff on the hardwood too.”

“Leave it to us.”

“Music to my ears.” I let the crew in and got to hear the sound of ultimate disgust. “And this is after we cleaned up.”

“Poor Mr. Lawton. You will find them.” Horace ground a fist into his hand.

“I will find them,” I said, holding up the pug. “Do you know how to get blood out of a sweater?”

“Give this animal to me,” said Horace and Wallace yipped, trying to hide in my armpit. “I will wash the dog and the sweater.”

“Do you want to know why she had blood on her?”

“That is not my business. Cleaning is my business.”

“Works for me.”

“Is the washer functional?” Horace asked.

“Funnily enough, the washer and dryer were the only things they didn’t touch.”

Horace glanced around. “I am not surprised.”

I handed over a squealing Wallace and Horace took off with her downstairs, saying things like “Mr. Lawton doesn’t like dirty dogs in his house and you are a dirty dog.”

“Mercy?”

I turned around to find Wilbur and Wanda peering in the front door, their faces in full shock. I went down the stairs to them.

“It’s better, believe it or not,” I said.

“We believe you,” said Wanda. “I just… this is wanton destruction. Who would hate Lawton this much?”

I have an idea.

“It could be random,” I said and they just looked at me. “Okay. It’s not random. I just wish it was.”

“Did you find some clues at Cambria Cares? Was Jerry helpful? Did you like him?” Wanda asked.

It’s safe to say he doesn’t like me.

“To be honest, there’s a problem with Cambria Cares,” I said.

The couple drew back.

“What do you mean?” Wilbur asked. “We know people that use their services.”

I took them outside and told them that Jerry was odd and evasive.

“He’s just not used to being interviewed by detectives,” said Wanda.

“Neither are you, but you didn’t lie to me,” I said.

“What did he lie about?” Wilbur asked.

“He said he did a background check on Gabby.”

The couple took each other’s hands.

“I didn’t think about the background check,” said Wanda. “Pearl trusted her completely because she was certified and everything.”

“You’re saying she wasn’t,” said Wilbur. “Not at all?”

“I seriously doubt she had any training or certifications.”

Wanda put a hand on my arm. “You didn’t tell us why you’re looking for her.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

“We assumed it was some kind of larceny,” said Wilbur.

“Let’s just say that’s part of Becky’s thing.”

They looked at each other and Wanda said, “You have to go see Missy.”

“Another client?”

“Pearl’s daughter.”

“Is she in town?”

Missy was in town. She owned a vintage clothing store and a gas station. An odd combo, but the Savages said it was working out for her. Missy moved to Cambria to be close to her mother after her kids went to college. She was incredibly busy running two businesses and Pearl didn’t want to leave her own home so Missy and her sister hired Cambria Cares to do the day to day.

“Where’s the sister located?” I asked.

Wanda checked her phone. “She lives in LA.”

“Have they gone through their mother’s things yet?”

“Not yet. They were so upset they couldn’t do it right away. We’re going to help when they decide to do it. There wasn’t any hurry. The house is paid off.”

“Can you call them?” I asked. “I really want to ask them about Gabby.”

“There weren’t any problems,” said Wanda, growing nervous.

“I don’t want to freak you out, but there were problems. We just don’t know if Pearl had them.”

“Did Mr. White say that?”

“No, but he was lying about everything,” I said.

“I don’t want to upset Pearl’s girls,” said Wanda. “They’re grieving.”

“White said no one complained about Gabby, but he was lying. He had plenty to hide.”

Wilbur took a breath and then, trying to keep the doubt from his voice, he asked, “And you’d know?”

I hope this doesn’t go sideways.

“I’m pretty good at this and he tried to attack me when I left.” I held up my arm to show off the blood splatter on my sleeve. “It didn’t go well for him.”

“Wanda, call Missy.”
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Wallace elected to lay on Lawton’s deck so I left her roasting in the sun like a tiny walrus and drove Wilbur and Wanda over to Pearl Whitaker’s house in the suburbs of Cambria, full of drought-resistant landscaping and rolling hills. I wanted to call Uncle Morty, but I couldn’t very well put him on speaker. Wilbur and Wanda were already on edge and I couldn’t trust my hacker to keep it clean or calm.

“There it is,” said Wilbur. “Right on the corner.”

Pearl’s house was large and lovely in a creamy beige stucco with lots of arched windows and potted succulents out front. There was a Cadillac SUV parked in the driveway in front of the three-car garage next to an older Cadillac sedan, and a pretty blonde woman wearing a peasant blouse and skirt waited for us at the front door. She was wringing her hands. I guess she sensed something was off because Wanda was very vague about her reason for wanting to meet at Pearl’s.

I parked beside the SUV and she ran down the steps to us as we got out.

“So glad you’re home safe,” said Missy with a meaningful glance at Wilbur.

“Why wouldn’t we be?” Wanda asked.

“No reason. I just, you know, travel can be hairy.” She looked at me and extended her manicured hand. “Missy Whitaker and you’re the famous Mercy Watts.”

“I don’t know about famous, but I am Mercy Watts.” I shook her hand and it was sweaty. She knew somehow.

“Everyone knows about Lawton’s house. What a nightmare. And of course you’ve been on those news shows. I don’t believe a word of what they say. Lawton has nothing but praise for you.”

“I didn’t realize you knew Lawton,” I said.

“Everyone knows Lawton.” She took a breath. “Something’s happened to my mom’s house, hasn’t it?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I was afraid to go in,” said Missy. “I just can’t deal with it.”

“When was the last time you went inside?” I asked.

“A month ago.”

Wilbur and Wanda said comforting things and then I said, “Lawton’s wasn’t a random crime. I doubt we’ll find anything amiss in your mom’s house.”

“Not random? Who would target Lawton? He’s the sweetest man alive,” said Missy.

“I’m going to figure that out.”

Missy glanced back at her mother’s house. “So why did you want to meet?”

“It’s about your mother’s caregiver Gabby Garbo,” I said.

“Oh.”

The way she said it alerted me to something going on other than what I was after, but I wanted her to say it without me making any suggestions.

“Something wrong, Missy?” Wilbur asked.

Missy held up her phone and there were fifteen texts from Jerry White.

“What does he want?” Wanda asked.

She wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t read them.”

“Why not?”

“Let’s go inside.” Missy led us up the stairs to the wooden front door, held her breath, and then unlocked it. “Oh, thank goodness.”

The house was immaculate in shades of beige with expensive furniture from the seventies and eighties. Missy took us into the living room and offered us drinks before we sat down on the cushy sofas that were draped in Afghans.

“Did Mr. White do something?” Wanda asked.

“He tried to,” she said. “What a weirdo.”

I bet I know what he did.

“Can you elaborate?” I asked.

Missy grimaced and wrapped her arms around herself. “When I went to close Mom’s account, he tried to touch me.”

For a second, I feared Wilbur was having a stroke. He went rigid and his eyes locked to the right.

“Honey?” Wanda put a hand on his leg and happily, he looked at her.

“We were going to hire that guy,” he said.

“And now we’re not.”

“How dare he?” Wilbur said. “Your mother had just died.”

Missy nodded and told us how he insisted on hugging her. Jerry held the hug too long and she had to wriggle out of it. I’d been there, but mainly when I was younger before the news reported that I carried a weapon and wasn’t afraid to use it. Missy had no such defense. He led her to his desk with a hand a little too low on her back and the conversation that Missy thought would last five minutes dragged on for a half hour until she said she had a hair appointment and he was forced to give her the final bill. After she paid, he patted her on the rear and told her to call him sometime.

“Missy, he didn’t try to touch you,” said Wanda. “He did touch you.”

“The man is certifiable,” said Wilbur. “Did you report it?”

“He has a wife and kids. I don’t want to ruin his career.”

Wanda and Wilbur went off on how Jerry was the one ruining himself, not her. I didn’t have to say a thing. My phone buzzed and it was Uncle Morty. I excused myself to shield them from whatever was coming and went into the kitchen.

“I got the guy,” he said.

“Which guy?”

Uncle Morty was typing furiously and his fingers were hitting the keyboard so hard he wasn’t easy to hear. “Eh?”

“Which guy?” I raised my voice.

He stopped typing and I heard him take what I think might’ve been a calming breath. “The Mercedes guy.”

“Not good news I take it.”

“I… Nikki, I am calm,” said Uncle Morty. “I’m breathing. I’m friggin’ calm.”

Yeah. Real calm.

“What did you find out?” I asked.

He told me and I wasn’t calm. I wanted to take a page out of his book and curse until Wanda and Wilbur threatened to have me committed. The Mercedes guy was Michael Bernadi, an LA lawyer who was currently being investigated for embezzlement and felony fraud. That wasn’t the upsetting part. Bernadi was Brooks Bled’s new lawyer.

After a few calming breaths of my own, I said, “I had a feeling. I just didn’t want it to be true.”

Uncle Morty let out a string of curses about Brooks and his questionable parentage. He didn’t know how right he was. Nikki was in the background, trying to get him to drink chamomile tea and breathe.

“You have to tell Lawton. I can’t tell him. I friggin’ can’t,” he said.

He has a heart. Who knew?

“I’ll tell him. Don’t worry about it,” I said.

“And The Girls?”

No longer old bats. Interesting.

“I’ll handle it. Did you tell Big Steve?”

“Not yet,” he said. “He’s gonna be on that guy like white on rice.”

For more reasons than one.

“Yeah, he is,” I said. “I thought the Duchess of Dirt was Brooks’ lawyer. What happened to her?”

“Cobb dropped him in December. I haven’t found a reason, but I ain’t through her firewall yet.”

“Brooks came to Cambria in December,” I said.

“Looks like Cobb dumped him a week before that. Brooks stayed in the Cambria Pines Lodge for three days and caused twelve hundred bucks worth of damage.”

I knew Brooks to be an idiot and a spoiled trust fund baby, but I never thought of him as destructive. “What in the world did he do?”

“He was smoking something in there and it got into the curtains, carpet, mattress. They had to repaint the room. The insurance said it was noxious fumes and extreme damage.”

“Black tar heroin?”

“They didn’t know, but he also didn’t flush the toilet and he stepped on bananas, grinding ‘em into the carpet.”

“I guess there’s no point in asking why,” I said.

“‘Cause he’s a piece of crap. That’s why.”

“Can you get into Brooks’ finances?”

“Working on it. He moved everything out of the Bleds’ normal bank into Fifth Third Bank.”

I’d never heard of them, but Uncle Morty had. They were leaders in customer complaints and they were no slouches when it came to lawsuits either. Deceptive practices and hidden fees along with some other things as well.

“Why would he pick them?”

“Bernadi is a fan.”

“Of course he is,” I said. “Were you able to get that age progression done?”

“You gotta check your email,” said Uncle Morty.

“I’m kinda working here and speaking of working…”

He grumbled and I gave him the rundown on Cambria Cares and Jerry White. That got him back to raging and Nikki trying to pour chamomile down his throat.

“Mercy.” Nikki took the phone. “Okay. This is too much. Can you ask Spid⁠—”

They started wrestling for the phone. Uncle Morty won with a concentrated effort to remain calm, calm for him anyway.

“Everything is fine. Everything will work out. I don’t need to yell,” he said.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“I got a mantra.”

“Weird.”

“Tell me about it,” said Uncle Morty.

“How’s that working?”

He grumbled but admitted that it did work. He just wasn’t doing it often. “So that guy came at you in a flippin’ parking lot in broad daylight?”

“He did, but I handled it.”

“You and that Fibonacci.”

“How did you know about Uncle Tuna?”

“Word gets around,” he said, starting to type. “I’m getting in that Cambria Cares outfit.”

I thanked him, pocketed my phone, and looked up to see Wilbur standing in the doorway. “Uncle Tuna?”

“A friend of mine’s uncle,” I said.

“And he’s called Tuna because?”

“It’s a mystery.”

Wilbur refilled the water glasses and said, “You know interesting people.”

“I really do,” I said. “Are you okay?”

The old man finished and looked at me. “I’m worried that you’re not safe here.”

“I can take care of myself.” I patted my purse and he smiled. “How’s Missy?”

“She got her computer and she’s getting in her mother’s accounts,” said Wilbur.

“Is she the executor?”

He nodded and we went back in. Missy sat with Wanda on the love seat, bent over a laptop. She looked up and said, “I’m in Mom’s accounts, but what am I looking for?”

“Suspicious expenditures. Overpaying for routine expenses. Cash withdrawals. That’s just off the top of my head. Honestly, I’d leave it to the experts. The cops can handle it.”

I thought Missy would agree, but she started angry-typing, a lot like Uncle Morty when he was talking about Brooks. “I should’ve known. Stephanie said she was weird. Only using cash was weird, but I liked her and Mom was happy.”

Missy teared up at the mention of her mom and Wanda put an arm around her. “Pearl did like her. Everyone liked her, other than that Greta Garbo stuff. None of this is your fault.”

“All the Garbo stuff was weird. I should’ve known something was wrong with her. Stephanie didn’t like Gabby, but I said you’re not here you don’t know. She knew and I was all offended at her sticking her nose in and telling me what to do when she’s in LA. She’s going to kill me.”

Wanda leaned over and squinted at the screen through her reading glasses. “I don’t see anything.”

“Mercy said cash withdrawals. Gabby liked using cash for everyday expenses. I’m such an idiot. I didn’t check them. I never thought to see what she was spending.” Missy handed me the laptop and I struggled to keep my face blank. Gabby aka Becky took out seven hundred dollars a week every week for the entire time she worked for Pearl. That wouldn’t be an extraordinary amount for total expenses but that was only for food, gas, and other incidentals. Gabby’s employment agreement included food and lodging along with her monthly pay, which was reasonable. There was no way Pearl needed twenty-eight hundred dollars of spending money a month. Missy said her mother ate like a bird and since she was a homebody, she only went out to have coffee or lunch with her friends once a week. The rest of her expenses, like water, insurance, and electric, were automatically paid through the bank.

I channeled my inner Uncle Morty and went through Pearl’s accounts. “You didn’t do so bad.”

“Are you kidding? She was probably pocketing four hundred a week,” said Missy. “I feel sick.”

“It looks to me like you have a financial manager who set up a trust for your mom. Is that right?”

“My dad did that. Mom was terrible with money and”—she got choked up—“he didn’t want her to be taken advantage of.”

Wanda rubbed her back. “It must be the financial person’s fault.”

“It doesn’t look like Gabby got into any other accounts, just the checking that got three thousand dollars a month deposited. Why so much?”

Missy grabbed a tissue and blew her nose. “I’m so stupid. After Dad died, Mom went into a depression. She stopped paying the bills like water and gas. Stuff like that.”

“So you set up the automatic billing?” Wilbur asked. “That was a good idea.”

“But I didn’t change the trust deposit. Mom and I talked about it, but she thought it was simpler to leave it. She could buy plane tickets with it and gifts. It was fine. I thought it was fine.”

“Was Gabby her first caregiver?” I asked.

The answer was no. Gabby was her third and she had two more after Gabby left. I dug through Pearl’s accounts before and after. The more I looked, the more guilty Gabby became. The other caregivers didn’t take out cash. No cash at all. They used the debit card for everything and I was easily able to add up Pearl’s expenses. The other caregivers were either extremely frugal or Pearl was eating foie gras and beef tenderloin three times a day with Gabby.

“Well?” Wilbur asked.

“The good news is Gabby quit,” I said, “and your other caregivers were honest.”

“And the bad news?” Wanda asked.

“A rough estimation is that Pearl needed about two to three hundred dollars a week for food, etc.”

“Stephanie is going to murder me.” Missy collapsed, crying.

“We have to call everyone,” said Wilbur. “Who else used her?”

Wanda and Wilbur made a list and started calling people. To my surprise, they weren’t forthcoming until Missy told them to go ahead and admit what had happened to her mom’s account. Then the truth came out. Gabby had done the same thing to a lower level with her other clients. She lived with Pearl, but she would visit other clients and do their shopping, etc. Everyone loved Gabby and trusted her completely. They didn’t notice anything was amiss until after she was gone and then were too ashamed to report it to the police. They did complain to Jerry. At first, he claimed it could’ve been anybody. The clients all had cleaning services and gardeners, but when it was pointed out that gardeners don’t have access to bank accounts, he pretended to warn Gabby’s other clients and track her down, but nothing ever happened.

When one client’s son threatened to tell everyone in town about what had happened, Jerry said he was going to sue him for slander and hinted that he might tell the cops that the son had committed elder abuse and that was why he was making noise. That shut the son up quick and while they weren’t happy, they all understood.

“I wish he would’ve told me,” said Missy.

“You couldn’t have done anything,” said Wanda. “She was gone.”

“Maybe I could’ve hired someone like Mercy or”—Missy straightened up—“I think I would’ve called the police. Mom lost ten times what they did. I wouldn’t have let that go.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Wilbur.

“There’s something else,” said Wanda.

We all looked at her, waiting with pained expressions.

“Things came up missing in their houses. I didn’t want to mention it before, but you seem like you can handle it.”

“Like what?” Missy asked.

“Jewelry. Watches. Purses.”

“How did they not notice that their watches were gone?” Wilbur asked.

Wanda shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“None of Mom’s jewelry is gone. Her wedding ring and all her favorites are there,” said Missy. “My daughter was in her room and mentioned how pretty the pearls are. Mom loved pearls, of course.”

Wilbur smiled. “She always wore them. Different ones every time we went out. So many different styles.”

“I bet that’s the secret,” I said.

“Secret?” Missy asked.

“Favorites. Gabby isn’t an amateur. People notice if the pieces they wear all the time disappear but the other ones, not so much.”

Missy jumped to her feet. “Mom only wore the pearls.”

She bolted upstairs and we followed into the master bedroom, where Missy was tearing about her mother’s dressing table. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

Gabby had stolen diamond earrings, necklaces, and various watches. Several pieces belonged to Pearl’s mother and grandmother, but Gabby was no fool. She didn’t clean Pearl out. She took about a third of what was there, leaving the largest pieces that would leave a gaping hole if the boxes were removed. Wanda got back on the phone and confirmed that was how it was for the other clients. Some of them didn’t discover the thefts until months after Gabby left and one family was like Pearl’s. They didn’t know until their dad died and did an inventory.

“You’re not alone,” said Wilbur.

“Stephanie is going to kill me,” said Missy.

I was mentally doing a tally and while it wasn’t the big paydays that Becky got when she was operating with Teddy, it was pretty good money. She was in Cambria for three years and stayed below the radar. No one that Wanda talked to knew why Gabby up and quit.

“Something happened,” I said.

“Huh?” Missy asked.

“This was working for her. Something happened to run her off a steady scam.”

“I guess we could ask that worm, Jerry,” said Wanda.

“He’s not going to say a thing,” I said. “And, Missy, it’s not your fault. Jerry didn’t run a background check on Gabby. That’s how you got into this mess in the first place.”

“How do you know that?”

I told her about Becky Brown, leaving out the murders. She didn’t need that thought in her head. I texted all the client names to Uncle Morty and he said he’d get on it.

“Good. Stephanie can kill Jerry,” said Missy. “I guess I better call her. Is it too early to have a shot of whiskey?”

Wilbur decided that when you had to tell your sister that you accidentally hired a career criminal to live with their mother, it was never too early for a shot.

Missy had two shots and stared at her phone, working up the courage.

“Do you still have your mom’s computer?” I asked.

“It’s over here,” Wilbur said and he pulled a Mac out of a magazine rack next to the love seat. “She only used it for social media.”

“Do you mind, Missy?” I asked.

“Go for it. What are you looking for?”

“I don’t know, but did Gabby have a computer?”

The trio thought it over and none of them had seen her using a computer ever.

“She said she didn’t like them,” said Missy ruefully. “That was one of the reasons she liked cash. It was easy to keep track of and she didn’t have to log into anything. I’m such an idiot. I just thought get with the 1990s. Everyone uses computers for everything. Gabby took Mom to San Francisco one time and she actually drove over to a travel agent to make the hotel reservations. What a nut.”

I happened to know that Becky wasn’t averse to computers or at least she wasn’t when she was with Teddy. Their scams depended on computers too much. They had to research their victims and their local covers when they were going into the elderly’s houses to get their financial records. You don’t do that lightly. Teddy and Becky knew exactly when Roland Jenson would be at his vacuum convention.

“That was part of her cover,” I said. “It helps with her being seen as silly and harmless.”

“I did feel that way about her,” said Missy. “But she was good with Mom. She really was. I don’t understand it.”

“Understandable.” I opened Pearl’s computer. The screen saver came up and it plucked at my heartstrings. It was a photo of Pearl with her grandchildren clustered around her during her ninetieth birthday party. She was fragile but beaming; so much like The Girls that I couldn’t help but think how it would hurt them when they found out about Brooks.

Don’t think about that.

“Do you have any pictures of Gabby?” I asked.

Missy looked like she would scream.

“I never thought about that,” said Wanda. “So many clues.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “She wouldn’t let you take her picture.”

“No,” said Missy. “She was insecure about her weight.”

“Was she heavy?” I asked.

“Not really,” said Wanda. “Plump, but not fat.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said. “Just thought I’d ask.”

I clicked on the Apple icon and then said, “This is a new laptop.”

“Oh, I forgot,” said Missy. “I got that for her last year.”

Please. Please. Please.

“Do you still have the old one?” I asked.

The trio started laughing.

I frowned. “What?”

“Pearl didn’t like to get rid of things,” said Wilbur. “She was a hoarder.”

I glanced around at the room that was the very opposite of a hoarder’s home. “Are you sure about that?”

“Can you show Mercy the garage?” Missy asked. “I have to rip off this Band-Aid.”

She called her sister and Wilbur walked me downstairs and out to a door with a key rack on the wall next to it. “Brace yourself.”

I opened the door and I was not braced enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Pearl Whitaker was a hoarder of epic proportions. Her garage was filled to the rafters with a narrow space for walking. To her credit, the garage didn’t smell or even seem dirty. Almost everything was in labeled bins or neat stacks.

“Pearl was a bargain hoarder,” said Wilbur with affection.

I squeezed into the pathway and read a few labels: Games 1955–1965, Vogue 1945–1985, and Atari five sets. “What is a bargain hoarder?”

“Pearl’s husband, Rich, was a careful man with money and Pearl was a spender and a saver. Their compromise was that her auxiliary shopping, that’s what Rich called it, happened at yard sales and thrift shops. Her favorite thing was stuff left out by the curb.”

“Free,” I said with a smile, remembering Mom dragging home a pair of end tables that she found on the curb. Mom repaired and repainted before selling them for a ridiculous price as shabby chic.

“Pearl did love free and she sold some stuff, believe it or not, but she slowed down once she hit eighty.”

“Did Gabby help her with her auxiliary shopping?” I asked.

“She did, mostly stuff from the curb.”

“There’s some money in here,” I said, looking at a bin labeled Star Wars action figures.

“I know and so do Missy and Stephanie.”

I looked back at him. “Be prepared for some bins to be empty. Gabby had three years to shop.”

Wilbur sagged against the door. “I didn’t think of that, but of course, you’re right. It’s going to take a monumental effort to clean this out.”

“I can see why Missy and Stephanie weren’t anxious to start,” I said. “So you think the computer is in here somewhere?”

“It should be. Gabby didn’t steal it. Pearl would’ve noticed that.”

I worked my way deeper into Pearl’s hoard. “If stuff starts falling, call 911.”

“I hope you don’t mind if I don’t come in,” said Wilbur. “Small spaces. I can’t abide them.”

“It’s better this way.”

I said that because I had no choice. Not only was Wilbur not good with small spaces, but there was no room for him even if he were. I didn’t have claustrophobia but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I felt a tad bit panicked in there. I had to use the flashlight on my phone to see around. The stacks blocked most of the light from the overhead bulbs and something was scurrying around in there. Not ideal and just when I thought it was hopeless, I spotted a bin labeled computers 1981–1991 and on top of that was Computers 2012–.

“I think I found it!”

“Okay!”

I wrestled Computers 1995–1999 off the top of the one I wanted and blocked the pathway. Then I hauled down the right bin, encouraged because it was heavy, and put it on top of the other one. I popped the top off and found it full of MacBooks, Dells, and Lenovos.

“Did Pearl always have Apples?” I yelled.

“Yes, she did. Rich liked Windows machines!” yelled Wilbur.

Score!

I grabbed the top two Macs and squeezed back through the warren of bargain hunting.

“I can’t believe you found it,” said Missy when I got to the door. “Mom was nuts.”

“And organized,” I said. “What did your sister say?”

“I led with Jerry not doing a background check and survived. She’s calling the lawyers and the cops.”

“A brilliant decision.”

Missy looked past me at the hoard. “Aw, Mom.”

“I told her,” said Wilbur.

Missy sighed. “It’s a thieves’ paradise in there. We won’t even know what’s gone.”

“If the Ataris are in their bin, I know some guys that will gladly take them off your hands,” I said.

“Aaron?” Wilbur asked. “He looks like a gamer.”

“Him and a bunch of guys I know.”

“You know nerds?” Missy asked with a raised eyebrow.

“You should see her partner,” said Wanda. “Sweet man but…”

“Odd?” I offered.

“You said it not me.”

We walked back up to the living room and I plugged in the laptops. “Aaron is odd, but he’s also a talented chef and my backup.”

“I believe you,” said Wanda.

She didn’t but that was okay. It wasn’t required. Aaron hadn’t exactly been at his best during breakfast. I pulled up Aaron’s cooking videos on Pearl’s new laptop and let them check out his odd genius while I booted the old ones. I feared they’d be junk but they did load.

“Okay,” said Missy. “So he’s adorable. Why did you say he was weird?”

“That’s odd,” said Wanda.

“He’s teaching cub scouts how to make stuffed French toast for their moms on Mother’s Day.”

“He barely speaks,” said Wilbur.

“Does he need to? They’re having a great time and that looks good. I’m going to make that.”

“The recipe’s in the description,” I said. “He’s on TikTok too.”

“Awesome,” said Missy.

Wanda didn’t understand the awesome, but Wilbur was persuaded when Aaron did a rosemary and thyme butter-basted steak. He was down for that. While they discussed Aaron’s choice of hairnet colors and his collection of chocolate, which he revealed in a video I’d never seen, I texted Uncle Morty and told him I had the laptop that I thought was in use when Gabby worked there.

“Hey, Missy, do you mind if my uncle accesses your mom’s computer to search it for evidence?” I asked as I watched Uncle Morty hack in.

“I couldn’t care less. Where does Aaron get all that chocolate?” Missy asked.

I laughed. “I have no idea. He has a never-ending supply though.”

“Does he make you food?”

“Constantly.”

“That would be amazing,” said Missy.

“It is, now that you mention it.”

We settled in and watched videos. Missy relaxed and got tearful after seeing dishes her mom would’ve loved. Aaron grew on Wanda and Wilbur after he did a series of recipes from WWII and the Civil War. I didn’t even know he did historical recipes, but I hadn’t seen most of his collection. Aaron’s videos were so soothing, I used them to go to sleep, not that I’d ever tell him that.

I was just nodding off when my phone buzzed. It was Uncle Morty. I can always tell.

“Did you get anything?” I asked as I retreated to the kitchen.

“I got plenty,” said Uncle Morty. “How long until you fix Lawton’s house?”

“Are you kidding?”

“No, I ain’t kidding.”

“They’re still cleaning it,” I said. “I think it’s going to need wall repairs and paint too.”

He went off on scumbags and I waited while yawning. Aaron was really soothing.

“Aren’t you gonna ask me any questions?” Uncle Morty demanded.

I wasn’t. I’d gone to my happy place. Dark chocolate ganache.

“Think, Mercy. You gotta case.”

“Fine. What did you get?” I asked with ganache still on the brain.

“Jason Dooney sound familiar?”

Not even a little bit.

“Sure. What have you got?”

“You don’t know crap. I can tell.”

“Why did you ask then?”

“I like to hear you lie.”

“Swell. Can you just tell me?”

He told me but only because I threatened to tell Fats that he was being a pain. The last thing he wanted to contend with was an angry Fats Licata or possibly worse, Tiny, who was even larger and mobile.

Uncle Morty had a lot of information. I wasn’t sure how useful it was, but once he got on a roll, there was no stopping him. The FBI had classified Jason Dooney as an Unsub because of his connection to that freaky little friend group, not because he’d actually killed anyone. Dooney was in the discussions and he did help some Unsubs with vehicles since he was a car thief by trade, but there wasn’t any evidence that he’d ever been to the Kansas graveyard.

“Why do I care about any of this?” I asked.

“Because Becky, Gabby, what’s-her-name was talking to that guy in the months before she hightailed it out of there,” said Uncle Morty.

“He wasn’t on Teddy’s known associates list.”

Uncle Morty chuckled. “Yeah, but he knew him. They both did.”

Jason Dooney had been another juvenile delinquent locked up in the youth center at Warrenville. He was a petty criminal and frankly the kind of kid you’d think had a shot at redemption. His parents were orthodontists and they did all the right things, including moving him to California after his last stint in juvie to get him away from the crowd he’d gotten mixed up in and it seemed like it worked. He had no more arrests until twenty-five when he got picked up for being part of a ring that fenced stolen car parts. Dooney was all about boosting cars.

After that, he was in and out of jail for minor offenses. The cops suspected him in several car thefts, but his parents’ lawyers kept him out of any serious trouble. My favorite was one of his last run-ins with the law, an insurance scam, generally called a swoop and squat. Dooney and a buddy would cause car accidents and then go to a doctor that was in cahoots with soft tissue injuries but that kinda thing does add up. Dooney did break several bones and wasn’t in the best of shape two years ago when he saw a running Lincoln outside a Starbucks. He slipped in the car, but it was his bad luck that a pair of detectives happened to see him, and the screaming woman who ran out of the Starbucks with her pumpkin spice latte. A car chase ensued and Dooney’s luck ran out. He flipped the Lincoln off an overpass and that was the end of him.

Uncle Morty was very excited, but I wasn’t. Another dead Unsub. Swell.

“She was talking to that guy,” said Uncle Morty.

“Do you have the texts?”

“No.”

I yawned. “Okay.”

“She tried to delete everything off that Mac, but I got it back,” said Uncle Morty.

“I’d expect no less from you.”

“You have to ask me how I knew she was talking to Dooney.”

I groaned and asked.

“One of the things she deleted was a hotel reservation in San Luis Obispo. She requested an adjoining room.”

“And in that adjoining room was Jason Dooney?” I asked.

“That’s right.”

“And he’s super dead like Teddy Blatt.”

“Look, you want this or not?”

I wanted ganache and roast chicken with Aaron’s garlic mashed. Not together, obviously. I could hear the trio listening to the video on roasting garlic in the living room. “I want it. Did Dooney have an address two years ago that I’m supposed to go look at or something?”

“The little twerp had a job,” said Uncle Morty, sounding pretty pleased with himself.

Now it’s getting interesting.

“Where at?”

“Los Gatos Luxury Living. It’s a fancy retirement village.”

Now we’re talking.

“That’s right up Becky’s alley,” I said with a grin. “Is it too much to ask for a Molly Monroe or a Holly Hayworth to be working there?”

“You ain’t far off,” said Uncle Morty.

“Are you serious? Who have you got?”

He started laughing and I heard Nikki join in.

“Come on. Don’t keep me in suspense,” I said.

“Faye Hemingway is the assistant manager,” he said while still laughing.

Hallelujah!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




As I walked back into the living room, the doorbell rang and Missy ran down to let a pair of San Luis Obispo cops in. They trudged up the stairs, refused offers of water or coffee, and looked increasingly disgruntled before getting down to business.

“It’s lucky finding you here, Miss Watts,” said the older of the duo, although they were both in their fifties and had the aura of cops that had come to the area to retire from big city crime.

The younger cop introduced them as Officers Torv and Tuttle. If he felt lucky, I didn’t detect that emotion. Exhaustion and I-need-a-beer were more likely.

I smiled at them. “I agree. I was just about to head out.”

“Where are you going?” Tuttle asked.

“Lawton Bled’s house. There’s been an incident.”

“You should’ve called us,” said Torv.

“Are you familiar with the Bled family?” I asked.

They weren’t and they didn’t appreciate the Bleds preferring to handle their difficulties through my dad and his connections.

“Break-ins and destruction of property should be reported to us not the state cops,” said Tuttle as he stifled a yawn.

Oh, yeah. You’re super on the hunt for more to do.

“If it ever happens again, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“Do you expect it to happen again?”

“I certainly hope not,” said Wilbur. “Poor Lawton. What a nightmare.”

The cops focused on me and waited.

“No, I don’t expect it to happen again,” I said with a sigh.

Torv scratched his crewcut and said, “You have a history.”

“Do you?” Missy asked.

“Not of destruction of property.” Break-ins… “Are you referring to something in particular?”

Tuttle pulled out a little notebook and said, “Jerry White has reported you for assault.”

Wanda and Wilbur stood up and Wilbur said, “He attacked her. Mercy defended herself.”

“Is that so?”

I nodded and crossed my arms.

“Mr. White says you came to his place of employment and made unfounded accusations.”

“I asked him questions that he didn’t want to answer,” I said.

“She asked about Gabriella Garbo, who robbed my mother for years.” Missy held up Pearl’s computer. “It’s all in her accounts.”

“That’s a weirdo basting a turkey,” said Torv.

“Oh, darn.” Missy clicked over to Pearl’s accounts and quickly told them what I’d found out.

The cops looked at each other and their shoulders sagged.

“This isn’t your first rodeo with Gabby,” I said.

“No,” said Tuttle. “Our third. The word is out on that woman, but you’re the first that had losses so significant and systematic.”

“And then there’s Mr. White,” said Torv.

“What does he say?” Wanda asked. “Look at her. Mercy’s about as tough as a French meringue on a rainy day.”

Oddly specific.

Missy grinned at me. “Aaron made a pavlova.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well, I do partially agree. Pavlovas aren’t tough, but I’m not exactly a defenseless pastry.”

Torv’s gaze intensified. “Mr. White claims you broke his nose, Miss Watts, and he’s at the clinic right now so we’re inclined to believe him.”

I held up my hands and waggled my fingers at him. “Do these hands look like they broke someone’s nose?”

Torv and Tuttle eyed my undamaged hands and agreed. I couldn’t have punched Jerry.

“Well,” said Torv. “Someone punched him.”

“He deserved it,” said Missy. “He didn’t do a background check on Gabby and now my mother’s jewelry is gone.”

“Jerry’s trying to distract you,” said Wilbur.

Tuttle looked at his notepad. “What happened to Mr. White’s eyes?”

“Oh, that,” I said. “When he tried to attack me, I pepper sprayed him. My dog bit him in the crotch too. Did he mention that?”

“No, he didn’t,” said Torv. “What kind of dog?”

He was prepared for a German Shepard or a Rottweiler.

“Wallace is a pug,” I said.

“Your pug bit Mr. White in the crotch?”

“She’s surprisingly springy and to be honest, it was his upper inner thigh. She didn’t quite make the future generations area, but it was quite impressive for a pug.”

“She deserves a treat,” said Missy.

“Wallace’s life is one long treat.”

The cops went over and sat down on the sofa, sinking in and leaning back on the Afghans.

“Do you want to make a complaint out against Mr. White?” Tuttle asked.

I shrugged. “I will if he persists in accusing me.”

“Who punched him in the nose?” Torv asked.

“How should I know? Ask him.”

Those two weren’t wet behind the ears and they didn’t believe for a second that I didn’t know who did it.

“There’s a guy parked down the street in a black S class Mercedes,” said Torv.

“Okay,” I said.

“Who is that?”

“Beats me and why are you asking?”

He looked so tired I almost felt sorry for him. The countryside crime rate must’ve been higher than expected.

“He looks suspicious,” said Tuttle.

“Mercedes are suspicious?” Missy asked. “They’re all over the place.”

“The car isn’t suspicious. He is.”

“Why?” I asked, widening my eyes. “What did he do?”

The men glanced at each other and then Tuttle asked, “What brought you to town, Miss Watts?”

“I’m looking for Gabriella Garbo.”

My candor surprised him, but hey, it was my job. Why not say it? Plus, it’s always nice to throw a cop off balance.

“And you went to Lawton Bled’s home because?”

“Mercy is a Bled,” said Missy. “She’s Lawton’s niece.”

“He told you that too?” I asked.

“Of course he did,” said Wanda. “He’s very proud of you, Mercy. Lawton has a scrapbook of all your cases.”

“Really?”

“It’s beautifully done. You know how Lawton is. I hope it’s not ruined.”

Torv held up a hand. “You’re not a Bled?”

I explained my association with the family, the public version anyway.

“Lawton insisted that I stay at his house. What do you know about Brooks Bled?”

“Who?” Tuttle asked.

“The Bled that wrecked the hotel room in December,” I said.

“What?” Missy, Wilbur, and Wanda said together.

“I guess they didn’t report that either.” I outlined what I knew and they weren’t happy with how I knew it. A friend told me. Right.

Tuttle checked his pad again and looked at Missy. “Ma’am, how do you know that Mr. White didn’t run a background check on Gabriella Garbo?”

“I told her,” I said.

“How would you know?”

“Because that is an alias. He couldn’t possibly have run a check on her.” I gave them a rundown of what I knew without the murder and certainly without Los Gatos Luxury Living. That clue belonged to me. Missy started in on the list of missing jewelry so I got up and excused myself. I needed to get back to Lawton’s. Wilbur and Wanda elected to stay with Missy and I headed down the stairs when Tuttle leaned over the railing. “Don’t leave town, Miss Watts.”

I looked at him for a moment and then said, “Of course not.”

“We’ll have more questions,” he said.

“Sure.” I smiled at him and left. We both knew I would leave whenever I darn well felt like it, but he said it and it was out there for all the good it would do him.
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I drove back to Lawton’s house with Uncle Tuna two cars behind me. He parked down the block but remained obvious to anyone paying attention, like Torv and Tuttle. Fibonacci luck was a real thing and no one who worked for the family ever seemed concerned with being seen but that big black Mercedes was, in a way, more obvious than Fats’ lime green leopard prints. After Jerry, it made me feel safe and I appreciated it.

The cleaning crew was packing up and Horace walked over to me. “We have cleaned the entire house and the kitchen is sterilized.”

“How about the rugs?”

He apologized and said the rugs had to be hauled off to a specialty dry cleaner in San Luis Obispo. They were more than mortal men could handle.

“I was afraid of that, but I appreciate the effort,” I said, looking at the dumpster where Lawton’s sofa was sticking out. “No luck on the sofa either, I see.”

“It was beyond saving and that is the good news, Miss Mercy,” said Horace.

“Lay it on me.”

“The smell. It remains.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured I’d need to have it painted,” I said. “Do you have any recommendations? There’s some dry wall repair too.”

Horace had a list of contractors, who he’d already called, and they were sending me estimates that night.

“You are on it,” I said. “Thank you so much.”

“Mr. Lawton is a good customer and friend. I do my best for him.”

“Hey, someone told me that he had a scrapbook on me. Did you find it?”

Horace looked away. “No scrapbook.”

“There never was a scrapbook or…”

“The scrapbook is no more.”

I glanced at the dumpster. “Can I see it?”

“No,” he said.

“Why not?”

“They wrecked it.”

“How did they wreck it?” I asked.

Horace looked me square in the eye. “The scrapbook is no more.”

Somethings are better left alone. “Message received.”

“Good.” Horace shook my hand and the cleaning crew left.

I went inside to find a sparkling clean house that still smelled faintly of vomit and other things that I didn’t want to think about. Upstairs, Aaron was in the kitchen organizing spices. His personal collection of cookbooks was on the shelf where Lawton’s used to be. They were stuffed with notes and I wondered if Lawton would be able to make out the changes Aaron had made. Other than that, there wasn’t much left other than some short stacks of dishes on the countertops and I did a quick count. Lawton had lost at least half. Add that to the list.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

Bark.

I turned around to look at the deck and Wallace wasn’t there.

Bark.

“Strawberry,” said Aaron.

I walked into the living room that had one surviving end table and a large, stuffed strawberry in it.

Bark.

“Wallace?”

Bark. Bark.

The pug was inside the strawberry that turned out to be a pet bed. She looked so pleased I had to laugh.

“Where’d this thing come from?” I asked.

“Ned brought it with the insurance estimates.”

I looked over at my partner. “Are you okay?”

“It still smells.”

“Horace had estimates for the painting done,” I said. “I’ll get it squared away. Don’t worry.”

“Don’t tell Lawton,” said Aaron.

“About the smell?”

“Yeah.”

I gazed at his empty living room without his art or carefully chosen furniture and it seemed like a little thing. “Because…”

“If he knows, it will always be here,” said Aaron.

“I won’t tell him.”

Aaron went back to labeling spice jars and I sat down on the floor in front of Wallace’s strawberry. I gave her a scratch and pulled out my phone to call Lawton. I really didn’t want to. Lying to Lawton wasn’t a good thing. I hated that, but Aaron was right. His mental health was more important than my sensibilities.

“Hi, Lawton, it’s me,” I said.

“Mercy, dear, how’s it going? Ned says Horace did a fabulous job and you can’t even tell,” said Lawton in a rush with his deep baritone voice ringing out and making me feel like crying.

“Horace rocked it, but we have some things to cover,” I said.

“Yes?”

I told him we needed paint and repairs. The toilet was cracked, but Ned had already told him all of that, which was a relief. Lawton had already picked colors. He’d been thinking of freshening up the place so his ideas were at the ready. His assistant, Charlene, had ordered a new sofa and chairs. He was torn on a new table and thinking of going with antiques. He and my mom were discussing options and a possible shopping trip to New York. Antiques were a brave choice, considering what had happened, but Lawton seemed to be looking firmly forward and I didn’t question it. I had other questions.

“Lawton, I have some things I want to ask you if that’s okay,” I said.

“Darling, of course. Anything. You’re going through all that mess. Ned said, well he said you were a real trooper. You didn’t have to haul all that…stuff out on your own.”

“I had Aaron and we were happy to do it.”

“My sweet girl,” he said. “What’s your question? Is it about your hair? Have you been having your nails done?”

“Well…”

Lawton sighed. “I found a new conditioning serum that might stop that curling.”

“I could totally use some new stuff,” I said, “but that wasn’t my question.”

“Fashion?”

“No. More serious than that.”

“Fashion is serious,” said Lawton and I could tell he was smiling. I hated to ruin it, but I had to.

“Through the course of my investigation, it came up that Brooks was here in December,” I said.

Lawton didn’t answer.

“I wouldn’t ask about it if it weren’t important,” I said.

“Brooks was in Cambria,” said Lawton and I had never heard that tone in his deep voice before. I didn’t know what it was. Anger? Disappointment? I just didn’t know.

“He didn’t stay with you.”

“No.”

I took a breath and wished Mom were there. She and Lawton were tight. She’d know what to say.

“Have you talked to Big Steve lately?” I asked.

That surprised him and he replied, “Why no, I haven’t.”

“I know you talk to The Girls all the time. Have they said anything about a lawsuit?”

Lawton sighed and I could tell he’d relaxed. Only a Bled would relax at the word lawsuit. “There’s always something.”

“I know and that’s why I want to know why Brooks came to see you,” I said.

“Must I discuss it?”

“It would help me and the family if you did.”

Lawton said he needed more coffee for that discussion and it took a few minutes for him to situate himself for the Brooks talk. “You know what he’s like.”

“Yes, I do,” I said. “Can you be specific? He must’ve wanted something.”

“Brooks always wants something,” said Lawton. “I’m not sure what it was this time.”

“Really?”

“It was very odd and that’s saying something.” Lawton went on to tell me that Brooks showed up in town without any warning. He called him from the beach saying he couldn’t find the house. Lawton could tell something was off, but he gave him directions and Brooks showed up two hours later.

“What beach was he on?” I asked.

“That’s what I asked, but he wouldn’t give me a straight answer on that or anything else.”

“So he came to the house.”

“I didn’t let him in,” Lawton said quickly.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I just had a feeling that I shouldn’t. He was acting strange and he really wanted to come in. I took him to Lynn’s instead.”

At the restaurant, Brooks talked in circles about The Girls, trying to get Lawton to say that they weren’t capable of caring for themselves anymore. He trashed me, my parents, some of the Bled cousins, and anyone connected to The Girls, including Rocco and Joy. Lawton said in his own roundabout way that he thought Brooks was strung out, which fit the condition that he left his hotel room in.

“Did he threaten you?” I asked.

“Not directly but it was in the air,” he said. “He asked about the Bled Collection and what work I’d done on it. I wouldn’t talk about that with him after he sued to get control. Brooks must think I’m stupid.”

“I doubt that,” I said. “What else?”

“He kept saying that things have to change and I had to help him.”

“Do what exactly?”

“That wasn’t clear. My mother and Aunt Millicent are fine. Even if they weren’t, Brooks wouldn’t be anyone’s choice to care for them,” Lawton said.

“Chuck and I are there.”

“He hates that. I’m sorry he tried to get the ring back.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Was there anyone with him?”

“Not that I saw and he didn’t mention anyone else.”

I reached in the strawberry and gave Wallace a pet. “And he wanted in your house?”

“Absolutely. After Lynn’s, he kept inviting himself over and wanted to stay with me.” Lawton’s voice deepened. “I love having guests, but I knew he couldn’t be in the house.”

“Did he keep trying?”

“He called several times, but I begged off,” he said.

I described the guys that climbed over the gate at the Bled mansion, but Lawton hadn’t seen anyone like that.

“What a bizarre thing to happen.”

“They were bizarre,” I said, looking around at Lawton’s bare, scarred walls.

“What did they want?” Lawton asked.

“A painting. Do you know anything about the Honoré Daumier? The Stella one. I think Big Steve said you worked on it.”

Lawton paused and then said, “I do, as a matter of fact. I always liked it and I worked on tracking the owners when I was younger. The trail is cold, as I imagine you know.”

My heart rate went up.

“You did research?” I asked.

“I did.”

“Independent of The Girls?”

Lawton chuckled. “Of course not. The Stella Collection research can’t be partitioned off. It’s all connected through Stella, Grandmother Florence, and Uncle Josiah. I think of it as one giant jigsaw puzzle and we’re trying to figure out where those pieces go.”

“Did you have it here in the house?” I asked.

“What?”

“The research on the Daumier painting.”

I heard Lawton take a sip. He was putting it together. “Yes, but it’s been years since I did any work on that. You mentioned a lawsuit. Is it to do with that painting?”

I told him about The Girls being served and the lawsuit’s questionable origins.

“I see,” he said. “The research was in my storage room.”

I stood up and went downstairs to the storage room that Horace had done a great job of cleaning up. Very few of Lawton’s files were left, but Horace had left a list of what he tossed in the dumpster. There wasn’t anything about Daumier on it.

“Was that the only research you had?” I asked.

“Yes, the Daumier was my special project, but there are copies of everything at the mansion. I was very careful to document everything I learned about the family.”

And there it is.

“I’m sure you were,” I said.

“Mercy, dear girl, this is Brooks, isn’t it?” Lawton asked.

“It looks that way,” I said.

Lawton’s voice went thick and hoarse. “We’re family. I don’t understand it. He trashed his hotel room and I paid for it so no one would find out. Perhaps I shouldn’t have done that. There was something going on with him. I should’ve told Big Steve at the very least.”

“You had no idea what he was up to,” I said.

“When you said those men wanted the Daumier, I thought it was an odd target. There are much more valuable pieces in the collection but it was because of me.”

“It was because of Brooks,” I said. “Uncle Morty’s on the case and we will figure it out.”

“What a lovely man,” he said, getting choked up again. “He was a wonderful guest.”

“We’re going to fix it, Lawton,” I said. “I’m going to fix Brooks. For good this time.”

“Mercy, don’t do anything rash.”

“I can promise you that when I do something, it will not be rash.”

“Sometimes you make me nervous,” said Lawton.

“Brooks is the one who should be nervous.”

Lawton chuckled. “He isn’t smart enough to know you’re coming.”

True.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




At ten o’clock the next morning, Aaron and I started the three-hour drive to Los Gatos, a swanky town within the bubble of San Jose and nothing like St. Louis. I’d been to San Jose a few times with The Girls and I found the area oddly disorienting. We drove from San Jose to San Francisco once and never left the urban sprawl. I had no feeling of getting out of San Jose and entering San Francisco. It was one big thing. I don’t think other people feel that way, but I certainly did.

The drive to Los Gatos was nothing like that. Once you left San Luis Obispo, you were in the middle of nowhere. I couldn’t believe it was California with all the empty miles and if you need an emergency pit stop, good luck.

I didn’t thankfully and Aaron was driving, leaving me to doze with Wallace up against the passenger door. I was up and at Lawton’s at six, meeting the painters and the guy doing the repair work. They had their instructions and I left Wanda and Wilbur in charge. I told them I’d be back quick, acutely aware of the timeline Uncle Tuna gave me. I didn’t know what would happen if I went over it and I didn’t want to find out.

Aaron poked me at one fifteen and I opened my eyes to see we’d pulled into a Best Western. Aaron chose the motel because I didn’t care, but I instantly regretted it. Uncle Tuna drove into the parking lot behind us and there was a distinct furrow in his brow. Awesome.

“This isn’t really a Fibonacci-type place,” I said.

“We aren’t Fibonaccis,” said Aaron as he parked.

“I bow to your logic. Can I send Uncle Tuna to you?”

He shrugged and got out. If Aaron worried about anything, I’d never seen any evidence of it. He simply trotted across the parking lot and into the lobby. I got out with Wallace and waved to Uncle Tuna. He raised his palms at me and I pointed at the lobby. He shook his head but Aaron was already trotting back to me.

“Second floor with a view of the pool,” he said.

I got my bag and Wallace’s strawberry and followed Aaron to the second floor. The place might’ve been a budget choice, but it had fresh white paint on the decorative railings and the shrubbery was well-manicured. The pool in question was small, but our rooms did overlook it.

Wallace certainly approved and ran around like a nut when I got us inside our room. I put her strawberry in a corner and she burrowed inside happily. I opened up my laptop and Aaron knocked on the adjoining room door.

“You hungry?”

“I could eat.”

Without a word, he closed the door and I opened my laptop. Uncle Morty had sent the age-progression photos of Becky along with background on Los Gatos Luxury Living and Faye Hemingway. Nikki’d done the good job I’d known she would. I had Becky with different hair colors and styles. She was heavier, but not too heavy. I could recognize her from the photos. I only hoped somebody else would too because I needed it to be easy.

Los Gatos Luxury Living was part of a chain of high-end retirement villages across the country. They were in the black. No fraud. No complaints and nothing weird, which I instantly thought was weird. Nothing’s perfect. Somebody had to be unhappy about something, but Uncle Morty said they appeared to be clean. I thought we might ask Catherine to take a look. Her forensic accounting skills might just be exactly what we needed. Let’s face it, if Becky worked there something was up. There was just no way around it.

I opened the Faye Hemingway file last, thinking it would be the best. It wasn’t because it was practically empty. Uncle Morty had gotten into employee files of Luxury Living and while they did do a background check on her, she practically had no background, but what she had didn’t look fake. Hemingway was born in 1965. She was an only child. Graduated from Kansas State with a business degree. Parents dead. No marriages. No kids. She moved to Arizona twenty-five years ago and got the driver’s license she was still using. The Arizona license was good for thirty years and the picture was grainy. Then she moved to California fifteen years ago and had zero social media presence. Uncle Morty couldn’t even find a picture other than her senior photo from high school and she had an enormous perm that obscured half her face.

I flopped over and called him.

“You find Becky already?” Uncle Morty asked.

“Oh, please. Is this all you have on Hemingway?”

“You think I’m holding out?”

“Not exactly. Was Faye Hemingway ever reported missing?” I asked.

He chuckled. “I thought the same thing and no, she wasn’t.”

“What are we thinking? This identity looks real. Becky killed the real Faye and took over her life?”

“Gotta be. She started work at the retirement joint six months after Gabby left Cambria. It fits.”

“But Faye’s a real person,” I said. “No one noticed she turned into somebody else?”

“That woman’s got no life that I can find,” he said. “She barely uses her computer for anything other than work and ordering takeout. She streams movies and that’s about it.”

“She lives in a condo. Are there any surveillance cameras so we can get a look and at least compare the current Faye to the driver’s license?”

“Tried it. They got cameras at the entrance to the parking lot and that’s it. You gotta go get a look at her. Get some DNA but don’t let her get a load of you doing it. That chick is crazy. She will kill you.”

“Oh, I know. I was just hoping for easy.”

“It can’t be easy. It’s you,” he said. “You got some time?”

There was a politeness in his voice that got my attention and I sat up. “Yeah, I think Aaron’s getting food. What’s up?”

“I got into Brooks’ accounts with Novak’s help. He loves to hack banks. You owe him.”

“I’m used to it,” I said. “What did you find out?”

“It ain’t good.”

“Define ain’t good.”

“Bad. Real bad.”

Real bad didn’t cover it. I hadn’t given much thought to what Brooks’ situation was. I didn’t know what the Bleds, in general, were worth or what the individual trusts were. The Bled Collection was into the tens of millions, not that The Girls ever let anyone value it in its entirety. Stella’s part of the collection was a total mystery because it encompassed jewelry, furniture, art, musical instruments, and books. The Girls felt it was rude to value something that did not belong to them and I agreed. Brooks didn’t. Uncle Morty found out that over the years he’d taken photos of various items in the mansion and had them valued. One of the things he took pictures of was the bedroom set in my room. To say that felt like an invasion was an understatement.

Brooks told banks that he would be inheriting the pieces and applied for loans based on their value. He was successful to the tune of two point five million dollars.

“Why would he do that?” I asked although I already knew.

“He’s broke.”

“How broke?”

“Flat busted,” said Uncle Morty.

“He had a trust,” I said.

“Drained it.”

“What about the houses? The cars?”

“Second and third mortgages,” he said. “He sold most of the cars and the planes.”

“Brooks had planes? Why is he always taking the Bled jet everywhere?”

“They were small. He had some Cessnas and a couple Piper Cubs.”

I got up and turned on the Keurig. It’s a good thing there wasn’t a minibar because I might’ve hit that. “Can Brooks fly?”

“Are you kiddin’? He can’t even drive. His license was suspended for drunk driving.”

“How did I not know that?” I asked.

“That LA lawyer Michael Bernadi handled it,” said Uncle Morty.

“How did it not make the news? Bled brewing heir is a drunk driver. That’s news.”

“Palms were greased if I had to guess.”

I put in a pod and made hazelnut. “Did you tell Big Steve yet?”

“I’m telling you first,” said Uncle Morty.

“First first?”

“Yeah, first.”

No pressure.

“Okay. Can you check the cameras on the gate to Hawthorne Avenue? Those dipsticks drove a rental Toyota,” I said.

“I can do that,” said Uncle Morty with a voice that was soft without its usual growl.

“We need to connect them to Brooks and… to Lawton’s house.”

“I’m on it.”

I put all the creamer in that one cup and swirled it. “Where is Brooks? Can you find him and Elena?”

“I’ll find them.”

“If they are in St. Louis tell Big Steve what’s going on,” I said. “We can’t have either of them in the house with The Girls.”

“You okay?”

No.

“I don’t have a choice anymore,” I said.

“Mercy, what are you talking about?” Uncle Morty said.

“Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Hey, did Chuck go to your game night?”

“No, the bastard went to a shooting range with Rupert and Charles.”

“Uncle Ru’s not into shooting,” I said.

“They were bonding or some shit,” said Uncle Morty, clearly peeved at the rejection.

Aaron walked in, carrying burritos.

“Gotta go,” I said. “Aaron’s here. I’ll be over at Luxury Living asap.”

He said okay, but he wasn’t happy about anything at the moment.

“Birria burritos,” said Aaron.

Bark.

“No one’s talking to dogs,” I said.

Grr.

Wallace made me smile and for that she got some burrito.
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I got myself all gussied up, as Grandad would say, with heels and everything because when you’re going to Luxury Living you shouldn’t look like you’ve been crying or smell. To that end, I got Aaron to put on a clean Star Trek tee and jeans. They were stone washed but what can you do? The jeans were clean and I had to be happy with that.

I put Wallace’s freshly laundered and blood stain free sunflower sweater on her and carried the service dog vest in case it was necessary. I’d washed my hair with products Lawton said would fix the insane curls situation and they actually worked, but for the two-hundred-dollar price tag, I wasn’t sure it was worth it. Plus, my hair was big, like really big, and it looked a lot like Marilyn’s hair when she sang to JFK. That was not the image I wanted to portray so I put on a headband and hoped that made me look serious somehow and unlikely to coo at cheating husbands.

On the way to the car, Uncle Tuna gave me a thumbs-up so that was something and we drove over to Luxury Living and it didn’t disappoint. The campus, and it was right to call it that, had the feel of a country club or resort. We drove through enormous gates down a long drive to the main entrance where there was parking and rows of golf carts.

I parked next to the golf carts and worked up a story. I couldn’t go in saying, “Hey, I’m looking for Becky Brown” or even “I’m looking for Faye Hemingway.” Becky couldn’t see me coming or she’d be out of there.

We walked through the huge double doors into an atrium three stories high, filled with palm trees, flowers, and a water feature where seniors were sitting at tables playing cards. Wallace pranced around and got lots of smiles from residents and staff.

Near the entrance, a pretty woman, standing with a man holding a clipboard and making notes, got distracted by Wallace as we passed her.

“She’s adorable,” she said, tucking her brown bob behind her ears.

“Thank you,” I said.

“We don’t allow dogs,” said the man with a frown.

I held up the service dog vest. “She doesn’t like it.”

“Oh well…”

“Come on, Mr. Keiser,” the woman said. “She’s adorable. My mom would love her.”

Mr. Keiser didn’t look happy, but the vest persuaded him. He pointed at the visitor’s desk and said, “Now, Mrs. Driver, the schedule looks fine, but if you want more frequent visits, I can arrange that.”

“I don’t know what we need.”

I went to the desk with my most winning and innocent smile. “Hello.”

“May I help you?” the young attendant at the front desk asked.

I gave her my card and said, “I certainly hope so.”

The girl stared at me, holding the card without looking at it.

“Hi,” I said.

“Oh. Sorry. It’s just…”

“I know. This is just how I look,” I said. “So I’m Mercy Watts and I’m investigating a missing person’s case.”

“Really? That’s what you do?” she asked.

“I was a nurse and now I’m a private detective.”

“Why?”

That’s new.

“I need money and people pay me,” I said.

“You could be a model.”

I held out a foot, showing off my heels. “I’m short.”

“I don’t think they’d care. If I were you, I’d be on OnlyFans and be rich.”

Grr.

“Yeah, well, that’s not my thing,” I said.

“It should be your thing,” she said. “Do you know how much money people would pay to see you⁠—”

“We’re getting off track here. I’m a detective and⁠—”

“Seriously. That’s insane,” she said. “Get a real job and some real money.”

So this day just got worse.

“I do have a real job and I’m trying to do it,” I said. “I’m trying to find⁠—”

“Your hair is huge. How did you do that?”

“It wasn’t on purpose.”

“Bangin’. What do you use? I use this stuff I found on TikTok but my hair’s falling out.”

Aaron reached over and rapped on the desk hard. The girl stared at him for a moment and then said, “Weird. Oh, did you hear about that Adriana from The Sopranos?”

Where is this going?

“No. Can I speak to a manager or someone in⁠—”

“She was like going broke and then she got on OnlyFans,” said the attendant. “She saved her house.”

“My house is just fine,” I said. “Can I⁠—”

“She didn’t get naked. She just models. You could do it. How’s your butt?” She came around the desk, stuck out her own butt, and started posing.

Oh dear lord.

The residents were staring and I have to say it was impossible to look away, like a car wreck or Rodney, Aaron’s partner, the one time we went to karaoke and he sang Queen. You should stop watching, but you just can’t.

“Olivia!” Mr. Keiser ran over and dragged her back behind the desk. “Go do something not here.”

“But I was just helping⁠—”

“You’ve helped enough.” He pushed her through the door behind the visitor’s desk. “Take a break.”

Olivia shrugged and closed the door. Mr. Keiser turned to me, red faced and breathing heavy. “I’m so sorry about that. She’s…different.”

“Is she fired?” I asked.

He sighed. “She’s the owner’s son’s girlfriend’s niece, so no.”

“Like a nepo baby?”

“In a way, yes,” he said. “Can I help you?”

I picked up the card Olivia had left on the desk and gave it to him. “I’m Mercy Watts and this is my associate, Aaron. I’m investigating a missing person’s case. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Mr. Keiser said. “I’m head of nursing.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I don’t expect you to know anything about my case in particular. I’m looking for a woman who went missing a few years ago. Her mother is in failing health and she’s trying to find her daughter. Her name is Valerie Kagan but she wouldn’t be using that name anymore.” I gave him my spur of the moment fake background. Drug user. Wild child. Ran away.

Mr. Keiser kept glancing around at the residents, who were whispering and no longer interested in their books or card games.

“I’m just trying to find Valerie to give her a message. That’s it. Easy-peasy,” I said.

“We don’t harbor fugitives.”

Well, if that isn’t the worst way to frame what I said.

“I don’t think you do. Valerie is an ordinary person and I got a tip that she’s working here.”

“She’s not,” he said, coming around the desk.

“Can I show you some pictures?” I pulled out my phone.

He took me by the arm and Wallace growled. “I need you to leave now.”

“Just a couple pictures.” I held up my phone to show the photo of Becky as a fifty-four-year-old redhead.

“No and this is not appropriate. We’re not that kind of facility.”

“Your desk clerk was just twerking at me.”

“That was a mistake.”

“Clearly,” he said, glancing over at the woman he’d been speaking to, Mrs. Driver, who was frozen in rapt attention like everyone else. “No woman like that works here. I don’t want to upset our residents.”

This wasn’t going at all how I expected and in a moment of desperation I asked, “Is Faye Hemingway here today?”

“Faye? What’s she got to do with anything?” He led me toward the door with a very firm hand.

“She may know Valerie.” I flipped to the blonde fifty-four-year-old Becky. “How about this woman?”

He barely glanced at it and the automatic doors slid open. “No. Thanks for coming by.”

“Can I speak to Faye Hemingway?”

“She’s out sick.”

“When will she be back?”

“I don’t know. She has bronchitis and we can’t have that around our residents. We take illnesses very seriously.” He took me outside and deposited me in the parking lot. “Thank you for your interest, but you can’t come barging into our facility like that.”

“I wasn’t barging in anywhere. I simply wanted to ask⁠—”

“Look, our residents expect peace and perfection. We give that to them. You are not conducive to our image.”

“Are you talking about my image or my job?”

“Either way,” he said. “Good luck with finding whoever it is you’re looking for. I assure you she isn’t here.”

He marched back inside and I was momentarily speechless.

“That’s just him,” said a voice behind me.

I looked over and saw the woman Mr. Keiser had been speaking with. She waved for me to come over to a stand of palms and Wallace yipped and dragged me to her with Aaron trotting along behind.

She held out a hand. “Jessica Driver. My mother-in-law is a resident here.”

I shook her hand and introduced us, but she’d already done some googling and was as open as Mr. Keiser was shut.

“Mr. Keiser is just like that,” she said, squatting down to love up Wallace. “Try not to take offense. I happen to know there’s a top management position in Florida that he has his eye on. This place has a carefully curated image and he does not want to mess that up.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“I heard you asking about Faye Hemingway. Is your case really about her?”

She’s a sharp tool.

“Possibly. Do you know her?”

Jessica stood up and glanced at the doors where a couple residents exited and walked in the direction of the butterfly garden. At least that’s what it said on the sign.

“I’ve met her a couple of times when we moved my in-laws here. I always wondered about her.”

Yes. Yes. Yes.

“Why is that?” I asked.

“No one knows how it happened and she won’t speak about it. Very mysterious,” said Jessica.

“What’s mysterious?”

“The scars. How did she get them? When did it happen?”

“What scars?”

Jessica leaned in. “You don’t know?”

“I know almost nothing about Faye Hemingway,” I said.

Apparently, I wasn’t alone. Jessica’s in-laws had moved in eight months ago because Doris Driver had been diagnosed with a second bout of breast cancer. Jessica’s brother-in-law knew someone there and he insisted they get the best care. Jessica and the rest of the family wanted the parents at home, but Chris, who was the youngest and I suspected the favorite, won out. Jessica wasn’t happy at all, but Faye Hemingway won her over with her shy, kind demeanor.

“She’s so nice and answers all questions, night and day,” said Jessica. “I really put her through the wringer, but she was fine with it. I tried to get her to talk about herself, but she’s a closed book. I got nothing. Then I asked around and nobody has ever seen her outside work. She doesn’t get together with staff and this is a friendly bunch. They have a bowling team and play in a pickle ball league. The staff is tight, but not her. I think it must be because of the scars.”

“Tell me about the scars,” I said.

“They’re down the side of her face, right side, and down her neck. Her right arm doesn’t seem to function quite right, but she does okay. She can type and everything.”

From what Jessica said, it was a lot of scarring and Faye Hemingway wasn’t able to cover it up. She wore her hair over her face and usually had on high-collared shirts with scarves, but the scars were easy to see. Would Becky go so far as to use prosthetic makeup for a cover? That was extreme and she’d be memorable.

“Would you mind looking at some photos for me?” I asked.

“Of course.”

I showed her all the versions of Becky that I had and she shook her head. “I don’t recognize her. I heard you say that Faye knows her and she works here. What department?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Could you look again?”

Jessica dutifully looked. “Sorry.”

“That couldn’t be Faye Hemingway?”

“Oh, you think that’s Faye? Gosh no. That’s not her.”

“Just because of the scarring?”

“Well, there is that, but Faye is prettier than that. She’s got these big eyes. My husband calls them doe eyes. He’d have a crush on her, but…”

Oh, Faye.

“I don’t mean to press, but can you look at one more photo?” I showed her the original of Becky from the nineties.

“That is not Faye. Nope. No way.”

I quickly texted Uncle Morty about the scars and asked him to confirm her injuries with a check of hospitalizations.

“So I guess you don’t know what happened to Faye?” Jessica asked.

“I don’t, but I have to find that woman,” I said, “and I’m pretty sure she’s here.”

“Do you want to come in? I have to see if I can get Doris to eat something. She’s just so nauseous all the time.”

I glanced at the door.

“The side door,” said Jessica. “I’ll sign you in. No problem.”

“You hungry?” Aaron asked and Jessica jumped. He’d been so silent I think she forgot he was there.

“Er…”

“Aaron’s a chef as well as being my partner.” I showed her a TikTok on bagels, where Aaron was flipping them in the boiling sugar water with chopsticks. “He feeds people.”

“I haven’t had much of an appetite,” said Jessica. “Doris is… well, it’s going to happen.” She teared up.

“Aaron’s great at giving you what you need,” I said. “How do you feel about chocolate?”

She wiped a tear off her cheek. “Who doesn’t like chocolate?”

“Alcoholic chocolate?”

“I could use a drink.”

Aaron held out his hand and I gave him the keys.

“Doris doesn’t have a kitchen,” said Jessica, “but there is a community kitchen.”

Aaron nodded and trotted off to the car.

“Where’s he going?”

“Beats me,” I said.

“When will he be back?”

“Could be ten minutes. Could be an hour.”

Jessica watched Aaron drive out of the parking lot. “How will he know where we are?”

“Yet another mystery but rest assured that little weirdo will show up and he will have exactly what you need,” I said.

“But I don’t know what I need.”

“That’s the beauty of Aaron. You don’t have to.”

“I must admit that sounds wonderful. It’s been a hard few months and now we’re…here.”

I picked up Wallace and handed her the pug, who smiled adorably. “I’m a nurse originally. I understand.”

Jessica took a breath and then led me through the stunning campus. There was a Zen garden and raised beds for residents to grow vegetables or flowers. They had bocce court as well as horseshoes, tennis, and pickle ball courts. A trio of physical therapists were doing exercises with residents in an outdoor treatment area and I got so many smiles and waves I thought maybe I was wrong. Maybe Los Gatos Luxury Living was just fine. Maybe I was on the wrong track and I kind of hoped I was.

We went in a side door, using Jessica’s scan card, and she signed me in at a small desk that no one was manning. We walked through elegantly decorated hallways passing libraries and the large dining room with an adjacent game room with pool and card tables. Residents were having a chess tournament and in another room a woman in a leotard was teaching ballet to ladies in floaty pink tutus.

“This is quite the place,” I said.

“It really is,” said Jessica. “Chris wasn’t wrong, although it pains me to admit it. Here we are.”

She knocked and opened the door. “I’m back.”

“Mom’s asleep,” someone called out.

Jessica opened the door for me and the faint but familiar smell of illness reached me, a sobering reminder that Jessica was helping me when she and her family were sitting vigil.

“Oh, hi.” Another woman stood up from a small love seat and put down a Kindle. She was petite, with nearly waist-length hair and thick bangs.

“Amanda, this is Mercy Watts. She’s a detective,” said Jessica. “Mercy. Amanda. She’s my sister-in-law. And this adorable pug is Wallace.”

Quiet bark.

“What a sweet dog,” said Amanda. “Mom had pugs when she was a girl. She’s gonna love her.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Jessica.

I shook Amanda’s hand and apologized sincerely for intruding.

“Not at all. Are you here to interview us?” Amanda smiled though her eyes were swollen and she looked like she hadn’t had a good meal in weeks.

“I’m trying to locate a missing person and I have some photos if you don’t mind looking at them.”

A weak voice came out of the baby monitor on the coffee table. “Honey?”

“Darn,” said Amanda. “I was hoping she could settle for a while. Did you get the hospice schedule changed?”

“I did,” said Jessica. “Twice a day and they’re upping the morphine.”

The women hugged and stood folded in each other’s arms, with Wallace between them. I’d seen it before. Too many times to count, but it never got easier to witness.

“Honey?”

“I’ll go,” said Jessica. “You hang with Mercy and Wallace.”

She hurried over to the bedroom door and opened it. “Doris, oh my God. What are you doing?”

Jessica ran in. Amanda thrust Wallace into my arms to follow. Doris had been trying to get out of bed and she nearly made it. The phrase where there’s a will there’s a way was never more appropriate. Doris was extremely frail with rice paper thin skin and silk pajamas that hung on her.

“I thought something happened to you,” she said as her daughter and daughter-in-law eased her back onto the bed.

“You’re not supposed to be worrying about us,” said Jessica.

“Old habits,” said Doris. “Who’s this? A visitor?”

“Two,” I said with a broad smile, holding up Wallace.

“Would you look at that? Marilyn Monroe is here.” Doris winked at me.

“I do bear a resemblance.”

“That’s putting it mildly. To what do I owe the honor?”

“Mercy’s a detective and she’s on a case,” said Jessica. “I think we might be able to help.”

“I like the sound of that.” Doris reached for her water glass and Amanda rushed to get it for her.

“Do you want Wallace?” I asked. “I warn you. She’s gassy and thinks she’s fancy.”

Grr.

The women laughed and Doris held out her arms. Amanda put a pillow on her lap and I placed Wallace on the pillow.

“You are fancy, aren’t you?” Doris scratched the pug’s ears. “I was fancy once upon a time too.”

“You still are, Mom,” said Amanda.

“Well, you made sure of that.” She held up her silk sleeve. “Now, what’s this case? I do love a mystery.”

“Mom’s a big Agatha Christie fan.”

“I’ve read Murder on the Orient Express about ten times,” I said.

“I’m in good company then.” Doris looked at me with sharp blue eyes and I pulled out my phone.

“I’m looking for this woman.” I showed her all the versions of Becky and she looked at them closely.

“Amanda, Jessica? Do you recognize her?” Doris asked. “Because I don’t.”

Amanda looked and said she didn’t know Becky either.

“Who is she?” Doris asked.

“A missing person. Her mother is looking for her and I had a lead that she worked here,” I said.

“She thought she might be Faye Hemingway,” said Jessica.

“Oh, that’s not Faye,” said Doris. “No scars.”

“She’s the right age though,” said Amanda. “Why did you think it was Faye?”

“Her name,” I said.

“Her name?” Jessica asked.

“I know it sounds weird, but she uses names of famous people. Mansfield, Fitzgerald, and Garbo, for instance.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” said Doris. “You don’t see a lot of Hemingways running around.”

“Or Garbos, for that matter,” said Jessica.

“Have there been any other famous names running around in the last two years or so?” I asked.

They couldn’t think of anyone, but Doris said, “You should ask Chris. Chris would know.”

“Chris is my brother,” said Amanda.

“My youngest,” said Doris. “He found this place. It was all his doing.”

“We know, Mom.”

“Don’t say it like that, Amanda. He did a good thing. We liked it here.” Doris looked at me. “Chris volunteered here for six months to make sure it was good. Isn’t that right, girls?”

“Yes, he did,” said Jessica. “He researched it thoroughly.”

Amanda muttered something about not having anything else to do. Doris put a sharp eye on her daughter. “What was that?”

“Nothing, Mom.”

“Mercy, Chris is the one you want,” said Doris. “He knows everyone here.”

“Will he be by today?” I asked.

“No. He’s busy. He’s got a girlfriend and they’re hiking in Muir Woods today. He’ll be back tomorrow, though. Can you come back?”

“I can absolutely come back,” I said. “If you’ll let me.”

“I’ll let you if you tell me something about yourself. What cases have you solved? Have you had any car chases?”

“Mom, I doubt Mercy’s that kind of detective,” said Amanda.

“Actually,” I said. “I’ve had a few. Would you like to see a video?”

“You have videos?” Doris asked.

I searched YouTube and said, “I didn’t take them, but they’re out there.”

“That’s crazy,” said Jessica.

“Before I show this to you, can I get your word that you’ll keep my being here quiet? If my subject gets wind of me running around this place, she’ll be gone.”

Doris put a shaky finger to her lips. Amanda and Jessica nodded, smiling at Doris looking so excited.

“Okay. Have you been to Paris?” I asked.

“Many times,” said Doris. “I honeymooned in Paris.”

I held out the phone with the video of me and Chuck jumping off the bridge in Paris to save Angela Riley. They loved it and that got me talking about Paris and Germany. They had all traveled extensively. Doris’ husband, Bernie, had loved travel. He planned elaborate vacations for the whole family and they’d seen the world from Morocco to Japan and everything in between.

After nearly an hour of storytelling, Doris began to sag and there was a knock on the door. “Miss Doris, I need to change your IV and it’s time for your morphine.”

The nurse came in with her cart and I went to take Wallace, but Doris asked, “Can she stay a little longer?”

“Of course, I’ll just get out of the way and bug some of the other residents.”

She closed her eyes. “They should be so lucky.”

“It was lovely meeting you, Doris,” I said.

“Oh, Mercy.” Doris’ eyes flew open. “You should look into Rusty’s family. If they’re not suspicious, I don’t know who is.”

“Rusty?” I asked.

“I’ll fill you in,” said Amanda and we went into the living room. Jessica started making coffee in the kitchenette. Doris had a sink, fridge, and microwave, but no stove or oven. I hoped Aaron could talk his way—or whatever he did—into the community kitchen because I’d never seen him use a microwave for anything other than reheating. Come to think about it, did anyone?

“Coffee?” Amanda asked.

“I’d love some,” I said. “So who’s Rusty?”

“Oh, I’ll tell you who Rusty is.”

“Amanda, don’t be mean,” said Jessica.

“It’s not mean if it’s a fact.”

“You don’t know if it’s a fact.”

The coffee started brewing and the sisters-in-law sat down with me. I had a feeling but not the something-isn’t-right feeling. I had the this-is-important feeling.

“It’s just gossip,” said Jessica.

“I love gossip,” I said. “You can learn a lot from gossip.”

“See,” said Amanda.

While the smell of coffee filled Doris’ apartment, I got to hear some very tasty gossip. Rusty Wils was a neighbor a few doors down from Doris and they had met the day she and Bernie moved in. Rusty was a divorced man with several ex-wives and Doris called him a bucket of fun. He and Bernie hit it off and they began playing boules and joined the Scrabble group. Rusty still drove so they all went out to dinner together and to the mall. Over the months before Bernie died of a sudden heart attack, they found out to their surprise that Rusty had kids with his first wife, but he wasn’t in touch with them. He’d tried to reconnect over the years but they weren’t interested.

“What did he do?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Jessica asked.

“Kids don’t cut off their parents lightly. Rusty must’ve done something.”

“I don’t know that he did anything to them. He’s not an abuser.”

Amanda snorted. “She just likes Rusty.”

“Everyone likes Rusty.”

Amanda rolled her eyes and the nurse came out, closing the bedroom door behind her. “Miss Doris is sleeping. Has she eaten anything today?”

The women sobered and said she hadn’t.

“It’s not unusual to lose the appetite, but you should talk to the hospice nurse when they come.” She started to leave, but Jessica said, “Hey, Mercy. Ask Kelly.”

“Ask me what?” Kelly asked.

I showed her Becky’s photo and got yet another depressing no. Los Gatos Luxury Living was beginning to look like a dead end. It just didn’t feel like a dead end. It just didn’t.

“Thanks for looking,” I said.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help.” Her Apple Watch dinged. “I gotta go.”

The nurse left and I focused on what I had. “What’s Rusty’s story?”

Jessica gave Amanda a look, which got her a snort in return, and then threw up her hands. “Okay. So he’s not perfect.”

“Not perfect? He abandoned his kids.” Amanda shot out an arm. “He just took off and left them.”

“No child support, I assume,” I said.

“No nothing. Rusty is lovely. I like him, but that is unforgivable,” said Amanda.

Jessica got up and poured us all coffee. “He’s sorry for it now.”

“Of course he is,” said Amanda. “He’s got COPD from sixty years of smoking and he’s sorry for everything.”

I accepted a steaming cup and asked, “Not to be difficult but that’s not unusual. People do things. It’s only when they’re paying the price that they see the error of their ways.”

“See. Rusty’s normal,” said Jessica.

“It’s easy to regret when you don’t have to change the diapers and the hard part’s done,” said Amanda. “He left four kids with a twenty-five-year-old that had never had a job. What a nightmare. She’s a hero. She didn’t cut and run.”

“I don’t argue that. We just don’t know the circumstances,” said Jessica. “It’s complicated.”

“It’s not.”

Jessica sighed. “We have differing views on Rusty, but we do get along. We’re a close family.”

“Sometimes a little too close,” said Amanda, but she wasn’t looking at Jessica. She was looking at a family photo taken in the eighties if I went by the hair.

Gonna leave that alone.

“Why did Doris say Rusty’s family is suspicious if he has no family?” I asked.

That got the women focused. They may have disagreed on Rusty, but they agreed on nearly everything else. Rusty had up and left his four kids with his young wife in Milwaukee. He lit out for California and started over. He got into the sandwich shop business and ended up having a chain of Subways. Then he branched out and bought other franchises. Rusty was a wealthy man and he married several more times never producing any more offspring. Over the years, he reached out to his ex and the kids, but they wouldn’t speak to him. The ex got herself through college and became a therapist. She married a doctor and had two more daughters. Then one day, Rusty’s kids reached out to him. They hadn’t seen him in fifty-four years and suddenly they wanted to know him.

“All four?” I asked.

“Two of the four,” said Jessica.

“Tad and Tony,” said Amanda. “They called him and next thing you know, they’re out here visiting.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Why do you say that?” Jessica asked.

“Rich dad. COPD.”

Amanda laughed. “I’m not the only one.”

“Of course, you’re not,” said Jessica. “Everyone thinks they’re here for a payday, but they seem really nice.”

“I’ll give you that.”

“Genuine. I’d call them genuine.”

“How genuine do you think they’d be if Rusty wasn’t loaded?”

Jessica screwed up her mouth.

“Exactly,” said Amanda. “If he was in some double-wide out in the middle of nowhere those kids would never have come calling.”

“You have a suspicious nature,” said Jessica.

“That doesn’t mean I’m wrong.” Amanda finished her coffee and checked her phone. “I’ve got to pick up the kids. You’ll do dinner?”

Jessica nodded and Amanda hurried out.

“I’ll get out of your way,” I said. “I guess I better find Aaron. You’ll probably have two dinners.”

“She just meant that I’d be here through dinner.” She glanced at the bedroom door. “Can Wallace stay? She hardly ever sleeps anymore.”

“No problem. I’ll be back when I know what he’s up to.”

Before I made it to the door, Aaron walked in, carrying two large carafes.

“Hot chocolate?”

He nodded and said he had a boozy Black Forest version and a plain version for Doris. He served Jessica a large mug of the boozy one. She took a sip and relaxed back into the cushions.

“You do know what I need,” she said.

“Mac and cheese?”

Jessica laughed. “I love mac and cheese. It’s so comforting.”

“Will the whole family be here tonight?” I asked.

“No. I’ll be here through dinner and then my husband will spend the night with Doris,” said Jessica. “Clark is the oldest. Amanda is the middle child if you couldn’t already tell. We all take turns. Most of us anyway.”

“I had a feeling she was the middle,” I said.

“Amanda sees things that I don’t want to, but she’s great.” She took another sip. “Thank you, Aaron.”

I held up my phone. “I’m going to see if I can get somewhere on Valerie.”

“Good luck.”

Aaron held up the carafe to Jessica. “More?”

“Yes, please.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Iclosed Doris’ door and ran right into Uncle Tuna. Fats’ uncle leaned on the wall across the hall, chatting with a resident about slicing garlic with a razor blade.

“I loved that scene even if garlic doesn’t melt,” said the old man with him. “Paul Sorvino was a treasure.”

“He’s sorely missed.” Uncle Tuna turned to me. “Hello there. Goodfellas fan?”

“My fiancé is,” I said. “Sorry I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You’re not intruding if you love Goodfellas.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far, but the mafia is fascinating.”

Uncle Tuna extended a meaty hand. “Yes, it is, but you can’t believe everything they put on screen. Massimo Ventura and you are a stunningly beautiful woman.” He kissed my hand. “May I have the honor of knowing your name?”

Oh, brother.

“Mercy Watts,” I said, turning to the resident. “And you are?”

“Enchanted,” he said with a joyful grin.

“You two are trouble.”

“Oh, you know it.” He took my hand and kissed it as well. “We’re Italian. I’m Giovanni Bianchi, no relation.”

Er…

“An actor in Goodfellas?”

“I wish. My last name was mud for a few years, but you’re too young to know about seventies serial killers.”

“You’d be surprised what young ladies know these days,” said Uncle Tuna with a sly grin.

“Oh, Kenneth Bianchi,” I said. “The Hillside Strangler.”

“That’s the bastard,” said Giovanni. “I stand corrected. You are both a beauty and interesting. Those two things don’t always go together.”

I gave him the stink eye.

“Don’t be offended, sweetheart. I just mean that if you’re beautiful, you don’t have to try so hard.”

“Oh really?”

“Like boys if they’re good athletes,” said Uncle Tuna. “I could throw a fifty-yard pass and never had to learn algebra.”

“Didn’t hurt you none,” said Giovanni.

“Never needed it. The arm I’ve used plenty.”

The men chuckled and then Giovanni asked if I knew Doris. I told him that I was a detective and working on a case.

“Well, that’s why you know who that bastard was. What’s the case, sweetheart?”

I gave him my Valerie cover story and showed him Becky’s various photos and got yet another no. Giovanni told me to go down to the nurse’s station and ask there. The men went back to their Goodfellas conversation and I took off to ask everyone I ran across about Becky. No one had seen her. Faye Hemingway was the only person with a famous name that they’d heard of.

I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Los Gatos Luxury Living was bigger than I thought. I wandered around for a good hour before I smelled something amazing and followed my nose to Aaron’s new domain, the community kitchen.

It was just off the game room, where residents were wrapping up their chess matches and pool games, and the kitchen was surprisingly nice. Of course, my only experience with community kitchens was in college and that was grim and mainly non-functioning. Los Gatos Luxury Living didn’t skimp on the details. The kitchen had everything in stainless steel with two stoves and a fully stocked appliance closet. Aaron was in there, making croutons and holding sway over a couple nurses, Kelly and Robert.

“Oh, hi,” said Kelly. “Is Doris okay?”

“Sleeping as far as I know,” I said. “Whatcha doing, Aaron?”

“Dinner.”

Enough about that.

“I’ll ask you.” I turned to the nurses. “What’s all this?”

“Your partner is a famous chef,” said Robert. “He’s making a dinner for Doris’ family and the staff.”

“That’s a lot of mac and cheese,” I said, looking at the four turkey roaster-sized pans.

“And salad,” said Kelly. “I never thought to make my own croutons, but it’s so easy and tastes way better.”

I tried a crouton and it was fabulous, garlic and Asiago encrusted. Then I showed Robert Becky’s photos and got another no. Shocking.

“Well,” I said with a yawn. “I think I’m about done for the day. How long, Aaron?”

“Half hour,” he said before expertly flipping the croutons with a quick thrust of the pan.

“I’m going to get Wallace,” I said. “Be right back.”

I walked out into the game room and heard a cry. An elderly man’s cane went flying out from under him and he fell against a table. I sprinted over and caught him before he lost his grip.

“Arnold!” Kelly yelled.

She ran over with Robert and they got him back into the chair, an antique with lovely yellow stenciling.

“Where’s your walker?” Robert asked.

Arnold took a couple breaths before answering. He was around The Girls’ age and little, about five six, with sparse white hair. In a place where leisure and comfort were paramount, he was a very snappy dresser with a sport coat and a cravat no less.

“Well, I didn’t think I needed it,” he said in a soft German accent. “I was very steady in therapy.”

Kelly’s watch dinged. “I have to get that. Robert, can you get Arnold’s walker, please?”

“No problem,” said Robert. “Arnold, don’t go anywhere.”

He grinned up at me. “I won’t if she won’t.”

Kelly rolled her eyes. “Ever the ladies’ man.”

“You are never too old to love the ladies,” said Arnold.

I sat down opposite him and said, “I’ll keep watch on this wily rogue.”

The nurses laughed and took off.

“Wily rogue, eh?”

“I’m good at spotting trouble,” I said.

“You are indeed.”

We shook hands and he introduced himself as Arnold Zwiebel, a German transplant from Bavaria originally.

“I like your chair,” I said. “A Hitchcock?”

“You do have a good eye,” he said with pleasure. “It’s not an expensive piece but very comfortable. How do you know the style?”

“My godmothers have a lot of antiques and they bought a Hitchcock rocker for my mother when she had me.”

“Does your mother still have it?”

“She does,” I said. “Do you leave your chair out here?”

He chuckled. “Everyone knows this is my chair and it’s not worth all that much.”

“Still a lovely piece.”

“It is. Who are you visiting today?” Arnold asked. “I haven’t seen you before. I’d remember you.”

“Actually, I’m a detective on a case,” I said. “Can I show you some pictures?”

Arnold was game, but he didn’t recognize Becky and Faye Hemingway was the only famous name he could think of.

“How long have you lived here?”

“Twelve years. I got my money’s worth. My father died in the war, but my mother died when she was seventy-six. I’ve got ten years on her. Never expected that.”

“You look great,” I said in all sincerity. Arnold was bright eyed and not shaky in the least.

“When I moved in here, my nephews convinced me to give up smoking. I thought that was closing the door after the horse has bolted, but I’m still kicking and no cancer.”

“Your nephews were looking out for you.”

“And there wasn’t a dime in it for them,” said Arnold with pleasure. “I gave them their inheritance a year before I came here. Lump sum and the taxes were hell, but it’s done and they got a good start for their retirement.” He lowered his voice. “This place will bleed you dry if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

I glanced around at the gleaming woodwork and said, “I imagine so. Why did you pick it?”

“I know the owner,” he said. “I was with Mercedes. That’s how I got to California. Anyway, I met Lee at a business symposium twenty years ago and he’s a good man.”

“Gone now?” I asked.

“No, no. He retired two years ago and turned it over to his son.”

Two years.

“I hear those kinds of transitions can be rough,” I said.

“I feared the worst,” said Arnold. “I know Junior and frankly, I was never impressed. He’s not half the man his father is.”

“You don’t like him?” I asked.

Robert brought Arnold his walker and asked if he was ready to go, but Arnold said he’d stay and chat with me. Robert took off for the kitchen and Arnold asked, “Where were we?”

“Junior. What’s he like?”

“I hate to speak ill of the boy, but he looks like the kind of guy that talks to you at a bar, friendly and funny, and all the while he’s picking your pocket.”

Interesting.

“The place looks great,” I said.

“I’ll be the first to admit it,” said Arnold. “You know how it is. New management and pretty soon the cost cutting hits. No more Thai food and the gardeners stop showing up, but that didn’t happen. Junior put in a water feature for us. I thought it sounded ridiculous, but it’s fun.”

“I haven’t seen that.”

“There was this section of the gardens that was looking rundown. Junior had it torn out and he had what he calls a play park put in with this gorgeous fountain. It was supposed to be a place where the grandkids could go and have fun, but we all love it. There’s all these geysers and squirting coming out of the ground. The play structure is very popular with the kids and nobody has to beg for visits from the little ones anymore. They’re begging to come. Smart move for Junior. He’s got a huge waiting list now.”

“He’s sounds pretty smart.”

“I didn’t think so, but Junior knows what he’s doing,” said Arnold.

Robert came out and said, “I have a call, but I’ll send Jon to get you in a few minutes.”

Arnold groaned.

“I know. I know,” said Robert.

“He’s just such a pill,” said Arnold. “I don’t want to hear about how he should be paid more or how many bills he has.”

Robert looked at his watch. “Are you ready now?”

“I’ll help Arnold,” I said. “I’m a nurse.”

They both looked so doubtful I had to show them my certification.

“I can handle this guy. No problem.”

“Thank you.” Robert hurried off and Arnold said, “No, thank you for saving me from Jon.”

I got Arnold out of his fancy chair and once he had his walker, there was no stopping him. I had to jog to keep up as he whizzed through the halls of Luxury Living saying hello to everyone and reaching the elevator in record time. We went down to the first floor and over to what Arnold called the café.

“Korean night,” I said. “Sweet.”

“They have it brought in by a catering company. It’s very good.”

Arnold went directly to a table where a couple was already sitting. He introduced them as Ed and Penny Foreman. They were excited to meet me and wanted to hear about my cases, but my time was up. I quickly showed them my photos and got the same reply about them and the famous name angle. Just Hemingway.

“Can’t you stay a while?” Ed asked. “We’ve never met a detective before.”

“Will you be around tomorrow?” I asked. “I’m meeting Doris Driver’s son.”

“Chris?” Penny said.

“That’s the one.”

“You should definitely look us up tomorrow.”

Ed chuckled. “My wife knows all the tea.” His brow furrowed. “Did I use that correctly?”

“Perfect. I look forward to all the tea tomorrow.”

“It’s a date.”

I left Arnold and the Foremans to their bulgogi and bibimbap and hurried back to the community kitchen where Aaron was just finishing pouring a hot glaze onto a yellow sheet cake.

“Poke cake?” I asked.

“Doris asked for it.”

“That’s perfect. I hope she can eat it.”

“I made her a special smoothie with ginger,” said Aaron. “She’ll eat a little.”

I gave him a little squeeze and smiled at the smell of chocolate, cheese, and hotdogs.

“You hungry?”

“Very,” I said.

“We’re going to Italian,” said Aaron.

“You’re not cooking?”

Uncle Tuna walked in. “No, he isn’t. Get the dog and let’s get outta here.”

Yes, sir.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Aaron had to shake me awake the next morning. Uncle Tuna is not a lightweight eater or drinker. We had aperitivos before dinner and digestivos after. Uncle Tuna said we had to eat like Italians and he didn’t have to say that twice to Aaron. I thought we’d never get back to the hotel. We had all seven courses. Seven. I felt like an overinflated beach ball and my pjs were tight. That’s not a good sign.

I did, between courses, tell Uncle Morty about Junior and his pickpocketing vibe. It wasn’t much, but it was all I had. Uncle Morty was still working on the Eurotrash. He had the rental car but they charged it to a company card for some company out of the Cayman Islands. Tracking who really owned it was proving to be difficult.

Novak found out that Brooks had a few women that he supported, one in every house it seemed. They were all models that aged out of the system that celebrated youth. It was crazy, over the hill at thirty, or in the case of Irina, twenty-five.

While Uncle Tuna was piling cheese and fruit on my plate and I was considering bulimia as a viable option, Uncle Morty added to the story. There were drug dealers and gambling in Monaco. Brooks had so much debt he was up to his eyeballs. Uncle Morty said he’d have to sell everything to pay it off and Elena wasn’t much better. She’d long ago used up her inheritance, but she got by on her monthly stipend. She had men to make up the shortfall. The description of Elena’s life didn’t sound much different from Delilah’s. She texted me twice during dinner to say that her boyfriend was allergic to langoustines but not prawns. That’s not a thing, but I just sent back a thumbs-up and didn’t bother to tell her prawns of any type were not a part of our reception, much like her if Chuck had his way.

“Tuna says to get up,” said Aaron.

I curled myself around Wallace’s porky body. “Tuna?”

“Mahjong.”

“Huh?”

“He has a mahjong tournament and you have two days left.”

I rolled over and saw my buttons stretched to capacity. “I’m up.”

“You hungry?”

“No. Never again.”

“Omelet?”

Bark.

Wallace started bounding around like she hadn’t been stuffed like sausage the night before.

“You have to be joking,” I said.

Aaron wasn’t joking. He never joked about food. I rolled out of bed and dragged myself into the bathroom to see that my hair was bigger than ever. I showered and did Lawton’s recommended routine. Before I even dried off, I could feel my hair getting huge. I tried blowing it out and then I looked like Beetlejuice after he got electrocuted. I slicked it down and put on jeans and a tee. I didn’t look good, but I felt worse so I didn’t care all that much.

Aaron forced coffee and fruit down me while I checked in with Wilbur and Wanda. The painting at Lawton’s was all done, but none of Horace’s many solvents had gotten the goo off the floor. It had to be sanded and re-stained. I promised them that I’d be back the next day one way or another, which seemed to soothe them. Lawton insisted on Zoom, possibly to see my hair and that was fun. He was rightfully horrified and sent Aaron out to get some kind of lacquer that was supposed to help. We went through everything in the house and he only got tearful a couple times. Then I Zoomed with Mom and The Girls, who also had hair solutions. Sorcha was there, looking pretty antsy, but she couldn’t ask me anything in front of them.

After all that, I updated Fats so it was nearly two by the time we got to Luxury Living. I called ahead and Jessica was waiting at the side door, looking worse than I did.

“Is Doris okay?” I asked.

“She was unconscious for a while last night. The hospice nurse said we should all come.”

“But it didn’t happen.”

“No.”

“And you feel terrible,” I said.

She started crying and I hugged her while she let it out. Aaron slipped inside to make some sort of cure for heartache but that was one time I knew it wouldn’t work. There was nothing to make it better.

“I don’t want her to go,” said Jessica.

“I know.”

She smiled through her tears. “When she woke up this morning, she asked about you and the case.”

“Are you serious?” I asked.

“I don’t understand this process at all.”

“No one does.”

“Can you give her an update?” Jessica asked. “She had some more of that smoothie that Aaron made her this morning and it perked her up. The cake was amazing too. We’re so grateful she ate something.”

I held up Wallace. “I can give her a Wallace. I didn’t find much out.”

“Good enough.”

We went in and walked through halls passing residents wildly mixed in their abilities. There were people in tennis outfits with a bounce in their steps and others in wheelchairs.

“Luxury Living doesn’t have certain sections for certain levels of health?” I asked.

“No. Everyone’s together. They don’t make people move when they need nursing care or assisted living. It comes to them,” said Jessica.

“That’s nice.”

“It is. Doris really likes her apartment. She didn’t want to move.”

“Do you happen to know if Faye Hemingway is back yet?” I asked as we passed the games room. Arnold wasn’t there, but there was a pool tournament going on.

“I knew you were going to ask that,” said Jessica. “She’s not. I checked.”

“Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did. Doris told me to check.”

We were laughing as we got to Doris’ door. Jessica stopped with her hand on the knob. “Chris is here.”

“You make him sound intimidating,” I said.

She snorted a lot like Amanda. “The last thing Chris is is intimidating, but he is the favorite and he knows it.”

“Chris is in charge.”

“He thinks he is, but Chris isn’t what you’d call detail oriented. He doesn’t know how things happen. He doesn’t need to. It’s always taken care of.”

“The youngest,” I said.

“In more ways than one.”

She opened the door and I walked into what could’ve easily been mistaken for a party. There was a soccer match on the TV. A tall man in a suit was on the phone, desperately trying to hear what someone was saying over a crowd of kids watching the soccer. Two people were on the sofa with laptops playing a game and laughing as there was an explosion on their screens.

“Ignore that,” said Jessica. “Let’s go see Doris.”

We walked into Doris’ room and she was worse. It wasn’t so much something you could see. I felt it. I knew.

“I’m back and I found Mercy and Wallace,” said Jessica.

“Glad you’re back,” said Amanda, wincing at the sound of an explosion. “This is my husband, Jared.”

Jared shook my hand and smiled although I could tell he was deeply upset. He had dark wavy hair and deep-set eyes with lots of smile lines that he wasn’t using that day.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Can we please close that door?” Jared asked as another explosion happened.

“Mom likes the noise,” said Amanda. “The kids are happy.”

“Someone is,” he muttered.

Doris turned her head to me and smiled faintly.

“Would you like Wallace?” I asked.

“Yes, dear.”

We set Wallace on the pillow again and Doris started petting her. “Such a good girl.”

“She ate spaghetti and clams last night. Her owner will never forgive me.”

“Her owner? I thought she was yours.”

“Wallace isn’t my dog.”

Grr.

“You’re not,” I said and everyone laughed. “She belongs to my ex-boyfriend. I got tasked with watching her because she was biting the new girlfriend.”

“You wouldn’t do that, would you, Wallace?” Doris asked in a whisper we could barely hear.

Bark.

Doris smiled and asked, “Did you solve your case?”

“Not yet.”

“Chris?” Doris tried to call out.

Jared put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I’ll get him, Mom.”

He went out and brought back a reluctant Chris. He looked a lot like the tall man on the phone. They had the same color hair as Amanda, but Chris’ was thinning and wispy. He was barely taller than Amanda but twice as wide, with a rounded belly under a Chicago Blackhawks hockey jersey. I instantly pegged him as a guy that didn’t know stink about sports but loved the paraphernalia but maybe that wasn’t fair.

I introduced myself and said, “I’m from St. Louis. We’ve been hitting you pretty hard the last few seasons.”

“Eh?”

“The Blues,” I said.

Chris just looked at me blankly and Amanda said, “She’s talking about your jersey.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Chris without an ounce of interest.

Nailed it.

“My fiancé likes the Blues. He tells me trivia and sometimes I hear it,” I said with a smile.

“Cool. What did you want?” he asked. “I’ve got a thing with the kid.”

Doris reached out and he went over to take his mother’s hand. “Be helpful.”

“Of course, Mom.” Chris smiled at me and asked, “What can I do?”

I showed him Becky’s photos. He barely glanced at them, but his demeanor changed. Like with his mother, it wasn’t something you could necessarily see but I felt him shift from disinterested to wary.

“Why do you care about her?”

“She disappeared some time ago and her mother is searching for her.”

“Here?”

“Yes. I tracked her here,” I said.

“How’d you do that?”

Let’s see what happens.

“It’s not as hard as you’d think,” I said. “Everyone leaves a trail.”

“What kind of trail?” Chris asked and the way he said it got everyone’s attention. He didn’t see it and that was good for me.

“I hate to say it, but Valerie has a criminal history.”

His eyes darted around and Amanda watched him closely. Jessica started wringing her hands and Jared’s jaw clenched.

“What kind of crimes did she do?” Chris asked.

“Financial mainly.”

“And she came here?” Doris asked with her eyes half closed.

“She did,” I said with my gaze on Chris.

He pulled out his phone. “What was her name?”

“Valerie Kagan.”

Chris googled and then held up the screen for us to see a Valerie Kagan obituary. “Found her.”

“That’s not her,” I said.

“How do you know?”

“It’s my job to know.”

“Maybe you’re not good at your job,” said Chris. “Just cause you’re good looking doesn’t mean you’re good at stuff.”

Doris made a choking sound and her hands waved.

“You idiot,” hissed Amanda. “Get out.”

Jessica pushed him out of the way. “Doris, are you choking?”

“Mom’s fine. Don’t make a fuss,” he said. “Okay, Mom?”

Doris nodded, but she was obviously in distress.

“Good. I’m going back to kick Aiden’s butt.” Chris dashed out and Doris’ chest rattled. I pushed the call button and gently got Jessica out of the way and gave her Wallace. I raised the bed so that Doris was upright and leaned her forward slightly.

“I’m going to help you cough.” I gave her back blows between her shoulder blades. She coughed but was unable to clear her airway.

“Okay. Sounds like you’ve got a little extra fluid. It’s fine. We’re just going to suction that out and it’ll be all good. Breathe slowly. Don’t panic. It’s fine.”

A voice came out of the call button speaker. “Is everything okay in there, Doris?”

“Doris is choking and she needs suction asap,” I said.

“On our way.”

I have to hand it to the staff. They were there in thirty seconds flat and had Doris suctioned and feeling better within a couple minutes. The sound of it was awful and Jared had to leave, but Jessica and Amanda stayed. When it was done, Jared and Clark came in, looking like the ground was moving under their feet. The kids were behind them, looking in with frightened eyes.

The nurse checked Doris’ vitals and asked Doris, “Okay now?”

Doris nodded.

“Should we do anything?” Clark, the tall brother, asked.

“No,” said the nurse. “She’s good. Hospice is twice a day now?”

They all nodded.

“I’m going to leave the suction here,” she said. “Just in case. It doesn’t mean we’ll need it again. Just in case.”

She checked her watch. “It’s about time for morphine. I’m going to go prep that and we should let her rest.”

“Can she have the dog back?” Jessica asked. “She likes her.”

“Of course. Whatever makes Doris comfortable is what we’re going to do.”

I put the pillow and Wallace back on Doris’s lap. She smiled and closed her eyes.

“Will you call hospice or should the family?” I asked the nurse.

“Do we need to?” Amanda said.

“It’s a change,” I said. “They like to know.”

“You’re a nurse? Amanda said you were a detective,” said the nurse.

“I’m both,” I said.

One of the girls crept in and asked, “Can I sit with Grandma?”

Clark picked her up. “Of course you can.”

He nestled his daughter in with Doris and the rest of us left while Clark set up The Gilmore Girls on his laptop for them.

Chris looked up when we walked in. “Mom okay?”

“Yes,” said Amanda through gritted teeth.

“I don’t know why you look like that. She’s tough. Mom’s always been tough.” He went back to playing his game as the kids wandered back in, looking a whole lot more rattled than Chris did.

He’s focused on play.

“Hey, Chris, how did you come to find this place?” I asked in my most casual voice. “It’s amazing.”

“Pat told me,” he said.

“Patrick Maul,” said Amanda with a tone that Chris heard. “His uncle was here.”

He glanced over with a scowl, saw me, and said, “I heard about it from other people too.”

“What people?” I asked.

Chris shrugged.

“I have to get out of here,” said Amanda under her breath.

I followed the sisters-in-law out into the hall. Amanda balled up her fists and nearly screamed.

“He’s an idiot,” she said. “I don’t even think he gets it.”

“Doesn’t get that she’s dying?” I asked.

“It doesn’t seem like it,” said Jessica. “We’re all distraught and he’s saying how tough Doris is. What does that even mean?”

“It means he’s a little boy and can’t grow up and handle it,” said Amanda. “Mom and Dad spoiled him and look where he is. I have to get out of here. I’m taking a walk.”

“Do you want me to come?” Jessica asked.

“No, stay with Mom.”

Amanda marched off and Jessica leaned on the wall. “I’m glad you were there.”

“You’d have handled it fine. Staff was quick.”

“They are great.” Jessica looked up at the ceiling. “That was weird, wasn’t it?”

“Chris?”

“Yeah.”

Oh, heck yeah.

“He’s a little different than the rest of you,” I said.

“I wonder if he really doesn’t get it. She’s not going to pull through. They told us that.”

“It’s hard to accept,” I said.

“I just hope Clark doesn’t lose it on him,” said Jessica as the door opened.

Clark looked out and asked, “Do you remember what episode Mom was on? I don’t think it was the last season.”

“It was.”

She went inside to navigate family and Netflix and I went down to the game room, hoping to find Arnold.

“Success,” I said. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

Arnold sat with Penny and Ed around a Scrabble board with the pool tournament still going in the background.

“Join us,” said Penny, holding up a fork. “We just got done with lunch, but the staff gave us some of this cake your friend made. It’s delicious. Doris’ daughter said she ate some last night. That’s good news, isn’t it?”

“I’m glad she tried it,” I said.

“We went by to visit, but she was sleeping and the whole family was there. We didn’t want to intrude,” said Ed. “Where’s your dog? I heard you have a dog.”

“Word gets around,” I said. “I have a pug. She’s with Doris now.”

“She must love that. She and Bernie always had dogs,” said Penny. “We have some that come in to visit and Doris always goes to see them.”

“Wallace is right on her lap and she’s watching Gilmore Girls with one of her grands,” I said.

“Perfect,” said Arnold. “Can I interest you in some cake?”

“I’m still stuffed from dinner last night.”

Arnold offered me the fourth chair and I sat down. “So about all the tea?”

“Oh, yes,” said Penny. “I know all of it. We’ve been friends with Bernie and Doris for twenty years. We moved in here because they liked it so much.”

“I just met Chris,” I said.

All three seniors threw up their hands.

“Chris, oh lord,” said Ed. “Don’t get her started.”

“Oh, I’m started,” said Penny. “Look at me go.”

Arnold started laughing. “You’re in for it now.”

“What’s wrong with Chris?” I asked.

Penny stabbed her cake. “You met him. You tell me.”

“Young for his age and a bit of a poser?”

Arnold slapped the table, making all the tiles jump. “This girl knows what she’s doing.”

“Nailed it?” I asked.

“You did,” said Ed, “if by young you mean perpetually seventeen.”

“That’s young,” I said.

“Especially when you’re forty,” said Arnold. “By forty, I’d lived in six countries and had bought and sold four houses.”

“You’re an achiever,” said Ed.

“So are the two of you.”

Ed grinned. “We did some things. Raised some hell and some kids.”

“And we had a good time doing it,” said Penny.

“What’s Chris’s deal?” I asked.

“Chris’ deal is that he has no deal,” said Ed. “Bernie was a great guy, but he went wrong with that one. Doris too.”

“I think it was Chris that was wrong,” said Penny.

“What did he do?” I asked.

“Nothing,” Penny and Ed said together.

Arnold chuckled. “Don’t hold it in, you two. Let it all out.”

They did. They really did. Ed and Penny met Bernie and Doris through an empty nester club during the brief time they were empty nesters. Chris had scraped by in high school and had worked at a local grocery store after he graduated. Clark and Amanda were achievers. They were both valedictorians of their classes and went to USC. From there, Clark went to law school at Stanford and Amanda went to dental school at Penn. College was never mentioned for Chris. When he was twenty, he moved to Colorado to become a river rafting guide. It lasted for five months and then he was back home. He never left again. Bernie and Doris never said a thing about it. They seemed happy to have him there and none of their friends had the nerve to ask what in the world was going on. As far as anyone could tell, he didn’t pay rent or utilities. If he traveled with them, they paid for everything.

“Like he was a kid,” said Ed. “Our empty nester group took a big trip to France one year and they brought him.”

“To the empty nesters group trip?” I asked.

“Lots of people had their kids join us. It was kind of a joke, but everyone else’s kids showed up for a few days or met us for dinner. They weren’t on the trip per se. Chris was included on Doris and Bernie’s tickets. They checked him into hotels with them. Our daughter met us for three days and she booked all her own tickets and rooms. We just told her the dates and locations. Chris followed Doris and Bernie around like he was sixteen. It was awkward.”

“To be clear, he was twenty-eight,” said Penny. “He wanted a snack one day and Doris went and got it for him. I was astonished, but she seemed to think it was normal.”

“Is he…challenged in some way?” Arnold asked. “I always wondered.”

“No, he’s fine, just lazy,” said Ed. “No pride. None whatsoever. Happy to live off his parents forever.”

“I bet he thinks he’s got it all in the bag,” said Penny.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

Arnold put down the tiles for CHUTZPAH. “I only met Bernie and Doris when they moved in, but they made it pretty clear that they had to take care of Chris.”

“They definitely did,” said Ed. “I never knew what to say. They’d talk about him in such an odd way and be so excited when he did the simplest of things. He bought a car five years ago and you’d think he designed the space shuttle.”

“He put shelves in the garage for them and Doris was so excited,” said Penny. “Clark and Jessica stripped and refinished their hardwood themselves and I barely heard a word about it.”

Ed put down EQUALIZE and happily tallied up some sweet points. “Chris thinks he’s special.”

“Because that’s how he was treated,” said Penny, “but Bernie and Doris love Amanda and Clark too.”

“Generational wealth is important,” said Arnold. “I made sure my nephews were taken care of so their kids would be.”

“Exactly,” said Ed. “Bernie wanted the grandkids to be taken care of.”

I watched Penny put down QUALITY and then she said, “Chris doesn’t have any kids. He can’t even get his girlfriend to move in.”

“Move in where?” I asked. “His parents’ house?”

“That’s right,” said Arnold. “Doris wanted her to move in too. So bizarre.”

“But she wouldn’t? Why?”

They laughed and Penny said, “She wants their own place, but Chris has no interest in leaving the nest.”

“Does he work?”

“School bus driver,” said Ed.

“Good honest work,” said Arnold. “He could move out.”

“And live in a tiny condo,” said Penny, “instead of a four-million-dollar house here in Los Gatos.”

It’s right there. I can almost get it.

“Does Chris think he’s inheriting everything?” I asked.

“I bet he does,” said Ed.

“He definitely does,” said Penny. “I heard him talking about my house. He doesn’t have a house.”

“You don’t think they left him the house?” I asked. “He lives there.”

“Chris staked his claim, but I don’t think Bernie set it up that way,” said Arnold. “I heard Bernie and Chris talking at the Labor Day picnic. That was right after Doris was diagnosed. Chris said something like that he’d let his siblings come over to the house and pick out keepsakes after it was over. Bernie said that won’t be up to you.”

“Really?” Penny asked. “What did Chris say?”

“He was on his phone playing a game,” said Arnold. “I don’t think he really heard Bernie. I was standing behind them and Bernie gave me a tired look and asked if I was getting ribs or chicken. That was that.”

“If he wasn’t so stupid, he’d be worried about this place,” said Penny, putting down QUALM.

“Because it’s so expensive?” I asked.

“There’s that, but Bernie and Doris could’ve bought in,” said Ed.

“Did they?” Arnold asked. “I thought Bernie said they had long-term care.”

“They do,” said Penny. “Doris told me they wouldn’t have moved in here if they didn’t.”

“That’s why I bought in and I’ve taken them for a ride,” said Arnold.

“What are we talking about?” I asked.

Arnold described his contract with Luxury Living. He agreed to pay such-and-such amount until his funds ran out. If he died before the funds ran out, the company got everything he had left. If he didn’t die, they were obligated to care for him until he did die whenever that might be and it didn’t matter if it was ten months or ten years. Los Gatos Luxury Living was on the hook. Arnold called it a plan. I’d call it a scheme.

I got the ickiest feeling as I looked at Arnold’s cheerful face.

“I’m already past my expiration date,” Arnold chuckled.

“Did you sign that contract?” I asked Penny and Ed.

“No. We have long-term care too and we want the kids to inherit.”

Arnold put down squeeze and said, “I didn’t have that consideration and no long-term care. Short sighted of me, but what can you do?”

“What did your nephews say?” I asked.

“They were happy I was all set for life. There’s no pressure on them and they come to visit because they want to, not because they’re trying to inherit.”

“Like the Rusty situation,” said Penny.

Do I say it? Do I say it?

“No one worries about that contract?” I asked as Aaron came out of the community kitchen with a selection of cupcakes: ginger, mango, and pineapple. I took a mango, but Ed, Penny, and Arnold were stuffed from the poke cake.

“Is Doris awake?” Aaron asked, holding up a ginger.

“I don’t know but you can see if she is,” I said.

My partner trotted off and I looked at the trio, who were divided on the matter. Ed and Penny were giving Arnold worried looks, but Arnold was perfectly happy.

“You don’t have concerns about that contract, Arnold?” I asked.

“Why should I?” he asked. “They made out pretty well. I wasn’t a poor man by any means.”

There’s a waiting list with money ripe for the taking.

“How has that worked out for other residents that signed the contract?”

“Very well,” said Arnold. “No complaints from anyone.”

“You can’t complain if you’re dead,” said Penny, garnering a sharp glance from Ed. “I don’t mean to say anything’s going on, but people do die after their funds run out.”

“They usually die before that,” said Arnold with a smile. “I’m what they call an outlier.”

“Have there been other outliers?” I asked.

“A few,” said Ed and he changed the subject so firmly I knew to drop it. He and Penny gave me worried looks and Penny mouthed, “Check it out” when Arnold was putting down BEGUILED.

I nodded and stood up. “I’m going to take a walk and see if I can find Valerie or someone who’s seen her.”

“You didn’t get anything from Chris then?” Ed asked.

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Ed and Penny smiled at me. Arnold was too busy with strategy to see what was right in front of his face.
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I spent an hour wandering around Luxury Living and then another hour outside, catching visitors as they went in. Someone from management got wind of me skulking around in the parking lot and I had to book it to the back like someone from the lunatic fringe.

“Not going well?” Uncle Tuna sat down next to me on the edge of the Zen garden that was not making me feel Zen in the least.

“She’s there. I know it.”

“I’m not leaving you here unguarded,” he said. “You’ve got about eighteen hours.”

“No pressure,” I said.

“Just the facts, ma’am,” he said with a grin. “We have reservations at a place with northern cuisine tonight.”

I put my head on his shoulder. “No. Please. I can’t eat like that again.”

“You owe me,” said Uncle Tuna.

“How do you figure? I didn’t hire you.”

“I’m staying in a Best Western for the first time in my life,” he said. “We are going to dinner.”

“Moe didn’t seem so fancy,” I said.

Uncle Tuna twisted the diamond pinkie ring on his left hand. “Moe and I are different animals.”

I suppressed a shudder.

“Are you really Fats’ uncle?”

“There are uncles and then there are uncles,” said Uncle Tuna.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Your phone is buzzing.”

“It’s probably Chuck’s mom,” I said. “She bugs me about ten times a day.”

“You want me to talk to her?”

“God no.”

He chuckled and tapped my phone. I sighed and picked it up. To my relief, it was Uncle Morty.

“Did you find out about Faye’s scars?” I asked.

“Yes and no. Hospitals have upped their firewalls and I ain’t in yet, but her insurance company doesn’t give a crap. Hemingway was hospitalized for several weeks sixteen years ago for extensive burns.”

“And we still don’t have any recent photos?”

“Not a damn one, but that insurance stuff was brutal so I ain’t gonna blame her for being hidden if that’s what she needs.”

“But we need a glimpse and time is running out.”

“I been watching the security cameras at her place, but she hasn’t left,” he said. “I got something on that Junior character.”

“Financial train wreck?” I asked.

“I ain’t that far in. Novak’s gonna have to get into his bank. Tommy’s got me on six backgrounds and Tiny needs to find a kid in Omaha. You ain’t the only game in town.”

“What’d you find out?”

“You’re gonna like it.”

“I’m waiting with bated breath,” I said.

“You remember that douchebag Jason Dooney?” Uncle Morty asked.

I glanced around at the elegant grounds. “I remember that he’s dead and was Becky’s connection to Luxury Living.”

“He went to high school with Junior Forbrich.”

“You’re kidding?”

Uncle Morty wasn’t kidding and the dots started to connect. After Dooney’s parents moved him out of Chicago, they put him in an exclusive private school in San Jose where he met and became good friends with Junior Forbrich, a millionaire’s son. Jason went bad and Junior went to college, but they got back in touch thanks to social media.

“Did Junior know about his criminal history?” I asked.

“They danced around it in messages, but the kid knew, and he asked Jason to come here and this is my favorite quote “‘You can help me out.’”

“With?”

“That isn’t in the messages, but it ain’t a good sign for that retirement village,” said Uncle Morty.

“I have something on that score.” I told him about the scheme and the typing started up full steam.

“They are old people,” he said. “Could be nothing.”

“It’s something,” I said. “I can feel it.”

“Good enough for me.”

“Really?”

“Shut up. I know what’s what,” said Uncle Morty, loud enough that Uncle Tuna started chuckling. “You got anything else?”

“I talked to a resident’s son. He’s odd. Something’s going on there.”

“Like what?”

“He could be an idiot or he could be up to something,” I said. “Can you take a look at a guy named Patrick Maul? His uncle was here and I’m assuming he’s dead.”

“By other than natural causes?”

“That I don’t know, but Patrick is the reason Chris was hot to get his parents in this place.”

“Chris who?” Uncle Morty asked.

“Chris Driver, son of Bernie and Doris Driver. He’s the failure-to-launch kid. The other two are achievers. Lawyer and dentist.”

“How do you feel about him?”

“He was off,” I said. “His mother is dying and he’s playing video games.”

“It’s an escape from stress,” said Uncle Morty.

“Maybe, but he got wary when I showed him pictures of Becky. He didn’t like it that I was digging around Luxury Living.”

“I’ll take a look, but we gotta bring in Catherine on Luxury Living.”

I agreed and called Catherine. She was on a deadline but she’d get to it in the morning, which was fast enough. I was sitting in a Zen garden with a mobster who was discussing the coming cheese course and all things rice.

Bark. Bark. Bark.

Wallace came charging into the Zen garden, dragging one of the Driver kids behind him, Chris’ video game partner.

I went over to him and Uncle Tuna walked off all casual and the kid didn’t give him a second glance.

“What did she do?” I asked.

Grr.

“Don’t give me that,” I said and then looked at the boy. He was about fourteen with Amanda’s heavy dark hair flopping in his eyes. “Wallace is okay. Mom said she needed to go out.”

“Did she pee on somebody’s foot?”

A slow smile spread across the boy’s face.

“Chris?”

“How’d you know?” he asked.

“Just a feeling.”

“He’s pissed and wanted to kick her out, but Grandma likes her.”

I picked Wallace up and scratched her ears. “Wallace is an acquired taste, but your grandmother picked it up right away.”

The boy shifted from foot to foot.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.”

“I bet it’s not,” I said. “It couldn’t be right now.”

“Yeah. It sucks. The death nurse is here.”

“The hospice nurse?”

“They should call it like it is,” he said fiercely and took Wallace right out of my arms. “Can we keep her?”

I was so surprised I couldn’t speak for a second.

“Not forever,” he said. “For now.”

“I’ll have to talk to your family,” I said. “Since your uncle has an issue⁠—”

He buried his face in Wallace’s wrinkles. “I don’t care what he thinks. He’s such a dick.” The kid looked at me quick to catch my reaction.

This is new.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“He asked me to come over to his house to game.” His voice grew husky. “It’s not his house. Grandma’s not dead.”

The boy turned around and dashed off back to Luxury Living. Uncle Tuna came out of the bushes and lit a cigarette. “Makes you wonder what that guy would do to move things along toward that end.”

“Doris is going to die,” I said. “He doesn’t have to do anything.”

He took a puff and said, “Was she dying when they moved in?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“What about the father?” Uncle Tuna asked.

“Heart attack,” I said.

“After they moved in?”

“Yes.”

Uncle Tuna Licata gave me a smile that sent a chill down my spine. Chris couldn’t have made Doris’ cancer return, but his father died unexpectedly. Was that exactly what he was hoping for? Did Chris Driver have a plan?
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Clark Driver had his brother up against the wall in the hall when I got to Doris’ apartment. Penny and Ed were there with Arnold and several other residents. Aaron stood off to the side, holding an enormous bowl of what looked like fluff salad. I didn’t know he had it in him.

I joined the group and asked, “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure, but Clark has had it,” said Ed.

Clark shoved Chris up the wall until his feet were dangling. “Look, you little weasel, if Mom wants that dog to stay, she’s staying,” said Clark. “I don’t care if she pees on your head.”

“I’m going to tell⁠—”

“Chris, I swear to God you better not say a damn thing to Mom.”

Amanda came out and closed the door behind her. “Maybe you shouldn’t strangle our brother with so many witnesses.”

“Tell him that dog is disgusting,” said Chris. “Look at my shoes.”

“Too bad. So sad,” said Amanda. “You’re just going to have to suck it up for Mom.”

Chris’ eyes got a glint in them. “She wouldn’t want me to be unhappy.”

“For all the good that did you,” said Clark.

“Whaddya mean?”

“Little Chris can’t be uncomfortable. Little Chris can’t feel bad. Little Chris can’t be expected to be like other people.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Chris. “I’m just like you.”

Clark went nose-to-nose with his brother. “You are nothing like me or Amanda or any other person in this family. Now you’re going to go back in there and say you want Wallace to stay⁠—”

“Or what?” Chris’ voice held a challenge, but his hands were shaking.

“Or I will tell that girlfriend of yours that you quit your job when Dad died and you’ve been living off the money in our parents’ accounts for six months.”

Amanda gasped and for a second, I thought she would lunge at Chris.

He saw the look too and said, “I didn’t⁠—”

Clark pushed him harder against the wall. “Carrie has standards, unlike you, and I will tell her that the diamond earrings, the roses, the dinners at that Mexican place she loves were all paid for by your dying mother.”

“She won’t believe you,” whispered Chris.

“She’ll believe the checking account.”

“You can’t see that.”

“Who do you think Dad put in charge of paying the bills? Fairies? It’s me, moron,” said Clark. “I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want the rest of the family to hate you as much as I do and I especially didn’t want Mom to know her favorite is a lying weaselly piece of crap. Go in there and smile. Tell Mom Wallace can stay or I’m dialing Carrie.”

“Okay.”

Clark released Chris and he looked around at us. If he was ashamed, I didn’t detect it. He just went back into the apartment and closed the door.

“You let him steal from Mom and Dad?” Amanda asked. “You didn’t even tell me what he was doing?”

Clark put his fists over his eyes. “Mandy, I know you.”

“So?”

He looked at her and said, “You would’ve gone after him with a bat wrapped in barbed wire.”

“Here. Here,” said Ed.

Everyone looked at him and Ed had all the shame Chris lacked. “Sorry. It’s not my place.”

“Ed,” said Clark. “It’s your place. You’ve been their friend for twenty years. Do you have time to take me down to the bar and have a whiskey?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Arnold?” Clark asked.

“Honored,” said Arnold.

All the men went for whiskey and the women stood in the hall, shell-shocked.

“I could use a whiskey,” said Amanda. “He never asks me to get a whiskey.”

Penny went over and put an arm around her. “He needs to be with men who won’t ask him anything. They’ll talk about sports or something. We would talk about this.”

The women all nodded.

“Is Doris up for a visit?” Penny asked. “Aaron and I made her favorites. We’ve got fluff salad, tomato soup spice cake, and hot dish.”

I turned to Aaron. “You made hot dish?”

“With tater tots,” he said.

“Did you make the tater tots?”

“Nope. Store bought. It’s what Doris likes,” said Aaron.

“I’m proud of you,” I said.

“You hungry?”

“Are you kidding? You’ve got cool whip, mandarin oranges, and pudding in that bowl. I’m in.”

We went in and sampled Doris Driver’s favorites. There was only one person in that apartment that wasn’t happy with it and nobody cared about him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Itold the Drivers to call me if Doris passed away, no matter the time. I’d come and collect Wallace. The last thing they’d need at a time like that was a little peepot getting in the way, but they didn’t call.

Aaron woke me up early as requested and we got to Luxury Living at nine when they opened for visitors. I used the hair lacquer and I looked good. Normal even. I should’ve known it wouldn’t last.

I didn’t want to ask any of the Drivers to let me in so I walked around to the side door to wait while Aaron went in the front. He had a better chance of getting through than I would, given my unsavory investigating. I wasn’t sure what Aaron would say, maybe nothing, but it usually worked for him.

My phone buzzed and I winced before I even looked at the screen. Delilah had texted three times overnight. I didn’t know where she was in the world but she didn’t seem to sleep.

Happily, it wasn’t Delilah. Chuck was up at the crack of dawn on a new case. He sounded more excited than he had in a while. A dead drug dealer wouldn’t be quick. He’d have to dig into gangs and deals. The man was over the moon about sleaze and oh, so many suspects. Despite all that, I didn’t think it was going to be the brain buster Chuck hoped for. Hello. The murderer dumped the body in a MacDonald’s dumpster three blocks from his house. We’re not talking a criminal mastermind, but I wished him bad luck as Uncle Tuna came into view, smoking his cigarette and giving me a nod. I smiled. We hadn’t seen him that morning either at the motel or on the road, but there he was.

The door opened behind me and Aaron had on a yellow hairnet.

“Why do you have that on?” I asked.

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” I hustled past him and hurried up to Doris’ apartment.

Clark was in the hall, leaning on the wall and looking at the ceiling. Not a good sign. Normally, I wouldn’t have approached someone in that frame of mind, but I had to take Wallace off their hands.

“No change?” I asked.

Doris’ good son slowly looked at me, his eyes red-rimmed and slightly swollen. “Mom’s been unconscious since two. Hospice is in with her.”

“I’m sorry you’re going through this. Is there anything I can help with? Do you want me to take Wallace? She must need to go out.”

“We’ll keep her if you don’t mind. Amanda already walked her this morning.”

“I don’t mind,” I said.

“That dog…”

“What did she do?”

“She’s worth her weight in gold,” said Clark.

I made a face. “Wallace? Little black pug. Pees on people.”

“That’s the one. Thank God you left her.”

I couldn’t imagine anyone thanking God for that little peepot, but Clark explained that his mother was awake on and off during the evening. Chris had gone home so they didn’t have to worry about what he’d do. Exhausted, the family drifted off to sleep, including Clark, who was taking his turn at Doris’ side.

He woke up at midnight to see Chris reaching over to shake Doris awake, saying, “Mom, listen.” Before Clark could do anything, Wallace sprayed him with pee, soaking his chest. Doris did wake up, but Clark got the cursing Chris out of the room before she knew what was happening.

“I don’t know what he was going to tell our mother, but it wouldn’t have been good for her,” said Clark.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“No, but there is no okay right now.”

“I understand and I’m ready to take the peepot anytime.”

He nodded and Amanda came out.

“Mom’s heart rate is dropping,” she said. “Oh, hi, Mercy. Did Clark tell you?”

“He did. Wallace is more useful than I imagined.”

“I love that dog. She’s lying next to Mom and…” Amanda couldn’t speak further.

“I’m going to leave you alone,” I said. “I know this time is for family. You have my number. Call me if you need anything.”

“You hungry?” Aaron asked.

“I don’t know,” said Clark.

“Let’s go with yes,” I said.

“I could go for some donuts,” said Amanda and Aaron trotted off down the hall.

“There will be donuts,” I said. “I’ll see you later.”

I’d gotten about ten feet away when Amanda called out, “Mercy, I forgot. She’s back.”

“Who?”

“Faye Hemingway. She stopped by this morning to check on us.”

“Fantastic,” I said. “Thanks.”

“We didn’t tell her anything about you,” said Clark with a conspiratorial smile and I returned it before dashing off to the front offices to surprise Faye Hemingway, but it would be the other way around.
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The receptionist eventually directed me to Faye’s office, but she took a little convincing. Faye didn’t like unexpected visitors, which seemed weird since she was in management. The receptionist insisted on announcing me and Faye sounded okay on the intercom if a little hesitant.

I knocked and she called out for me to come into a small but charming office with lots of framed needlepoint and photos of the local area with residents, including San Francisco.

Faye stood up from behind the white oak desk with her auburn hair carefully draped over the left side of her face. “Miss Watts, come in.”

“Hi,” I said. “Thanks for seeing me.”

“Please sit down. How can I help you?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Do you have a relative who’s interested in our facility?” Faye asked, careful not to dislodge her hair.

Even so, I could understand why Jessica was so curious. The burns on the side of her face were extensive and frankly odd. I could tell that just from the mere glimpse I’d gotten.

“No,” I said. “I’m a private detective that⁠—”

“Oh.” Faye grabbed her phone and said, “Leanne, call security.”

“Security? What for?” I asked. “I’m not here about you.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” Any question I had about her being Becky was put to rest with what I could see of her face. She was not my suspect.

“Who are you here about?” Faye asked, unconvinced.

Since I was running out of time, I went with the truth. “I’ve told everyone here that I’m after a runaway named Valerie Kagan, but I’m really here about Becky Brown. Sound familiar?”

“Not at all,” she said.

A security guard burst through the door, making me jump.

“You okay, Faye?” he asked.

“False alarm,” she said. “I think.”

“It’s pretty false,” I said. “And I have no idea why there’d be an alarm.”

She told the guard everything was fine and he left after eyeing me like I might pounce on Faye.

“Okay,” I said. “What’s up?”

Faye took a breath and lifted her hair. “I had an accident a few years ago and I have to be on my guard.”

“I’m guessing your accident was less accident than deliberate.”

She said nothing.

“So like I said, I’m not here about you,” I said.

Faye carefully covered the side of her face again. “I don’t know any Becky Brown.”

“Can I show you some pictures?” I showed her all the versions of Becky and got a resounding no. So depressing.

“I don’t understand,” said Faye. “Why did you think she was here?”

“Because of Jason Dooney and you.”

She drew back. “You said it wasn’t me.”

“Not you specifically. Your name.”

“What about my name?”

I gave her a brief rundown and she was astonished.

“I remember James Dooney. He was supposed to have my job, but he died in an accident. You’re saying he was a criminal?”

“He was, but it was your name that brought me here. Becky Brown likes famous names. She’s used Tanya Fitzgerald, Rosanna Mansfield, and most recently, Gabriella Garbo.”

“Oh, I see.” Faye smiled with relief. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Sadly, this looks like a waste of time,” I said. “You were my last lead.”

“I should’ve changed my name, but I’d already lost so much. I didn’t want him to take that from me too. Plus, I always wanted to be a writer so…”

There was so much unsaid, but I didn’t feel I should ask for details.

“It’s a great name. Faye Hemingway has a ring to it,” I said.

“I always thought so.” Faye frowned. “You said she always picks famous names?”

“As far as we can tell. I thought I had Becky when we found you, but then I heard about your accident and no one recognized the photos so square one since you’re the only famous name here.”

“I’m not the only famous name,” said Faye.

What now?

“I have the list of employees,” I said.

“Well, she’s not technically an employee.”

I could hardly breathe. “Who are you talking about?”

Faye told me about the catering company that supplied food to Luxury Living. The one Arnold was so pleased with. An older woman named Gracie Gable worked for the caterer. She was at the facility all the time, but she didn’t work for them.

“What’s she like?” I asked.

“She’s… well, silly,” said Faye. “Loves to talk so the residents really like her.”

“What does she look like?”

“Short curly grey hair. I think she’s in her late sixties, but it’s hard to tell.”

She went older. I’m such an idiot.

“Does she talk about her name?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Faye asked.

I told her about Rosanna Mansfield’s supposedly being related to Jayne and Gabriella gabbing about Greta Garbo.

Faye gripped the arms of her chair. “She bragged to me about being the great-grand niece of Clark Gable. It sounded like nonsense to me.”

Score!

“Oh, it’s nonsense,” I said. “Can you tell me if she’s here today?”

Faye picked up the phone and called down to the café.

“Okay. Thanks,” said Faye before hanging up. “She was here for breakfast, but she’s not here now.”

“When will she be back?”

“Lunch. She went to pick up the supplies. There’s a tour of Italy feast today.”

Not here now. Good.

“What else do you know about her?” I asked.

“Nothing. She’s good at her job. Everyone loves her,” said Faye. “Should I be worried about our residents?”

Oh, heck yeah.

“She’s not here so that’s good,” I said.

“What did she do?” Faye asked. “You never said why you’re looking for her. Is she not a missing person?”

“She’s missing declared dead.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Too much to go into,” I said. “Can you ask security to detain her when she comes back? Don’t say why. And tell them not to let her go under any circumstances.”

“Should I call the police?”

“Not yet.” I smiled. “I’m glad I was wrong about you.”

“But you’re pretty sure about her, aren’t you?” Faye asked.

“Pretty sure isn’t enough.” I stood up.

“Where are you going?”

“To find Penny Foreman.”

Faye picked up her phone. “You know Penny?”

“I do and she knows everything about everyone,” I said.

“Penny is well-informed,” Faye said. “She’ll know everything about Gracie.”

“Well, not everything.”

Faye grimaced and asked for security to come back. I dashed out the door to find Luxury Living’s best gossip.

[image: ]


Penny Foreman was a popular woman and very well known. I only had to ask two people where she was to find out she’d be down in the gym doing Zumba with a much put-upon Ed. I ran down there and arrived just as the class was breaking up. The ladies were all smiling and the men were all sweating.

Ed staggered over and fell onto the bench next to me. “This is the worst thing about getting old.”

“Zumba?” I asked.

“My hips don’t move that way,” he said. “I’m not sure if they ever did.”

I looked over at Penny, smiling and wearing spandex circa 1995. “Why do you do it then?”

“Because when I was working, I was gone half the time. Pen had to move around the country to places she didn’t want to be and raise the kids while I was on a flight to Munich. I swore when I retired, we’d be together every day and I’d do whatever she wanted,” said Ed.

“And she wants you to do Zumba?” I asked.

“I don’t think she cares, but a promise is a promise,” he said. “I see you’re engaged. Congratulations.”

“Thank you. He’s a cop.”

“That ring doesn’t say cop.”

“It’s a family ring,” I said.

“Some family,” said Ed.

“Yes, it is.”

“Baggage?”

“Some,” I said.

“His or yours?”

I watched Penny say goodbye to her friends and said, “Both but more his right now.”

“My advice, not that you asked for it, is patience. Things work themselves out if you let them,” said Ed, waving at Penny.

She came over, limping a little. “I think I pulled something.”

“You say that every time,” said Ed.

“It’s true every time.” She toweled off. “I didn’t expect to see you down here, Mercy. Do you need some more gossip?”

“Yes, and I hope you’ve got a lot,” I said.

She smiled. “I’m always serving hot gossip, but not without a cold smoothie.”

Penny led us through the rest of the gym where residents were working on everything from their physical therapy to their upper body strength. Ed ordered us three strawberry banana smoothies at the little gym café and we sat down.

“Did you find your person? That Valerie girl?” Penny asked with her eyes alight.

“I did, but she isn’t Valerie. I lied.”

“Ed.” Penny smacked her husband’s arm. “I told you. Didn’t I tell you?”

“She did tell me that was malarky,” said Ed. “What are you really doing here? Insider trading? A Ponzi scheme?”

Not far off the mark.

I told them about why I lied and who I was really after.

“But you said it was someone who works here,” said Penny. “Gracie doesn’t work here and she doesn’t have a famous name.”

“Her name is Gracie Gable,” I said.

“She never mentioned that to us.”

She learned to control that tell.

“Did she talk about locations a lot?” I asked.

“Not really, but we don’t spend a lot of time with her. It’s just a quick chat here and there. You’ll love the Pad Thai. Stuff like that.”

Much better than St. Louis. She honed her craft.

“Are you sure it’s her?” Penny asked. “She doesn’t work here.”

“Close enough,” said Ed. “Even if we’d known about the name, I don’t think I would’ve considered her. She’s only here two days a week.”

“I should’ve been more specific,” I said. “But I didn’t think about outside contractors either. What do you know about her?”

“She’s odd for starters,” said Penny with a sniff. “That hair.”

Ed sighed. “There’s nothing wrong with Gracie’s hair.”

“It’s odd. No one gets those old-lady perms anymore and she’s not even that old.” Penny described a woman who was playing a woman of advanced years, but this time she hadn’t gotten the cover quite right. I’m sure some ladies had the short curly permed hair, but none that I knew.

Gracie wore makeup out of the eighties with pale pink lipstick and blue eyeshadow caked on. Her clothes were either peach and gauzy or Disney. Gracie loved Disney with a tee or sweatshirt for every occasion. She had Mickey Mouse shoes, earrings, and watches.

“If she was trying to hide,” said Penny, “that wasn’t going to do it. She sticks out like a sore thumb.”

“Hiding in plain sight,” I said, checking the time. “Does she have any special friends?”

“Gracie’s friends with everyone,” said Ed.

“She means boyfriend,” said Penny.

“Oh.”

“Does she?” I asked.

I hit the motherlode with that question. Gracie had a boyfriend named Jon Conway and he was an attendant there at Luxury Living. He helped residents with getting to appointments, therapy, dinner, and ran errands. Basically, anything anyone needed.

“Jon is here all the time?” I asked.

“Yes, but I wish he wasn’t,” said Penny.

Is this the new Teddy?

“What’s wrong with him?”

“He’s rough and impatient,” said Ed. “Jon is always complaining about his pay and hours. He’s just unpleasant.”

“We liked Levi so much better,” said Penny.

“Jon replaced Levi?” I asked.

“No, he was already working here part time, but Levi was Gracie’s boyfriend first. He was so gentle and kind. So sad.”

Here we go.

“What happened to him?” I asked.

“He died in September. Only fifty-nine, poor thing,” said Penny.

Crap on a cracker!

“An accident?” A hit and run, perhaps?

Ed nodded. “Freak accident. He slipped in the tub, hit his head, and drowned.”

Freak is right.

“Who found him?”

Penny polished off her smoothie. “Gracie did and she was shocked. Couldn’t stop talking about it.”

“She wasn’t in mourning long,” said Ed. “She already had Jon on the hook.”

You don’t say.

“She was into Jon before Levi died?” I asked.

“Gracie’s just a flirt,” said Ed.

“That’s one word for it,” said Penny with a sneer.

“Is Jon here today?” I asked.

The couple shrugged.

“We don’t have any need for his help,” said Ed, “but Arnold would know.”

“Jon gets him to therapy and whatnot when Arnold’s having a rough day,” said Penny. “I told him to request someone else, but Arnold doesn’t like to complain.”

“Where would Arnold be right now?” I asked.

“Probably the game room. We’re meeting him for lunch later though,” said Ed.

I thanked them for their help and went off in search of Arnold while calling Uncle Morty.

“It’s early,” he yelled into the phone. “I told you I’d have it today.”

“Today is now,” I said, hurrying to the elevator. I told him about Gracie Gable and her boyfriends and the typing started.

“Flipping contractors,” Uncle Morty muttered. “I didn’t check them out. The company info says they just deliver food.”

“It sounds like Gracie serves and is around a lot.”

“Unfreakingbelievable.”

“What have you got on the Mauls?” I asked.

“That ain’t a pretty picture.”

I pushed the button on the elevator, heard Walter Keiser’s voice, and ducked into the stairwell. I couldn’t afford to be waylaid by the head of nursing.

“What are you doing?” Uncle Morty asked as I huffed and puffed my way up to the third floor.

“Climbing stairs. Tell me about the Mauls,” I said.

Uncle Morty spent half the night pulling data on the residents of Luxury Living, starting with Tony Maul. He’d signed over all his worldly goods to the company and died a week after the money ran out. He wasn’t the only one, but most residents that signed that contract died before their money ran out. Of the ones who survived their money, they didn’t last more than a month, usually less. They died in a variety of ways. Some mixed up their pills and their heart condition reared its ugly head. There were problems with insulin and oxygen tanks. A couple times, it was a tad too much morphine, but not so that someone would raise a red flag. And then there were the falls. Quite a few falls.

“How are those divided up?” I stopped at the top of the stairs to catch my breath.

“Huh?” Uncle Morty asked.

“Sorry,” I said. “Before September and after.”

“Falls are after September with one oxygen death. The pills, oxygen, and insulin deaths before.”

Gentle Levi and angry Jon.

“A mix so it won’t be suspicious,” I said.

“After you found that contract scheme, I called Catherine. She stayed up to take a hard look at the finances of that joint. Those deaths are how they’re in the black and getting better.”

I opened the door and went onto the floor. “Who’s recently run out of funds?”

“That’ll take some time,” said Uncle Morty. “That place ain’t small.”

I jogged down the hall toward the games area. “Does Dad have a connection in Los Gatos?”

“Whaddya mean?”

“Does Dad know the cops here?” I asked.

“Tommy knows cops everywhere.”

“Can you ask him to make a call?”

“You ask him,” said Uncle Morty. “I ain’t had coffee yet and I was up half the night looking at medical reports.”

“I need the cops and I’ve got to find Jon, preferably before Becky gets back.”

“Friggin’ call 911,” he said.

I turned into the game room. “One whiff of sirens and she’ll disa⁠—”

“Mercy?”

“Oh, my God,” I said.

“What?”

The games room was empty and so was Arnold’s spot, but tied to his favorite Hitchcock chair was a black bandana.

I spun in a circle. “Where were those falls?”

“What is it?” Uncle Morty yelled.

“It’s Arnold. He’s next. Where did they fall?”

“Let me see. Let me see. Several bathtubs, one stairs, and a few just in their rooms,” he said.

Play the odds.

“Which stairs? Which stairs?” I ran into the hall and there was Uncle Tuna.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Jon’s got Arnold,” I said.

“Who?” Uncle Tuna asked.

“Call security! Tell them to get into Arnold’s room! ASAP!”

“Uncle Morty!” I yelled. “Which stairs?”

“South side emergency exit,” Uncle Morty said.

I looked at Uncle Tuna. “Where’s south?”

“Where are you trying to go?”

I grabbed his arm. “He’s taken Arnold to the south side emergency stairs.”

“Why would a resident go there?”

“To die! Where is south?”

Aaron walked into the hall and pointed a baguette to the right. I ran and Uncle Tuna was right behind me, yelling into his phone and making my breathing sound easy. I turned a corner and there was a sign, a big, beautiful sign pointing the way.

I ran past Doris’ apartment and heard someone call out my name. I couldn’t stop. Two more corners and there was the south side emergency exit door. It was ajar, but the alarm wasn’t going off. I burst through it and found myself on an outdoor balcony.

“Let go of me!” Arnold yelled.

The Foremans’ sweet Scrabble partner was clinging to the metal railing of the emergency stairs with a big man wearing scrubs trying to peel his fingers off.

“Hey!” I yelled.

“Mercy!” Arnold yelled and the big man looked up. His eyes were small and dark. He never stopped working on Arnold’s hands.

Uncle Tuna came through the door and I ran at Jon, picking up Arnold’s cane along the way. I cracked that bastard right between the eyes and he howled before punching me on the shoulder. I hit the ground and Uncle Tuna was on him. The Mortician had Jon by the throat, driving him back against the building.

“What in the hell is going on?” Jessica ran onto the balcony with Wallace under one arm.

“Mercy!” Arnold cried out.

I rolled over and scrambled to Arnold as he lost his grip. “I’ve got you.”

Uncle Tuna tussled with Jon and I hauled Arnold onto the balcony.

“Jessica, help me,” I said through gritted teeth. Arnold was heavier than he looked.

She put down Wallace and the pug ran over to bite Jon on the leg. He howled and Uncle Tuna gave him a slap.

Jessica dashed over and put Arnold’s left arm over her shoulder with practiced ease. “What is going on?”

“Jon tried to kill me,” said Arnold. “He’s a murderer.”

“I didn’t try to kill you, you old coot!” Jon yelled. “You were confused. I stopped you from falling. She’s biting me. She’s biting me.”

“Good. You murdering liar!”

“Give me my cane. I’m going to fight him,” yelled Arnold.

Jessica and I held back the octogenarian.

“Do not fight him,” I said.

“He was going to kill me. I have to fight him.”

“You’ll break a hip,” said Jessica. “Then he wins.”

The old man mulled it over. “Can I hit him in the family jewels with my cane?”

“Hey!” Jon yelled.

Uncle Tuna chuckled. “It’s a green light from me.”

“Gimme that cane,” said Arnold.

The exit door opened and Bernard the security guard looked out. “Why is this door open?”

“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Who’s at the cafe and Arnold’s room?”

“I’m doing my rounds,” he said, looking at Uncle Tuna with his forearm up on Jon’s neck. “What’s going on?”

“Jon tried to kill me,” said Arnold.

“That’s just silly,” said Bernard.

“Why are you here?” I yelled. “You’re supposed to detain Becky!”

“Who’s Becky?”

“Gracie! Who’s detaining Gracie?”

Barnard sighed. “Nobody needs to detain Gracie. That’s nuts.”

Jon’s phone rang. Once.

We all froze and then it rang twice more.

“She’s in the building,” said Uncle Tuna.

“It’s nothing. It’s no one,” said Jon.

“Get her, Mercy. I got that tournament and we are outta here.”

I waved at Bernard. “Take Arnold!”

“Huh?”

“Take him!”

“Who’s Becky?” Arnold asked.

“Jon’s partner. Gracie Gable. She put the black bandana on your chair so he’d kill you,” I said. “Bernard! Now!”

“She said it was so I’d get a special snack! I knew that was stupid!” Arnold yelled. “Give me my cane!”

“Bernard,” said Uncle Tuna. “I’ll release him and you’ll have to explain why you let a murderer go.”

Bernard rushed over and grabbed Arnold’s arm.

“Where will she be?” I asked Arnold.

“Serving in the café!”

I gave him his cane and yelled, “Wallace!”

The pug and I ran through the exit door and the last thing I heard as I ran down the hall was a high-pitched scream.

Serves him right.

I didn’t wait for the elevator. I snatched up Wallace and ran down the stairs, hurling into the atrium three minutes later.

“Hey!” Olivia at the front desk spotted me. “What are you doing here?”

“Café! Where’s the café?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not telling you.”

“Have you seen Gracie Gable?” I asked.

“Are you stupid?” Olivia asked. “I’m going to call the police.”

“Great. Call them.” I spun around. There were no signs. Why were there no signs? I started running through the atrium with Olivia on my heels.

“I’ll call them! I’m serious!” she yelled.

“Great! Do it!”

I dodged around a pillar. She dodged the other way and got lucky, grabbing my sleeve. I dropped Wallace and she started barking like a maniac.

“Ha! I got you!” Olivia crowed.

I rammed her against the pillar. “Where’s Gracie?”

“Why?”

“She’s a murderer!”

Olivia’s eyes went wide and she looked left. “Right there.”

I followed her eye line and there was Becky Brown, standing not thirty feet away, holding a serving tray loaded with pasta. I let go of Olivia and went at Becky with everything I had and a pug.

Becky heaved her tray at me and a pasta plate of spaghetti and meatballs hit Wallace a second before I got covered in piping hot Alfredo sauce and lasagna. It slowed me for a few seconds as Becky ran, weaving through residents toward an open door with Staff Only over it.

I picked up speed and got through the door into an industrial kitchen, all stainless steel and enormous flattops. There were several staff members working. They froze and I yelled, “Stop her!”

Becky ran around a prep area, picked up a skillet, and winged it at me. I dodged and kept going.

“She tried to kill a resident!” I yelled and that got some movement. The staff got in Becky’s way, grabbing at her, but she threw everything she could get her hands on, including knives.

The kitchen was huge, but I saw where she was going. The exit, way in the back behind racks of spices and baking supplies. Becky cleared the staff members and ran full tilt at it, but then a small pudgy figure wearing a yellow hairnet stepped in front of the door; Aaron and he was holding the mother of all chef’s knives.

Becky slid to a stop and I was almost on her when she grabbed a rack and pulled it over. Cayenne and cinnamon went flying in a tremendous crash. I jumped back, but the edge of the rack cracked me on the hip and a cloud of flour filled the air. I fell and she got past me, narrowly avoiding my grasp. People were screaming and I scrambled to my feet to see her running for the way we came in. Ed Foreman stepped into the doorway.

No! No! No!

“Ed, don’t!” I screamed, but Ed did. The old man assumed a fighting stance, but it was no match for a woman who’d built up some speed and some serious panic.

Becky barreled right through Ed and was out the door with me five steps behind. Ed was screaming. Penny was screaming and Becky wasn’t done. She went after every resident within reach, ramming everyone, ignoring Wallace nipping at her ankles. She went after the chess players and the couples having tea under the palm trees. Canes and walkers went every which way. Think Godzilla through Tokyo. She didn’t have to do that. She could’ve just ran.

I chased her and Wallace through her path of destruction, gaining precious seconds with her every act of evil.

“Send me an ambulance!” Olivia screamed into a phone at the front desk.

Becky grabbed a man coming out of the elevator and threw him to the ground.

“All the ambulances!”

I launched myself at her, but she had his cane and swung it at me. I skidded to avoid the strike and fell on my rear. She clubbed me twice, kicked Wallace off her ankle, and went running for the main entrance, but I didn’t even feel the hits and was right after her.

The doors slid open and Becky ran into the parking lot just as two police cruisers rolled into the lot without their sirens on.

Dad!

“Give it up!” I screamed, but the woman who successfully faked her own death wasn’t the giving up kind. Becky swerved to the right and ran to a golf cart.

Not this again!

She hit the accelerator and the cart rammed the curb.

Ha. Ha. Idiot.

Wallace passed me at her full pug speed and launched her wrinkly little body at her neck.

“Becky, it’s over!” I screamed as I ran at the cart and she tossed Wallace at me.

I caught the pug and Becky rammed the curb again. I got to the cart and reached through the passenger side to grab her arm. She whipped the wig off her head and shoved it in my face. Oh the smell.

That bought her a second to slip out and run into the gardens. The cops were yelling behind me, but I didn’t stop and neither did Wallace. Becky wasn’t getting away, not after that horror show, and I had to do it. For Arnold and for Ed. For the chess players and the man who simply stepped off the elevator.

I ran after her, reaching for my purse, but I’d lost it somewhere along the way. No Mauser. No taser. No pepper spray. I didn’t care. I had fingernails and teeth if it came to it.

Becky ran through the gardens and she knew exactly where she was going. All I knew was that I could barely breathe and Alfredo in the eyes isn’t great, but I chased her into an open area labeled play park with climbing walls and a pirate ship for the kids. Becky ran through an open section with lots of nozzles in the ground toward the gate behind a huge ornamental fountain with angels and cherubs.

Wallace jumped at her and got a kick, but it slowed her down and I got exactly what I needed. I gained on her and was an arm’s length when she reached the fountain. I put on my last burst of speed and hit her.

We tumbled into the fountain, rolling around in the blue water. She was screaming and I was biting and I wasn’t the only one. There was clawing and kicking. I yanked on her greasy hair. I didn’t think about Fats and the house she wanted so badly or the people Becky’d hurt in Luxury Living. All I could think about was Roland Jenson, a guy who loved his mother and ended up in a shallow grave in Kansas because of her. If there weren’t so many witnesses, I’d have happily drowned Becky.

Then there were hands grabbing at me and yells to stop and get the dog. That didn’t stop me. Banging my head on the side of the fountain did. I let go of Becky and I guess she didn’t get the situation because she clambered her way up the side of the fountain with four cops right there.

Then there was a piercing scream. Becky jerked back, arms flailing, and fell back against a cherub, cracking her head so hard one of the wings fell off. She collapsed face down in the water and for a moment no one moved, except Wallace, who was dog paddling around, panting and smiling.

Then one of the cops said, “Ah, what the hell?” He flipped her over and said, “She’s breathing.”

“Tough break,” said another.

“Mercy Watts?” asked a third.

“That’s me,” I said.

“Your dad says hi and you owe us beer.”

“Naturally.”

He helped me to my feet and that’s when I saw the source of the scream. Penny Foreman had my purse and my pepper spray.


CHAPTER THIRTY




Idon’t know what Luxury Living put in that fountain water, but my hair loved it. Never in my life had it been so silky, shiny, and… blue. That’s right. My hair was gorgeous and there were no tangles. None. I had Marilyn’s hair when she sang “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend” except it was robin’s egg blue.

It dried and formed itself into the perfect style while the cops revived Becky and I gave them the rundown of who she really was. The fountain water didn’t love her hair quite so much. Hers turned a dingy greenish brown, a lot like her soul I imagine.

She screamed and yelled, claiming she wasn’t Becky Brown or Gabriella Garbo or any of the other covers. But since my bulky phone was in fact waterproof, I got Wilbur and Wanda to Zoom with me while she was going on about mistaken identity.

I pointed the camera at Gracie and they yelled, “That’s her! That’s Gabby!”

While they waited for one of the many EMTs swarming Luxury Living to check out the bump on Becky’s head, I got Jackie at Fresh and Friendly to identify her as Rosanna Mansfield.

After the IDs, Becky switched gears to claim that I’d assaulted her, a little old lady of sixty-eight, and Penny sprayed her again. The cops had to wrestle my pepper spray out of her hands while I fished Wallace out of the fountain. The water didn’t affect the color of her black fur, but her sweater would never be the same.

“You could’ve shot her,” I said as Wallace shook for the fifth time and I wrung out her sweater. “There’s a gun in my purse.”

“Don’t think I didn’t consider it,” said Penny with a grin. “But death is too good for her.”

“California is a death penalty state though.”

“Oh, I know, but it takes a long, miserable time to get there.” Penny hurried off to check on Ed and her friends.

The cops grinned at me and arrested Gracie/Gabby/Rosanna/Becky for larceny and aggravated assault. I don’t know how many counts there would be. There were five ambulances with two broken hips, three broken wrists, two broken ankles, and some head lacerations with serious bleeding. Ed came out of it with bruises to both his body and ego, but no broken bones, which he credited to his lifelong love of drinking whole milk.

An EMT decided Becky didn’t need a hospital. A jail cell was good enough for her and the cops dragged her out of the garden and across the parking lot to a cruiser, yelling about her rights and police brutalizing a little old lady. They had her wig in an evidence bag so I don’t know who she thought she was fooling.

Uncle Tuna brought Jon out of the front doors of Luxury Living with his hands tied behind his back with Wallace’s sparkly leash. Arnold was seated in a wheelchair against his will and Mr. Keiser was trying to talk him into going to the hospital to get checked out.

I walked over to him and gave him a super fluffy Wallace. “Still feisty after a near death experience. That’s a good sign.”

“I’m not going to the hospital,” said Arnold. “I’m going to the police station to write my statement that he tried to kill me for no reason.”

“I saved you, Arnold,” said Jon. “Why would I kill you? What reason would I have?”

The would-be murderer smiled at everyone until I said, “There was a reason, Arnold. You outlived your money.”

“What?” Arnold asked.

I explained the scheme and the data Uncle Morty had collected. Mr. Keiser sputtered about how it couldn’t be true, but one of the cops cuffed Jon and arrested him for attempted murder. Then he whispered in Jon’s ear. “For starters.”

Jon blanched and blurted out. “It wasn’t my idea.”

Grr.

“I didn’t do anything.”

Wallace leapt off of Arnold’s lap and bit Jon on the butt. He screamed and laughter erupted. I had to pry her jaws off that guy’s rear and it wasn’t a good time.

“What is she? Half pug? Half pit bull?” the cop asked when he stopped laughing.

“She’s one hundred percent crazy.” I held the snarling pug to my chest as she tried to get at Jon.

“Keep her away from me,” said Jon. “She’s probably got rabies.”

Grr.

“Shut up,” said the cop, turning Jon away from us. “Let’s go.”

“Hold on.” I ran over and said, “That’s her leash.”

The cop looked at the sparkly leash. “Of course, it’s her leash.” He started untying it and I said to Jon, “What do you know about St. Louis?”

“St. Louis?” His face was blank.

“Your partner killed someone there,” I said. “It’s her fault I’m here in the first place.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a death penalty state too,” said Jon.

“Yes, it is and she’s been active since 1995,” I said.

“How old is she?”

“Mid-fifties.”

Jon let out a string of obscenities that offended all of Luxury Living.

“She told me she was thirty-five,” said Jon.

“You are stupid,” said the cop, “and soon you’ll be on death row if Marilyn here is right.”

“Oh, I’m right,” I said. “Just remember. I can think of four states that have cases they want to clear. You could be in a very good position, considering that you’re the scum of the earth.”

“How good?” Jon asked.

“Depends on what you’ve got,” said the cop. “I suggest you help Marilyn out. She’s got connections.”

The cop winked at me and we waited a second.

Jon mulled that over and then said, “She said she poisoned a woman in Missouri. Is that it?”

I high-fived the cop and he hauled Jon off.

“Gracie is a murderer,” said Arnold, looking more off balance than he had on the balcony. “I never suspected.”

“She was very good at her job,” I said.

“Not as good as you.”

“I had some help.”

Bark.

“Yes, I meant you.” I looked at a stunned Mr. Keiser. “Will you let me in now?”

“Have you ever not been in?” Mr. Keiser asked.

“I had a will so there was a way.”

The head of nursing stepped back. “I guess there’s nothing to protect now. Mr. Forbrich is going to freak out.”

I turned Arnold’s wheelchair around. “If you’re talking about Junior, he was in on it.”

He gasped and I wheeled Arnold inside. The place was a mess and there were cops everywhere. Olivia ran over to show me that I was trending on pretty much everything. Someone had videoed my wrestling match in the fountain. That wasn’t so bad, but did I have to wear a white button-down with a hearts and flowers bra? Worst decision of the day for sure.

Olivia took pity on me and my still damp clothes and gave me a set of scrubs. I changed in the back and when I came out, Penny left Ed sitting by the waterfall and came over to tell me to go up to Doris’ apartment. Doris was awake and Jessica wanted me to update her on the case. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but I went anyway.

When I reached the apartment, Clark and Jessica were in the hall with Amanda, Jared, and Chris, who was notably about five feet from the other four.

“You wanted me to come up?” I asked.

“No,” said Chris with a scowl.

“Yes,” said Jessica. “Doris heard all the sirens.”

“Mom doesn’t care about all that.”

Clark turned to his younger brother. “I suppose she doesn’t want Wallace back either?”

Chris looked away and Amanda blew her nose with shaky hands before saying, “We didn’t think she’d wake up again, but she did. They’re changing the sheets and the hospice nurse is here. We didn’t have to leave, but…”

“I get it,” I said. “You all needed a break.”

“I asked them to hold off on the morphine for a few minutes. They were going to give it to her a little early, but Mom wants to hear about the case.”

“She doesn’t need that,” said Chris. “Mom doesn’t care what this blue-haired nut has to say.”

His siblings and in-laws turned to look at him, but they didn’t say a word.

“I love the hair,” said Jessica. “It’s gorgeous, but how did it happen? It was normal on the balcony.”

“The fountain has some kind of dye in it and this happened,” I said.

“You were in the fountain?” Clark asked.

“It’s on YouTube if you want the play-by-play.”

“Maybe later.”

The apartment door opened and a nurse said, “Everything’s done.”

Jessica took Wallace from me and we all trooped inside. It felt like an invasion to me. I wasn’t staff and I wasn’t family or even a friend, but Clark insisted while shooting daggers at his brother.

In the bedroom, Jessica arranged a pillow on Doris’ lap and set Wallace on it. She let out a tiny bark and Doris’ eyes opened to slits. Amanda put her hands on Wallace and I think I saw a twinge of a smile.

“Mom,” said Clark, “Mercy’s back and she solved the case.”

Doris’ eyes opened a little wider, but she didn’t speak.

“I did solve it and I can tell you all the dirty little details,” I said in a cheerful voice.

There was another hint of a smile so I ran it down for Doris and her family. The whole thing from Fats’ love of the Shill house to Cambria to the Luxury Living fountain. I told it like it was a grand adventure and I suppose it was, but cases never seemed like an adventure until they were over and the stress of it was gone. I had everyone outraged at the condition of Lawton’s house and smiling when Wallace bit Jerry White in the crotch and intrigued by Uncle Tuna. I couldn’t give them much information, but I think they got the picture. The only one not reacting normally was Chris. He got more and more nervous and kept edging toward the door. So much so that Jared went over and blocked it.

“And now I have blue hair for the foreseeable future,” I said. “The end.”

“Arnold’s alright?” Jessica asked.

“He’s more than alright. He’s in a fighting mood. Ed’s good too and Penny. I think she really enjoyed spraying Becky.”

“I think I might’ve chosen the gun,” said Clark, “and I’m pretty sure Mom would’ve. She was always an excellent shot.”

One last smile passed over Doris’ lips and she closed her eyes. Amanda motioned for us to leave and we went into the living room where the hospice nurse was waiting patiently. She checked her watch. “It’s time for her morphine.”

“Perfect,” said Clark in a strangely calm voice. “Can you stay with her for a few minutes? We have something to discuss.”

“Sure. It’s no problem.”

Clark steered us all out of the room, including the increasingly nervous Chris. “We’ll go down to the games room.”

“I’m going to get something to eat,” said Chris and he turned in the other direction.

“You’re going to hear this,” said Clark. “It pertains to you.”

“Me?”

Clark pointed down the hall and we went dutifully. I was pretty sure I knew what was up. Chris would’ve done well to have made a break for it, but he came along, looking like a put-upon teenager.

The games room was full of residents and family that had shown up to check on their loved ones. It was abuzz with talk of Gracie, Jon, and Levi. Victim’s names were bandied about and some other names I wasn’t familiar with. Arnold and Ed were in the center of it all, holding court and eating banana pudding that Aaron was serving everyone.

“You hungry?”

“Absolutely and we’re going to need some hot chocolate,” I said with a glance at Jessica. She was tearful as was Amanda, but she lacked the anger I could feel growing in Doris’ diminutive daughter.

“All ready,” said Aaron and he trotted off.

“Hot chocolate?” Arnold asked. “It’s not winter.”

“But it’s about to get frosty,” I said. “Clark, what did you want to say?”

Before her brother could speak, Amanda said in a voice that was so dark and deep it caused a ripple in the crowd. “You know Patrick Maul.”

I’d wondered if that little detail of my story would slip by the Driver family. I didn’t mention Chris at all. Doris didn’t need that.

“What about it?” Chris asked.

“You knew his uncle,” said Clark.

“Who friggin’ cares?”

“Levi Strickland killed Pat’s uncle,” said Amanda.

“That’s what she said,” said Chris.

I crossed my arms. “That’s what happened. Tony Maul didn’t just suddenly forget to take the heart meds he’d been taking for years.”

Amanda clenched her fists. “You knew he killed Pat’s uncle. That’s when you started volunteering here.”

Chris swallowed hard and the room went silent.

“That’s why you picked this place,” said Clark.

“I did not,” said Chris. “That’s crazy.”

“You’re so stupid you probably thought those psychos would bump Mom and Dad off.”

Chris rolled his eyes. “People die here all the time.”

“That’s what you were counting on, but you’re so lazy. You could never be bothered to get the details, could you?” Amanda asked. “Mercy, explain it to my idiot brother.”

“Hey, I’m not an idiot. I know what’s going on.”

“No, you don’t,” said Clark. “You never do.”

“You think I caught on to this whole murder thing,” he said with pride. “That means I’m not stupid.”

Clark looked at me. “What didn’t my idiot brother take into account?”

“What makes you think she knows?” Chris asked.

“She’s not you.”

Everyone looked at me.

“Your parents aren’t on the list,” I said. “They didn’t sign over their assets to Luxury Living. Penny and Ed told me that right away.”

“That’s right,” said Penny. “We did.”

“So?” Chris asked in a shaky voice.

“So,” I said, “Bernie and Doris had really good long-term care insurance. There was no reason to kill them.”

A man with faded red hair stepped forward. “People sign over everything to this place? Why?”

“To get care for life. They are obligated to care for residents no matter how long they live after the money runs out.”

“It’s a gamble,” said Clark. “They’re betting that the resident won’t live long and they’ll make money.”

“And the resident is betting that they’ll get years of care for free,” said Amanda.

“Who would sign over everything to these people?” the redhead asked.

“Your father for one,” said Penny, putting an arm around a woman standing next to her. “Not us, dear. We didn’t.”

Rusty’s kid stared at me.

“You’re screwed,” I said. “Rusty has nothing.”

The man did an about face and stalked out.

“We’ll never see him again,” said Ed. “What a weasel.”

“There’s more than one weasel in this room,” said Amanda, glaring at her brother.

“I didn’t do anything,” said Chris, backing away. “They didn’t sign anything over.”

“You were never one for details,” said Amanda.

Clark grabbed Chris’ arm. “You didn’t understand how it worked.”

“You thought they were just killing people willy-nilly?” Jessica asked, tears streaming. “And you hoped…”

“No. I didn’t think anything,” said Chris.

“Why did you make them come here?”

“They liked it.”

“Like you cared,” said Jared. “I never understood your obsession with volunteering here. You don’t volunteer. I couldn’t get you to mow their lawn or pick up their meds.”

“I… I…”

“You thought Mom and Dad would die and you’d get everything, like you always did,” said Clark. “But I have news for you. You aren’t getting anything.”

“That’s bull,” said Chris.

But it wasn’t bull. Bernie and Doris may have taken care of Chris, but they knew what was fair. They kept track of everything that Chris and the rest the family got from them.

“Your portion is practically zero,” said Amanda.

“The house is mine.” Chris was shaken, but he seemed to believe it.

“Just because you squatted for twenty-two years?” asked Jessica. “I don’t think so.”

“But I live there. It’s my house. Carrie is going to move in. We’re going to get married.”

“That’s why you wanted to kill Bernie and Doris? So Carrie would marry you?” Jessica asked.

“Dude,” said Jared. “She wanted you to grow up and get a life, not steal your parents’ life.”

“It’s my house and I’m getting it,” said Chris.

Amanda laughed in his face. “The gravy train is going dry, you self-centered, lazy moron. The house is divided between me and Clark.”

“No one said that.”

Amanda and Clark threw up their hands.

“They told everyone when you moved back in. We had a meeting. They deduct what they spend on us. You went through rehab three times, Chris. Do you know what that cost Mom and Dad?” Clark asked.

“No. Why would I?” Chris asked.

That’s when the whole place erupted in umbrage at Chris’ stupidity and downright evilness. After a lifetime of being pampered and shielded from reality, Chris didn’t know what hit him.

During the yelling, someone tapped me on the shoulder and I turned around to see a pair of detectives.

“So you’re Tommy Watts’ daughter,” said the one with grey hair.

“We never thought you’d be in our neck of the woods,” said his younger partner.

“You were warned?” I asked.

“Let’s just say the word is out on you,” said the older one. “Ready to give your statement?”

“I am, but I need to get to Cambria today,” I said.

“We heard and we’ll move this along as fast as possible,” said the younger. “I like the hair by the way.”

“It’s a better souvenir than I usually get.” I patted my newly sleek do. “I think I’ll keep it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Doris Driver died peacefully two hours after I gave my statement. Wallace and all her friends and family were there, including Chris, who remained silent the entire time.

I did get to Cambria that day to finish up Lawton’s house and home to St. Louis three days after that. Uncle Tuna didn’t stick around. He decided with Becky Brown denied bail I was safe enough with Aaron and Wallace, who was once again trending as the Wonder Pug. I had to admit the video of her leaping at Becky as we tumbled into the fountain was pretty awesome. I had her sweater dry-cleaned and let her pick another one out in Cambria. She had a thing for turtlenecks and flowers.

Jon Conway was working on a deal to avoid the death penalty and he had plenty of dirt on his partner and Lee Forbrich Junior, the mastermind of the scheme. DNA and fingerprints proved that Becky Brown was alive and on a crime spree for thirty years. Her family did a press conference and disowned her.

All the pieces clicked into place. With Jon Conway’s information and mine, the St. Louis DA charged Becky with tainting Mary Shill’s food with bacteria and blood thinners at Fresh and Friendly in exchange for Brian Shill killing Teddy Blatt in Chicago. Brian was negotiating his own deal, trying to avoid a trial in Illinois. During an irate rant after hearing that Becky was turning on him to avoid the death penalty, he told his lawyers that Mary murdered Mary Beth and Conrad, giving himself a massive motive to kill Mary. A plea agreement was in the works to save his worthless life, but he would have to admit to everything. The prosecutor was firm on that point. No Alford pleas allowed.

That was music to his cousins’ ears. They filed a suit to get control over the Shill inheritance, since murderers can’t profit from their crimes. During all of this, Brian reiterated his desire for me to visit him and I reiterated that he could drop dead and rot, all through the lawyers, of course. But then there was a wrinkle. He offered to sell Fats the house if I would come see him. His lawyer said that he was highly motivated and wanted me to tell him in person everything I found out about his birth mother’s death as well as Conrad’s. Naturally, he would sell the house after my visit. Yeah. Right. Because he’s so trustworthy. I said no and we had our own negotiation. House first. Me after. He tried every which way to change that stipulation. Never gonna happen. In the end, I agreed to two visits at an hour a piece after Fats and Tiny closed on the house. The mortgage broker fast-tracked their closing and they would be in and settled before the baby was born. Calpurnia Fibonacci enjoyed my updates on my negotiation as well as my willingness to visit that disease not only once but twice and she paid me a hefty sum for getting everything done faster than she expected.

I’d like to say everything was tied up in a neat little bow and it was, except for some unfinished business that I’d put off for as long as I could.

“Are you serious?” Chuck walked out of the bedroom to find me putting a sweater on Pickpocket. I bought two in Cambria and it matched Wallace’s.

“He likes it,” I said as the poodle danced around, wagging and wiggling.

“Why’d it have to be purple?”

“They’re lavender. Thank you very much.”

Bark.

Wallace pranced around in her lavender sweater with tulips and when I released Pick, the pair dashed around the apartment, sniffing and barking.

“He likes to match Wallace,” I said.

“How long do we have this pug?” Chuck asked as he put on a sweater, a sensible blue, no flowers.

“Pete said another week tops. His mom is being released tomorrow,” I said. “He’s very grateful that we can keep her while his mother is in the hospital after having a massive heart attack.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said with his hand on the doorknob. “Are you ready for this?”

“Brooks didn’t give me any choice,” I said, getting up off the floor. “You agreed.”

Chuck pulled me close and kissed me. “I agree.”

“Let’s do it.” I leashed the dogs and gave Skanky a treat for living with two dogs and then we went down the steps and into the garage where Rocco was detailing Isolde’s Paramount.

“You look very serious,” he said.

“Family meeting,” I said.

Rocco nodded and said, “Painting stuff.”

“That too.”

“You’ll fill me in?”

I said I would and we went into the garden to walk to the main house where all the windows were lit up, looking welcoming just like always, but I didn’t know what was going to happen. Everything was about to be different. Once I said it, I couldn’t take it back. The Girls might not like it and then what?

“It’ll be fine,” said Chuck.

“That’s what I said to you and it didn’t go over so well,” I said.

“Yeah, well, solving that drug dealer’s murder so quick wasn’t what I was hoping for.”

“You’re not supposed to drag it out.”

“How could I?”

“It could easily have been hard to solve,” I said. “You got lucky.”

“Mercy, the dealer had a feud with his neighbor who killed him in his living room, dumped his body at a nearby McDonald’s, and then donated curtains with blood spatter on them to the Goodwill. That’s not luck. They just keep getting stupider.”

The scowl on his face was so deep I was beginning to think it was permanent so I didn’t try to cheer him up. Me being on the news clearing dozens of old cases in four states didn’t help the situation. Chuck wasn’t jealous. He was frustrated and there was nothing I could do to help.

I reached for the back door and my phone buzzed. I knew it was Delilah and so did he. Nothing I tried worked. Chuck’s mom was impervious to hints and suggestions.

The door opened before I had a chance to turn the knob. Sorcha looked out at us. “Finally. Everyone’s here.”

I took a breath and released the dogs into the mansion. “What do they think is happening?”

“A little get-together to talk about your wedding,” said Sorcha.

“That’s what you used? Why would Big Steve be here?”

“The Girls didn’t ask, but Joy is super suspicious.”

“Is she here?” I asked.

“No, she went home.”

Chuck put a hand on my back. “This is good. It should happen.”

“All of it?” I asked.

Sorcha hugged me. “All of it.”

We went through the house and into the library where a fire was blazing in the hearth and my godmothers were snuggled up on the settee. Big Steve sat on the desk chair and I noticed he had a thick briefcase on the desk.

“I was wondering when you’d get here.” The lawyer stood up and shook Chuck’s hand before hugging me.

We sat down in the pair of comfy wingbacks Sorcha had moved to accommodate the meeting and she sat on an embroidered stool made by Myrtle and Millicent’s mother Florence long before she was a Bled.

The Girls watched me, their sweet faces cautious.

“I guess you know this isn’t about our wedding,” I said.

“Yes, dear,” said Millicent. “Your mother and Aunt Tenne would be here.”

“They would.”

“Do you want me to start?” Big Steve asked.

“I’m okay.”

“Dear,” said Myrtle, “you don’t have to look so nervous. You can tell us anything.”

“I don’t know how to tell you this,” I said.

“It’s bad news then?”

“Some of it.” I took a breath and asked, “You know that lawsuit about the Daumier painting?”

The Girls frowned in unison and nodded.

“The good news is that you don’t have to worry about that. The claim is baseless.”

“The DNA worked then,” said Myrtle.

“It did,” said Big Steve. “We now have a profile of the person who bled on the painting or should I say persons. There were two distinct DNA profiles on the painting.” He handed The Girls some papers. “You’ll see there that the first profile is of a man and he was of German and Austrian descent.”

“Jewish?” Millicent asked.

“No.”

“Really? That’s a surprise.”

“What’s the second profile?” Myrtle asked.

“That one was a woman of Central European descent and also not Jewish,” said Big Steve.”

“How interesting? Do you think that second profile was Stella?”

“I do and we’d like to test you to make sure.”

“Certainly. We’d be happy to do that,” said Millicent. “Is that the big news? Because if it is, I don’t consider it bad. Quite the contrary.”

“That’s all good news,” I said. “We’re going to have a genetic genealogist trace that male DNA and see if we can find the family.”

“That’s an excellent plan. How long will it take?”

“Weeks to months,” said Big Steve.

“That’s not bad, considering we’ve had that painting since it arrived in 1943.”

The Girls looked at me and I said, “The painting put some things in motion. The DNA Tiny swabbed off the newel post came from a man named Mario Fumagelli. He’s an actor and a part-time drug dealer. His DNA was on file because he spent some time in prison for an attempted rape ten years ago.”

“Oh, my goodness,” said Millicent.

“It gets worse.”

“Did he attack you?” Myrtle looked at Sorcha. “Or you? I know he came in the house and⁠—”

“No. We’re fine,” I said. “Uncle Morty tracked the car that those men had and they were the same group that broke into Lawton’s house in Cambria.”

The Girls sat stunned for a moment and then Millicent asked Big Steve, “But you said the house wasn’t broken into. A lawyer had the key and code.”

“His name is Michael Bernadi and we believe he gave it to that group,” said Big Steve.

“How in the world did he get it?” Myrtle asked.

I hated to do it and I couldn’t quite find the words.

“Mercy doesn’t want to have to tell you this,” said Chuck, “so I’ll do it. Michael Bernadi is Brooks’ new lawyer.”

“Arlene Cobb refused to represent him anymore after he started doing some unorthodox things,” said Big Steve.

“I don’t understand,” said Millicent, her pale blue eyes watering. “Worse than suing us?”

Big Steve reached over and patted her hands. “I’m afraid so.”

“Do you think… what do you think?” Millicent was looking at me and I got up to kneel at their feet.

“I’m so sorry, but we think that when Brooks was here last, he stole a spare key to Lawton’s house and the code.”

Myrtle and Millicent gasped and had Big Steve check the drawer where the keys were kept. Myrtle said there were two spares. Since I had one, there should be one in the drawer.

“I didn’t know we had two spares when I gave Mercy one,” said Millicent.

“It’s alright,” said Myrtle. “There was no reason to worry about that at the time.”

“The other spare is gone,” said Big Steve.

“But why would Brooks take the key?” Myrtle asked and I told her about Brooks’ visit to Cambria and Lawton’s lack of cooperation. “I think he wanted in the house so he could get some information on the Bled Collection. Lawton had an extensive file on the Daumier and it was gone when I got there.”

“He sent those men to wreck Lawton’s house and steal information?” Millicent was looking down at me with such pain I struggled to respond, but I did.

“We don’t know if Bernadi stole the information and those men were there for a party. Or if he couldn’t find it and sent them to tear apart the house, but they are Brooks’ friends and he would know what they’re like.”

Big Steve gave them the records that Uncle Morty found tying Brooks to the men and them to Lawton’s house. Then he showed them bank records proving that Brooks was broke. I told them about the plan to steal the Daumier and about the loans he’d already taken out on the pieces in the Bled Collection, some of which weren’t even Bled property, but from the Stella part of the collection.

The Girls cried. I cried. Sorcha cried. Big Steve was breathing hard and Chuck looked like he wanted to punch someone. Sorcha got us all some hot chocolate that Aaron had dropped off earlier and then she said, “There’s more.”

“More? Did he kill someone?” Myrtle asked. “What’s left?”

I took a sip of my hot chocolate and said, “For a while now I’ve been investigating The Klinefeld Group.”

They nodded.

“It’s taken me to a lot of places and I’ve found out a lot of things,” I said.

“Yes?” Millicent asked.

“Things that made me think that none of this is an accident.”

“What do you mean?” Myrtle asked.

“I saw Elias Bled in Paris. I saw my family’s ghost cat in Elias’ apartment.”

The Girls drew back and together.

“It’s not just that,” I said. “I was born here in the mansion.”

“Because we love you and we love your parents,” said Millicent.

I reached up and took their hands. “You’ve been loving us, the Wattses, for a long time.”

Their hands shook and they didn’t say anything.

“There were so many clues. Those miniature portraits you gave me when I was sixteen. Those are Bleds, aren’t they?” I didn’t wait for them to respond. I had to get it out. I held up my hand. “There’s this ring. This incredible ring from the family jewelry collection.”

The Girls said nothing.

“People think I’m a Bled and I had to know the truth. I traced my family background.” I glanced at Sorcha. “Our family background and I found out we’re not Watts at all. Well, at least, not by blood.”

“Well, that’s just not true,” said Myrtle. “You come from a long line of Watts.”

“It’s not so long,” I said. “Once I had the truth, I needed to prove it so when Brooks came charging into our apartment accusing me of stealing from you, I got his DNA and Big Steve ran it against mine.”

“Oh,” said Millicent.

“We didn’t…”

“Why?” Sorcha asked. “If we’re Bleds, why not say it?”

“There was… Mercy, dear, you must know,” said Myrtle.

“It’s two things, I think,” I said. “You wanted to protect us from The Klinefeld Group. They killed my great grandparents and you didn’t want any more attention on us.”

They nodded.

“But you also didn’t want us to know who we were descended from,” I said.

“And you know now?” Myrtle asked.

“We descend from Elias Bled and Giséle Donadieu.” I told them what I knew and what I believed. Giséle wasn’t a prostitute and they’d made a terrible mistake.

“But… are you sure?” Millicent asked.

“I am, but it wouldn’t matter if she was. I wouldn’t care.” I looked up at Sorcha.

“Did she have red hair?” Sorcha asked, waving a lock of hers.

“She did.” I pulled out my phone and showed her the portrait of Giséle that was in Elias’ apartment.

“She’s us,” said Sorcha. “I wouldn’t care either.”

The Girls told us how the family story was that Giséle was lying and it was believed, but when they got old enough, they looked into the story and they found Giséle’s descendants. They saw the blue eyes. They saw the bone structure and became convinced that the woman who now called herself Gladys Watts had been telling the truth about her baby, but they didn’t want us to know we came from a madman and a prostitute. They helped where they could and arranged for my parents to meet. The Girls saw it as looking after us and protecting us.

“Are you very angry?” Millicent held out a hand to Sorcha and she kneeled next to me.

“Not at all,” said Sorcha. “But it’s nice to know who we are.”

“No kidding,” said Chuck.

“You know who you are,” I said. “I still don’t.”

Sorcha looked at me. “Huh?”

“Brooks’ DNA profile didn’t match me.”

“Oh, right.”

Big Steve passed over a couple more pages to The Girls and explained that my DNA did match the female blood sample on the painting. “Mercy is a Bled.”

The Girls stared down at the pages, their eyes searching for an answer that wasn’t readily apparent. Sorcha stood up and I got to see something I’d never seen before from my cousin. Anger. Seething anger.

“Brooks isn’t a Bled,” she said through bared teeth. “Mercy didn’t want to tell you, but he’s not and Elena has been robbing the family for decades. I hate that you have to know that.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Why tell us now?” Millicent asked, glancing at the pages. “You’ve known for a while.”

“I have my limits and I reached mine in Cambria,” I said. “Lawton’s house was absolutely awful. Brooks did that. I couldn’t protect him anymore.”

“Are we absolutely sure about Brooks?” asked Myrtle. “He did everything you said? Do you have any doubts?”

“No doubts. He did it,” said Big Steve. “He probably wanted Mercy’s ring so he could hawk it.”

The Girls settled back on the settee and held each other’s hands.

“We will have to consider what you said and decide what to do,” said Myrtle.

“Brooks was raised as a Bled and that makes a difference,” said Millicent.

“I understand,” said Sorcha, with flaming eyes that matched her hair.

Millicent reached out to me. “You said you still don’t know who you are, but you are one of us.”

I took the papers and sifted through them to find my profile. “Why did you introduce my parents?”

“We knew they’d be perfect for each other,” said Myrtle with a touch of smugness.

If she or Millicent were concealing something, I didn’t detect it.

“But you didn’t know them,” I said. “Not really. Why did you do it?”

The Girls explained about their affection for my New Orleans family. Amelie and Paul had saved Stella and Nicky and that wasn’t a service that the Bleds would ever forget and Paul went on to work for the family. It seemed perfect to have that family joined with their own. It wasn’t about the secret that The Klinefeld Group had been seeking for decades or guilt over my great grandparents’ deaths or even a way of protecting my family from The Klinefeld Group. Myrtle and Millicent simply thought my parents were meant for each other. Just why they couldn’t say.

“There wasn’t anything special about Mom?” I asked and I saw Sorcha’s brow furrow. The lawyer’s mind was going full tilt but she remained silent.

“Carolina was special. She is special. A lovely, wonderful girl, and feisty enough to handle Tommy,” said Myrtle.

“If you’re wondering why we didn’t bring Tommy together with Tenne, she wasn’t in any position to fall in love after her accident and we always thought your lovely aunt was too tender-hearted to handle a Watts or shall I say a Bled. We aren’t the easiest to deal with and Tommy was a handful from birth.”

“What about my dad?” Sorcha asked.

“Do you think Carolina would’ve suited your father?” Millicent asked.

She smiled. “No. I was just curious.”

The Girls never really considered my uncles for an introduction. It was always my dad for my mom and that was it.

“Why are you asking all of this?” Myrtle asked. “We chose wisely and here you are.”

“There was no other reason?”

The Girls looked at me with their pale blue eyes completely clear and innocent.

“Why?” Sorcha asked. “Is Aunt Carolina something special?”

“Can this stay in this room?” I asked. “I’m not ready to tell Mom or anyone else yet.”

They agreed and I showed them my DNA profile. The Girls were astonished. They had no idea, but instantly thought that information might’ve been with Agatha and Daniel when their plane went down. I told them I hadn’t found anything in their belongings when I searched them in St. Sebastian.

“I took a look,” said Big Steve. “From what I can tell, a baby girl was welcomed into the Jolicoeur family in 1944. I found a birth certificate and everything looks in order. It was a home birth and took place in Baton Rouge.”

“Baton Rouge?” I asked. “Nana said she was born in New Orleans. That’s weird.”

“That’s concealment,” said Sorcha. “Who were her parents?”

I explained the relationship. Nana and Pop Pop had known each other all their lives. They grew up on the same street in the French Quarter. Their parents were best friends. I’d only known my great-grandmother, but she died when I was eleven.

Millicent took my hand. “Do you think anyone knows?”

“I don’t,” I said.

“Adoption isn’t anything to be ashamed of,” said Myrtle. “Why would they hide it?”

“They wanted to pass her off as their own,” said Big Steve.

“I don’t see why,” said Myrtle. “Even if Brooks isn’t blood, he’s still a Bled.”

I had no idea why, but if Stella was behind it, I knew she had a good reason.

“I want to know where they got the baby,” Sorcha said.

I glanced over at the Daumier painting and said, “I think Stella smuggled her out of Europe.”

The Girls got tearful and couldn’t believe Stella would do something like that. A painting was one thing. A child was totally different and everything Stella brought out was intended to be reunited with the owners or relations. Why would the child have no record?

“Why would she have to smuggle her? We’re talking about a baby,” said Sorcha. “Wouldn’t the government have let a baby in?”

“I doubt it,” said Big Steve. “After the SS Quanza’s refugees were allowed in, the Secretary of State did everything he could to keep out undesirables.”

We all winced at the word. His voice was calm, but I knew he was thinking about his mother, just a child when she was caught up in the war.

“There you go. It would’ve been extremely difficult. She must’ve been an American baby with a passport,” said Sorcha.

“Stella had considerable resources,” I said. “If she wanted to get a baby out of Europe, she could’ve done it.”

“I believe that’s true,” said Big Steve. “The question is why would she have wanted to? England was safe.”

“Not if they lost,” said Chuck.

Millicent put her soft hand on my cheek. “You must tell your mother. She has a right to know.”

“And Nana, but does she want her world blown up? She doesn’t know and they lied to her. Her family lied to her.”

“Knowing who you are is the most important thing in the world,” said Chuck. Anger flashed in his eyes, but he banished it quickly. “You have to tell the truth and it won’t be as bad as you think. Your nana is great. She was loved and wanted. I don’t think she’ll be angry.”

I nodded, but the look on his face made me wonder. Finding Charles had brought up so much pain. Would it be the same for Nana?

Sorcha crossed her arms and said, “I say you wait until you have the full picture. Stella had resources and so do you. Ask Tiny to look into it. Find your nana’s family and then you’ll know if this even has anything to do with Stella or if it was just a plain old vanilla adoption.”

“I think that makes sense,” said Chuck, much to my relief. “Does Nana have any siblings?”

“No. She’s an only child like me,” I said.

“Now we know why,” said Millicent. “I agree with Sorcha. You can trust Tiny. He’s family.”

Everyone started talking about how long it would take to find a relative and how to handle it when we did. I got up and went to heat up some more hot chocolate. It was a lot and I needed a moment.
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My moment didn’t last very long. I was stirring the chocolate pot when my phone buzzed and my sixth sense started. Disapproval. Big time. I checked and it was my mother. Delilah had been harassing her non-stop all day.

I wasn’t sure I could trust my voice, but that was a text that deserved a call. Mom didn’t sound like that. She just didn’t.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I said, putting the phone on speaker.

“Mercy, this can’t go on,” said Mom. “I can’t take it. I blocked her and she used a different phone. Twice. Does she have burner phones? Who does that?”

A criminal.

“I’m going to figure it out.”

“If Chuck doesn’t talk to that woman, she’s going to come here,” said Mom. “It will hurt Rupert. He’s being great about Charles and he loves Chuck. I don’t want him hurt again.”

“I know.”

“She’s just going to show up. She does that.” Mom was slurring. She always did when she was upset. I pictured myself as Penny, spraying Delilah in the face with pepper spray.

“I know,” I said.

“Why isn’t he talking to her?” Mom asked.

“Why do you think?” I stirred the hot chocolate in a figure eight, the way Aaron taught me, and tried to think of how to make it better.

“I’m so sorry he’s going through this, but her coming here will make it worse. Delilah sent me a seating chart. I don’t know who ninety-five percent of those people are. She doesn’t want me to walk down the aisle as the mother of the bride because my condition might upset people.” Her slurring got worse.

Forget the pepper spray. Mauser all the way.

“Mom, she’s insane,” I said. “I’m not listening to her.”

“She’s Chuck’s mother. She has a say,” said Mom.

I kept stirring and said something without thinking. “I guess we could elope.”

Mom gasped. She actually gasped.

“We are not eloping,” said Chuck.

I turned around to see him in the doorway, looking like he could rip the stone off the island and beat his mother to death with it.

“Mercy, you can’t be serious,” said Mom. “That would kill The Girls. Nana and Grandma J have been⁠—”

“I didn’t mean it,” I said. “We won’t elope.”

“Do you promise you won’t?” Mom asked, slurring and tearful.

“I promise and I will fix this.”

“But how? That woman is…relentless.”

“Chuck’s here,” I said. “We’ll come up with something. Please lie down and relax. None of what Delilah wants is happening.”

Mom calmed down and we hung up

Chuck ran his fingers through his hair. “That woman is relentless.”

I poured the thick chocolate into the serving pot. “We have to deal with her. Sooner rather than later. I don’t want her throwing a fit at the wedding.”

Chuck fixed me with an icy stare. “She’s not coming. I know her. She just wants to lord it over our wedding and make it about her. That’s who she is,” he said. “And…”

“And what?” I asked.

“She doesn’t like you.”

“Since when?”

“Since forever. Do you want to know why?”

Not really.

Chuck looked at me expectantly and he was so calm, I felt nervous.

“Do you want to tell me?” I asked.

“It’s not personal,” he said.

“Seems pretty personal.”

“Delilah doesn’t like women. She has never liked anyone I dated.”

“Well, I’m not what a lot of people would want as a daughter-in-law. The DBD stuff and the rumors and the stalkers. My hearts and flowers bra is all over the internet right now.”

“It’s none of that. You are fantastic. It wouldn’t matter if I was marrying a cross between a CEO, a supermodel, and… and Sister Clarence, the sweetest person on earth. She wouldn’t even like Clarence because it’s a competition. She wants to be the only woman in my life. It’s sick. Delilah doesn’t want me to be happy. She wants me to be alone.”

That took the breath out of me.

“I know this isn’t the time, but I’ve made a decision,” he said.

“When?” I asked.

“Just now.”

“Is that a good idea? This isn’t the best day for deciding anything,” I said. “You’re upset. I’m upset.”

He smiled at me. “I’m not upset. I’m relieved.”

“Relieved?”

“I said that out loud and you’re still here,” Chuck said. “You are still here, right?”

My cheeks were wet, but I smiled. “I’m still here.”

“I want to take a leave of absence,” he said. “The idea has been rolling around my head for a while. What do you think?”

“A leave of absence from what?”

“The force.”

“And do what?”

“Work with Charles. If I can catch killers, I can learn to drive a semi. I want to try it out and see what the life she denied me is like.” Chuck came around the island and hugged me. “Tell me it’s okay. I need it to be okay.”

Ed told me that things tend to work themselves out if you have patience. Patience wasn’t my strong suit, but I nodded.

“So it’s all good?” he asked.

“We’re all good,” I said. “Can you take the tray to the library for me?”

“Are you sure you’re okay? I don’t have to do it.”

“I think you do.”

Chuck hesitated, but he took the tray and left.

After he was gone, I called Uncle Morty. “I need a favor.”

“When don’t ya?”

“Can you block Delilah’s number and any numbers that might be her from Chuck’s phone?”

He was quiet for a minute. “Yeah. You want that?”

“He needs it,” I said. “I’ll tell him later.”

“You know that crazy woman will come here. Ain’t nobody wanting that,” said Uncle Morty.

I sighed. “I’ll deal with her.”

“Are you going to ask a favor from Calpurnia?” Uncle Morty asked.

“No! I’m not crazy.”

“I’m not sayin’ I’m against it.”

“Well, I am.”

He started typing and asked, “What’s the plan?”

“Lying.”

“You are a good liar.”

“Thanks.” I got a spoonful of leftover hot chocolate and slurped it down.

“It was a compliment,” he said.

“I know,” I said with a smile. “So can you block her from everyone?”

“Including you?”

“Not me.”

“You are a glutton for punishment.”

“I’m doing it for Chuck.”

“Good enough for me. I’m on it.” He hung up and I called Fats.

“Are you busy tomorrow?” I asked.

“You must be joking,” she said. “I’m watching Bridgerton for the third time because Tiny won’t let me pack.”

“Can I come over?”

“Are you going to make fun of Bridgerton?”

“I might,” I said.

“You know it’s still possible to punch people while on bedrest,” said Fats.

“I will keep it to a minimum.”

“Come on over. We can talk about the house. Oh, I Zoomed with Danny and Shannon from across the street. They have a great babysitter and Danny does Krav Maga.”

“I really liked them,” I said. “Perfect neighbors.”

There was a pause and then Fats asked, “Did you have something else in mind?”

I considered licking the pot and said, “I need advice on how to handle a bad mom.”

“And I’m the expert?” Fats snorted.

I put the pot in the sink. I had some dignity. “According to you. Yeah.”

“Are we plotting against Delilah?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’m here for it.”
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