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Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      On a cold April day, thanks to an awful card my awful Aunt ML had sent me, I was driving down Route 52 along the Ohio River toward my home town for the first time in fifteen years. I had a six-foot plush teddy bear riding shotgun (color: Guilt Red) while I told myself not to be ridiculous, everything would be fine, and look how beautiful the Ohio River is, and ML is nuts anyway. (The card ML had sent had one sentence on it: ‘Your mother is sick and in terrible trouble and needs you, but you don’t care because you’re a cruel, thoughtless daughter and a disgrace to the family.’ On the front, it had said, ‘Thinking of you . . .’)

      Then I saw the Welcome to Burney, Ohio, sign looming up in front of me, and my childhood memories loomed, too, and my stomach turned over, and I flat-out panicked and floored the Camry past the turn-off to my mother’s house (and Aunt ML’s house three doors down), running from my past like the coward I was. The old car was hurtling along like a champ when I heard the siren. I looked in the rear-view mirror, saw a cop on my tail, said, “Oh, hell, no,” and pulled over onto the muddy edge of the two-lane highway.

      I heard the door on the cop car behind me slam, and realized my palms were clammy which was ridiculous: I was not eighteen anymore. I was perfectly fine. I prayed that whoever was about to bust me didn’t know me. I’d been gone for fifteen years. It was possible. Not probable. But—

      Somebody knocked on my window.

      At first all I could see was a nice broad expanse of uniformed chest over a trim waist. Then I shut off the stereo—Terri Clark singing ‘Bigger Windows,’ so appropriate—rolled down the window letting in the cool April air, looked up, thought, Thank you, God. The cop wasn’t anybody I knew, which meant I wouldn’t get any 'Well, here’s trouble back in town’ crap. He had brown hair that looked like he’d cut it himself, non-twinkling brown eyes, and a nose that had been broken at least once, a real Burney guy.

      I smiled up at him, cheerful and innocent as all hell.

      He didn’t smile back, but he didn’t look particularly upset, either. And when he said, “Ma’am, do you realize you were going seventy-five in a fifty-mile-an-hour zone?” he sounded bored.

      “Yes, officer,” I said, holding onto that smile. “I wasn’t thinking. I apologize and I certainly won’t do it again.”

      He held out his hand. “License and registration, please.”

      I got my license and insurance card out of my billfold and handed them to him, and said, “I’ll be just a second with that registration.” I shoved the bear back again and opened the glove box, and a bunch of papers cascaded out onto the floor. So, I stuck my head between the bear’s legs and into the space under the dashboard and sifted through a couple of dozen old repair bills, lapsed insurance cards, and expired registrations as fast as I could before I found the current one. When I straightened up again, he had bent down to look through the window.

      “Nice bear,” he said, still with no expression at all.

      “Thank you.” I handed him the registration.

      He looked at it and then at the license. “Your name is Elizabeth M. Danger?”

      “Yes, sir.” Please don’t ask what the “M” is for.

      “Any relation to MaryBeth Danger?”

      Oh, hell. “She’s my mother.” Please don’t tell her I’m here.

      He nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

      He walked around my old car, probably looking for code violations, and then back to his cruiser, and I rolled up the window and watched him in my rear-view mirror to see if he was going to call my license in. He had a nice ass, but that was peripheral to the fact that of course he was going to call it in.

      I tried some box breathing to chill the anxiety attack I did not want to have in front of the cop. In for four counts, hold for four counts, out for four counts, hold for four counts, in for . . .

      The worst thing about traffic stops is the waiting. I’m sitting there like an idiot, box breathing while people drive past, and I really can’t do much because the cop’s going to come back, so I’m stuck with my thoughts. Like Fucking Burney, and I can’t believe I panicked like that, must be Post Traumatic Burney Syndrome, and I wonder if it looked like I was blowing that bear, and Fucking Burney, and That cop is cute in a Neanderthal kind of way, and Anemone hasn’t called me in twenty-four hours, I wonder if she’s trapped under someone heavy, and Fucking Burney. Well, you get my drift. I can’t do anything worthwhile because at any minute—

      He knocked on the window again and I rolled it down.

      “Since you’re a local, I called the station. Steve Crider says hi.” He passed back my registration and license.

      “Steve’s a cop now?” I said, surprised. The police department was not where I would have guessed Steve Crider would end up.

      “He also said not to give you a ticket and to say hi to your mom for him.”

      “Good old Steve,” I said, with real enthusiasm. “Tell him I said thank you. Except I can’t say hi to my mother.”

      He raised his eyebrows, so I went on: “I was stopping by home for a short visit because it was on my way to Chicago, and then I decided I didn’t want to, and that’s why I gunned the car, and once I’m done here, I’m going to keep on trucking, so I won’t be telling my mother anything for a while, and I definitely won’t be speeding in Burney again.” The guilt rose up again as I said that, but Aunt ML was insane, Mom was probably fine, so no reason to stop . . .

      He nodded. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to say, ‘I sure will say hi’?”

      “That would have been a lie.”

      His eyebrows went up again on that one, but then he was a cop, so he probably figured everybody lied. Then he said, “Is your mom going to worry when you don’t show up?”

      “She didn’t know I was coming.” I glanced at the giant bear beside me. “It was going to be a surprise.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “Then I can go?”

      “If you want your right rear wheel to fall off. Did you have your tires rotated recently?”

      I blinked up at him. “Last week. When I bought the car, Johnny Porter told me to do that every six months.”

      “Johnny Porter. You bought it a few years ago, then?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Right. Wait a moment, please.”

      He went back to the cop car and opened the trunk. A minute later he was back holding an X shaped black wrench. “You’re missing three lug nuts on your right rear tire. Didn’t you feel the vibration? I noticed the tire was wobbling and that’s why I pulled you over.”

      “What?” The entire car rattled and shook all the time. It was an eighteen-year-old car. That was like a hundred in people years. I’d rattle and shake, too.

      He didn’t wait. I watched him walk around the car to the right rear and drop down. I was tempted to get out and watch, but he hadn’t said I could, and I didn’t know the proper protocol for lug nuts and cops, so I stayed put.

      The car shook slightly a couple of times and then he was back. “I put new ones on.”

      “You carry lug nuts with you?”

      He seemed perplexed by the question. “Of course. I’d stop and get it lifted and those nuts tightened down first chance you get, but they should hold until Chicago.” He looked over the car.

      “The tire will stay on.” He didn’t say anything about the rest of it.

      “Thank you. Very much. That was above and beyond the call.”

      “You’re good to go.”

      “Uh,” I began, and he waited. “Could you ask Steve not to tell my mother . . .” I stopped, realizing how lame I sounded. I’m thirty-three and I’m asking the cops not to tell my mom I got busted. “Never mind.”

      “Too late anyway. The grapevine here makes sound look slow.”

      The way he said it and the accent, which sounded like New York City, made me think he was still getting used to it, so I said, “You’re not from here, are you?”

      “No.” He frowned at me, and I remembered I wasn’t the one who was supposed to ask the questions.

      “Sorry,” I told him. “I’m used to interviewing people. Forget I asked that. Thank you very much for not giving me a ticket. And for the lug nuts. You’re a good person. I hope you enjoy living in Burney.”

      “I do,” he said, actually sounding like he meant it, and stepped away from the car.

      I turned the ignition and the car sputtered, as usual, and then the engine kicked in. I stepped on the gas pedal, and my tires spun. Hell. I’d forgotten I was in mud. I looked in the rear view and saw that the highway was still deserted except for the nice cop walking back to the cruiser behind me, so, apologizing to the Camry, I floored it. The car spurted out of the mud and onto the highway, fishtailing a little, and then it coughed in mid-surge and died.

      I steered it back onto the shoulder using the last of its momentum, feeling guilty and stupid and cowardly. I knew that was no way to treat an eighteen-year-old car, but it was Burney for god’s sake. I tried to restart it. No go. “Come on, come on,” I said and tried again. No go. No, no, no, I thought, panic rising, please, not in Burney, and cranked the ignition again but there was nothing there.

      I put my head on the steering wheel and tried to stay calm while my stomach churned. I was not trapped in Burney. This was not happening. A minute later, the cop knocked on the window.

      I rolled it down. “Well, at least the tire didn’t fall off.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “I think it’s dead.”

      “Try cranking it,” he suggested.

      I did. He cocked his head, listening, then waved his hand for me to stop. “Yep. It’s dead. I can call the Porters.”

      The Porters. Their mom Kitty had baby-sat me. I’d baby-sat their little sister Patsy. Their big brother Cash had felt me up in the front seat of the truck they’d probably send to tow my car. And they all knew my mother.

      “Or not,” the cop said.

      It would take hours for some out-of-town tow truck to get to Burney, and by that time, my mother would have heard and driven out to the highway to find me. “That would be . . . fine. Thank you.”

      “How about this,” he said. “I give you a ride to the garage, you talk to the Porters in person and ask them to keep it quiet, and they’ll get you back on the road.”

      I squinted up at him. He mostly looked monolithic, and his ears kind of stuck out, and those brown eyes were hooded which made him sort of inscrutable, and he definitely had been cutting his own hair, but I was warming to him. This was a man who understood the importance of avoiding family. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”

      He opened the door for me, and I got out into the cold and looked up into sharp brown eyes and realized there was something going on there. He’d give good interview, I thought, and then I realized he was staring at my chest.

      I looked down at my T-shirt that said Attempted Murder with the silhouette of two crows on a branch under it. “I’m not advocating murder,” I told him. “It’s a play on words. A bunch of crows is called a murder, like a bunch of seagulls is called a flock, but there are only two crows on the branch so they’re just trying for a murder.” When he didn’t say anything, I said, “I’m not going to kill anybody, I swear.”

      “Good to know,” he said. “Better get a coat.”

      I reached in for my hoodie and my laptop bag and saw the bear. Hell. I could just leave it in the car. If somebody stole the damn thing, I wouldn’t have to mail it to my mother. But it had cost two hundred dollars.

      “Wait a minute.” I handed the cop the laptop bag and pulled the hoodie on. Then I went around to the passenger side of the car, opened the door, and tugged on the bear. It didn’t budge. I yanked again and then again, and it popped out, and I stumbled back and lost my balance and let go of the bear as I flailed my way down the embankment and fell on my butt in the mud.

      I checked my hoodie. No mud. It’s a Wonderfalls hoodie that says I Surrender to Destiny and it’s a collector’s item so that was important. Then I looked up at the road and saw the cop, backlit by the late winter sun, my bag still under one arm, holding up the bear.

      That bear was six feet tall standing up, the top of it even with his head, so that was an impressive save.

      “It’s fine,” he said, holding the bear even higher. “I got it before it hit the ground.”

      “My hero,” I said.

      “Should I cuff it?” he asked.

      He was definitely not from Burney.

      “We’re good,” I said. “Give me a minute here, please.”

      He took the bear and my bag back to the cruiser while I climbed to my feet, examined the damage to my favorite five-button jeans—there was a laundromat in my future—and began Plan B. The Porters had a bathroom at the garage. I could wash out the dirt in their sink, leave town, and hit a laundromat when I got to Indiana. And maybe get the lug nuts tightened. I was pretty sure my mother wouldn’t follow me to Indiana. She didn’t like driving in the dark.

      I was never opening a card from Aunt ML again.

      I wiped the worst of the mud off on my jeans and began the crawl back up the embankment, and when I looked up, the cop was there again, holding out his hand.

      I looked at my hand and said, “Mud,” and showed him.

      “No problem,” he said, his hand still extended, so I put my dirty paw in his nice clean cop hand and let him pull me up onto the highway.

      Once I got there, I looked up at him and held on for a moment. He had those eyes, and he’d hauled me out of a ditch, and he’d saved the damn bear. Plus, the lug nuts. I could spare a moment.

      “I’m Liz,” I said.

      “I’m Vince,” he said.

      “Vince, I’m going to get mud in your car.”

      “Not my car,” he said. “You can sit in the back with the bear. There’s been worse back there.”

      “Good to know,” I said and went to get into the cruiser.
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Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Depending on who was telling the story, I had expected Liz Danger to be either Harley Quinn or Jane Austen. But this Liz Danger? She didn’t fit either of those. She was a blonde, but it wasn’t hot blonde and for all her Burney rep as a troublemaker, she just seemed . . . tired. And tense but putting a good face on it. She’d made me want to smile—do not flirt with women during traffic stops, Cooper—and spend some more time with her. Even standing on the side of the road talking about lug nuts with her had felt easy. And then there was the fact that when I called her license in, Steve Crider said, “Lizzie Magnolia is home again?” So that ‘M’ on Liz Danger’s license stood for ‘Magnolia.’ Like she was some ante-bellum heiress in a big gown sipping mint juleps on the porch.

      Shouldn’t work. But it kind of did. Maybe if the heiress was a real live wire with a great smile and a beer in her hand . . .

      “Thank you for this,” she said from the back seat when I got into the cruiser.  I looked in the rear view and saw her side by side with the giant red bear, smiling at me, and for a minute I reconsidered the no flirting idea.

      Five minutes later, I dropped Elizabeth Magnolia off at Porter’s Garage where we found out that Will Porter was already on the way to get her car and Patsy Porter was on the road home from Columbus, so Liz’s cousin, Molly Blue, was coming to get her. Molly pulled in while the mechanic was still telling Liz all of this, so we stuffed that big bear into the back of her SUV and I went on my way toward my own problems.

      I drove toward the biggest of the hills that loomed over Burney. At the base of the hill was the burnt out remains of what had once been the fourth largest cardboard factory in the United States, the basis of the Blue family fortune. A double-lane road wound past the factory and up the hill’s knees, twisting and turning next to a steep ravine. A place might only be two miles ‘up the hill’ as the locals put it, but that was a ten-minute drive if you were careful.

      The hole in the guard rail on the hairpin turn bespoke someone who hadn’t been careful. I went past the turn and pulled off onto the shoulder to get the cruiser off the road and parked. I got out and walked to the edge as a car passed me, going up the hill. A snazzy red Lexus, so the mayor, Patrick O’Toole, probably on his way to the Blue Country Club. Not one of my favorite people, and I definitely wasn’t one of his since I’d arrested him for spousal abuse my first week on the job. George, my boss, had voided the arrest because O’Toole’s wife had refused to press charges even though everybody in JB’s bar had seen him hit her. O’Toole was more the chief’s headache than mine—O’Toole’s wife was George’s ex-wife—so I tried to stay out of his way. George had enough problems.

      I turned to look down into the ravine. A splintered tree fifty feet below was the only sign of where Navy Blue’s car had ended up. The tree, once a tough oak clinging to side of the ravine was now leafless and forlorn and apparently dead, which was a shame. The Porters had had to call in help from the guy who had the big 18-wheeler truck rig to pull the car out. That was after I’d rappelled down to recover the body. Theirs had been more technically difficult, but mine had been harder in other ways.

      Now one side of the torn guardrail stuck out over the void, twisted so that the flat side faced up. I sat on it and scooted out a little over the void, boots dangling, feeling the metal bend slightly. I’d grown to like the spot in the past few weeks because it felt like taking my feet off the ground disconnected me from Burney and the world. It’s not that there’s anything bad about Burney. It’s like any other small town: politics and power plays over stupid small things at the top and mostly genuinely nice people everywhere else. Just sometimes I need a break from the world, especially lately.

      I heard another vehicle coming up the hill and could tell by the slight engine knock it was the chief’s big Suburban, outfitted with all the lights and bells and whistles as befitting a small town cop who wore four stars on his collar, sort of like Eisenhower, if he’d been in charge of a mess hall and not Operation Overlord.

      I didn’t look over my shoulder as the tires hit gravel, the engine turned off, a car door slammed, and boots crunched toward my location.

      “What the hell are you doing up here again?” George asked.

      I didn’t ask how he found me. The laptop bolted to the dash in the cruiser had GPS and the mayor had just gone by. “Thinking, Chief.”

      He sighed, exasperated with me. “You don’t get paid to think.”

      I gestured to the ravine. “Something’s wrong about this.”

      “You gotta stop coming up here, Vince. You don’t know this town yet. You’re upsetting people.”

      He acted like I fell off the truck and landed in Burney yesterday instead of six months ago. “Maybe because I’m not from Burney is why I’m picking something up.”

      “The mayor would like you to stop picking things up,” he said but without much enthusiasm as there was no love lost between the chief and the mayor and not just because of the aforementioned ex-wife.

      “I’m off shift, Chief,” I pointed out. “Seven minutes ago.”

      “You pulled Liz Danger over for speeding and you didn’t write her up. Why not?”

      Because Steve Crider told me not to? Because I had my own personal code about pulling people over and it didn’t mesh with the mayor’s need for a quota? Because she’d looked like she was blowing the big red bear when she’d looked for her registration which had almost made me laugh out loud? “I gave her a warning. A welcome back to Burney gift.” I looked back at the chief. “Is she welcome back to her childhood home?”

      “Kind of weird she shows up after fifteen years the weekend her old boyfriend is getting married, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not supposed to think.” I hadn’t known Cash Porter was her ex-boyfriend. Because who dated who in this town fifteen years ago wasn’t a priority in my life.

      George tried to stop from cracking a smile and failed.

      I added, “She said she was home for her mother’s birthday.”

      “Hmm.” George didn’t seem convinced. “Get off that thing. It makes me nervous.”

      I’m the one on it, I thought. Why does it make you nervous?

      “Navy was drunk and it was an accident. Let it go, Vince. This is what, the fourth time I’ve seen you sitting there?”

      I pointed down toward the Ohio River, the setting sun behind hazy clouds. The Ohio is a wide and powerful river, with a very bloody history in Colonial times that I’d read about, and I enjoyed looking at it. “A good vantage point, Chief. I can see the town.” Okay, it wasn’t much of a town for someone from New York City, but it was my home now for six months and it was growing on me.

      “Navy’s death is signed off on,” Chief reminded me. The more he tried to convince himself, the more I was sure something was off.

      But I nodded. My friend Raina had told me that once something’s signed off on, it just means the powers-that-be are done with it. It doesn’t mean it’s right.

      “It bothers people when you’re here,” Chief said. “Bothers the mayor in particular. He’s a good friend of the Blues. Doesn’t want any scandal.”

      “Navy Blue wasn’t wearing a seat belt,” I said. “And no skid marks.”

      “So? He was drunk.”

      “Even black-out drunks are aware on some level,” I said. “They hit the brakes even when it’s too late. It’s that animal part of our brain trying to stay alive.”

      The chief shifted uncomfortably in his high black cowboy boots which made as much sense as me wearing a Stetson in the Bronx. It was Ohio. Which made me wonder: what the hell are you supposed to wear in Ohio? I wore my standard black uniform of cargo pants, long sleeved shirt and gear belt, along with a vest, plates inserted. My fellow Burney cops tended to leave the plates out, but they’d never been shot at.

      “Do you know his wife?” The chief asked.

      “Margot Blue? I saw her at the funeral.” Very young and very pretty, she’d also been pretty looped, but it was, after all, the funeral of her husband. “The little girl Peri is cute but quiet.” Something wrong there, I thought, but that was probably because her daddy was dead.

      “Know who Margot Blue’s mother is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Senator Amy Wilcox,” he said as if he didn’t trust my knowledge, since I wasn’t supposed to think. He waited, perhaps for me to say something, then went on. “The senator doesn’t want anything ugly coming out about her son-in-law’s death. She has let the mayor know this. The mayor has let me know this. I am letting you know. It was an accident, Vince. Leave it alone.” He didn’t sound very enthused about passing on the message. “Get off of that damn thing.”

      “Sure, Chief.” I scooted back and touched down in Burney once more. “Anything else?”

      He hesitated. “There’s a history to all these people, Vince.” He indicated the town spread out below us. “The Blues were Burney for over a century. The last one, Cleve, Navy’s dad, ran this place. And now we have this development south of town and the new senator is involved in it, and she’s got Cash as her front man, and he’s marrying Lavender Blue this weekend. It’s all connected somehow. Be careful is what I’m saying.”

      That was a lot to think about for a guy who wasn’t supposed to. I just nodded. “All right, Chief.”

      George sighed. “You should have ticketed Danger.”

      “So, she’s not welcome back in Burney?”

      He shrugged. “She’s a wild one. Wouldn’t hurt to reel her in.” Then he changed the subject. “Cash’s bachelor party is at JBs tonight. I know you stop by and check on the place sometimes. Might want to do that tonight.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Take care of yourself, Vince.” He paused and then walked away without another word, got in his big Suburban and drove down the road again.

      I got back in the cruiser, thinking about George. He was still upset about Liz Danger, which was just dumb. I’d heard that she’d done something to his campaign posters years ago when he was running for mayor, some stupid kid prank, and he was still mad about it. Possibly because he wasn’t mayor now. Man knew how to hold a grudge.

      Liz Danger did not look like a grudge holder. She looked like somebody who wanted to get out of Dodge as soon as possible without stopping to see her mother. I could understand the feeling. I’d gotten out of the Bronx just before my 18th birthday and been sworn into the military on the day I was of age. She did look like the kind of woman who’d be interesting to get to know better, but she was leaving right away, so I put her out of my mind and decided to check Navy’s car again. The chief might have signed off on the wreck, but I wasn’t ready to. I’d never been able to put it to rest since going down there and seeing Navy’s body.

      I pulled out to head back to the highway and Porter’s garage. I had something to check on.
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Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      When Vince the cop and I had pulled up in front of Porter’s Garage, it looked pretty good, still your basic fifties three-bay garage, but the blue and white paint on the building and the bench in front of the office plate glass window was all fresh, and somebody with brains had kept all the signage from when it was built, much nicer than I’d remembered it.

      My cousin Molly Blue was waiting for us, blonde and beautiful as ever. She waved to the cop and then said, “I do not believe this, Elizabeth Magnolia Danger, you have finally come home,” and grabbed me in a bone-cracking hug—honest to God, that sign out on the highway should have said 'Welcome to Burney: We Hug’— which was overkill because she’d just seen me six weeks before in New Jersey. Then she said, “You tell me what you’re doing here and how long you can stay!”

      “Your mother wrote me to tell me my mother was in trouble and I was a horrible daughter and a disgrace to the family, so I was stopping by on Mom’s birthday and my car broke down,” I told her, distracted for a moment because Vince had put my mother’s bear in the back of Moll’s car and was getting back in the cruiser. “And I missed lunch,” I told Molly, mostly because I was thinking, Maybe I should have invited the cop to lunch.  Or something.

      Molly blinked at me. “Your mother is fine. I just saw her this morning at the bank.”

      I forgot about Vince to think about strangling ML. “Then why the hell did your mother write me that stupid card?”

      Molly shrugged. “I do not explain my mother. The woman is insane and getting worse. But at least she brought you home!”

      “I’m leaving as soon as Will gets the car back here and fixed.”

      Molly shook her head. “Liz, even if Will gets it running today, you won’t make it to Chicago before midnight. Come on, stay in town for the night. We can go to JB’s.” She grinned at me. “Play your cards right, maybe you’ll get lucky.”

      “I need out of here by tonight,” I said, but Molly said, “You need lunch!” and pulled me toward her car and I let her because I was hungry.

      Five minutes later, we were at The Red Box, the high school hangout/diner/burger joint when we were growing up, its curved red-and-chrome fifties facade forever squatting on the corner next to JB's Bar on Main Street. I think it’s responsible for the passion I have for diners now. I admit I had a moment when Molly parked in front of it. Sitting in a Red Box booth eating burgers and fighting over the oldies jukebox with her had been the best times of my life back then. The world was our oyster. It was just our bad luck our oyster was in Burney and completely devoid of pearls.

      Molly pushed the door open, and I followed her in.

      It was the way it had been back then, only better: the floor was the same black and white checkerboard only without the cracks and stains, the booths were the same thick red vinyl only without the rips and the duct tape patches, and the smell . . . oh, Lord, french fry grease and hot seared beef, exactly the same as back then, be still my heart.

      “Is that you, Lizzie Danger?” Kitty Porter yelled and then I saw her leaning over the counter that ran along the left of the diner, her arms crossed in front of her to balance her because at five foot two, her feet wouldn’t touch the floor if she was leaning that far out. Her hair was the same red it had always been, maybe a little brighter, but her face was sort of . . . odd, not quite right, and then I realized that was because Kitty Porter had had a face lift. Or as my current client Anemone Patterson would say, “Maintenance, honey.”

      “Hey, Kitty.” I shoved the bear into the nearest booth and went over to the counter, and Kitty wrapped an arm around my neck and planted a big smack on my cheek which made me feel a lot better about Burney. “It is so good to see you,” I told her, and meant every word of it.

      “Can’t believe you stayed away so long, baby,” she said. “You sit down there, I’m making you a Red Box special.”

      “Oh, God, yes.” I sat down on one of the stainless-steel counter stools, its puffy red vinyl top unscarred and impervious to any damage my muddy jeans might do, and watched her turn back to her grill where my burger was already frying. A good diner grill is a precious thing, years of grease seared into it until—

      “The boys are gonna be so glad to see you,” Kitty said, picking up some cheese. “Cash is just not gonna believe it.”

      Cash again. My pulse kicked up and I told myself it was basic Burney dread and nothing at all to do with Cash. The thing about Cash was that he was smart and funny and ridiculously good-looking—all hot dark eyes and unruly dark hair and dimples and a smile that could make you forget your own name—but he had no short term memory at all when it came to who he was supposed to be kissing, especially when that was me, so the idea that he had been hanging around waiting for me to come home for fifteen years . . . . tempting, but no.

      I went over to the booth with the bear and sat down.

      Molly shoved over the bear and sat down next to it. “So!” She flipped the charts on the booth’s still oldies jukebox, dropped fifty cents in the slot, pushed a button, and leaned forward. “I am so glad you’re back!”

      Strings whined out from the jukebox, and Jeanette Jurado of Exposé began to sing, ‘I’ll Never Get Over You Getting Over Me.’ That song had been ancient back in 2007, but Moll and I had sung it to each other anyway, over and over, one horrible summer before senior year when we’d both gotten dumped at the same time, Cash for me and some football doofus for her. As I remembered, Molly had gotten dumped because she wouldn’t put out. Cash dumped me because he found somebody better. It certainly wasn’t because I wasn’t putting out. Jurado sang, “I’m alone and free,” and I thought, Damn right, and then the bell on the door rang, and I looked up, and it was somebody I didn’t know. I used to know everybody who walked through that door.  That was both a relief and a little bit disappointing. Sort of like being alone and free.

      “Here you go!” Kitty shoved a red plastic basket lined with wax paper in front of me and I forgot anything but Great Food. The paper was already turning translucent with grease from the burger in its soft white bun and from the thin cut fries and the thick cut Vidalia onion rings coated in beer batter and Kosher salt. The burger would have romaine lettuce; locally grown, ridiculously red tomato; more Vidalia onion; homemade pickle; the Red Box’s famous homemade ketchup; your basic yellow mustard; homemade cole slaw; American and provolone cheese; and buried underneath it all, a huge slab of rare ground beef direct from a local farm. I do not know how many calories are in those baskets, I only know that they are always worth it.

      I picked up the burger and bit into it. Juice went everywhere and the salt tickled my tongue and I chewed slowly with my eyes shut because it was actually better than I remembered it. Add Jurado sobbing vocals while I chewed . . . . moment of complete retro happiness.

      I felt the tension ease out of my shoulders as I looked up at Kitty. “You made it better.”

      “I take a little more time,” she said, grinning like a red-headed, face-lifted pixie. “Cooking’s like makin’ love, honey. You need a slow hand.”

      “That would explain why I’m coming as I eat this.”

      She laughed and slapped me on the shoulder. “You watch that mouth, young lady.”

      “Can I have a french fry?” Molly said as Kitty went back behind the counter.

      “Get your own,” I told her, and she took one anyway.

      I bit into the hamburger again, thinking that if it got much better, I was going to start pounding the table and shouting, “Yes, yes, YES!” and Molly picked up the red plastic squeeze bottle from the rack by the juke box selector on the wall and squirted ketchup all over my fries, belting out “I’ll never get over you” in her fabulous voice, and I laughed out loud and picked up an onion ring.

      The breading was crispy, hot and light, the onion was thick and cooked so it was just this side of done, a little crunchy to keep it honest. “My God, how did I ever leave this food?” I bit into my burger again. It was a religious experience. I love diner food in general, but the Red Box Special was great food, amazing food, food that if you ever had children you would make sure they tasted this food before you died so they could tell your grandchildren, that kind of food. Add Molly and Jeannette Jurado, and your grandchildren should be so lucky.

      The bell on the door rang again and I looked up and this time it was somebody I used to know: Belinda Rourke. She’d packed on some pounds since her high school tiara-wearing days, but she still had “Mean Girl” written all over her. She spotted us and came over, clearly delighted to see me, which couldn’t be good.

      “Well as I live and breathe,” she said, when she reached the table. “It’s Lizzie Danger, home to tear up the town again.”

      “Hi, Belinda,” I said, and kept eating.

      “Sure has been quiet since you left,” Belinda said, “hardly any scandal at all.” She nudged Molly. “Can’t remember the last time anybody I knew ended up in jail, can you, Molly? If you get arrested again, you call me. I will surely come and bail you out.”

      Molly opened her mouth, and she had that look in her eye that said Belinda was about to die, so I shook my head at her. The last thing I needed was a slanging match with Belinda, the Biggest Mouth In Burney, in the middle of the Red Box.

      Kitty called her over to pick up her order, and Belinda smiled at me, her little eyes alight with no good. “Well, it’s just fabulous that you’re home again. Can’t wait to see what kind of trouble you’re gonna cause next!” Then she went to get her food.

      I looked at Molly. “What trouble I’m going to cause next?”

      Molly shrugged. “She was born a bitch and she’s gonna die a bitch. I try not to pay attention.”

      On her way out, Belinda stopped at an empty table and put two quarters in the juke there and then laughed and waved as she went out the door, and Miranda Lambert started to sing “Famous in a Small Town.” I decided Molly was right, as usual, and went back to my burger. That was a damn good song, so the hell with you, Belinda.

      “So what’s going on?” I said, relaxing back against the booth. Sedated by diner food, my paranoia had pretty much folded up its tents and slunk back to where it lived, probably under my liver, munching on old memories.

      “The big news is the wedding.” Molly shook her head. “My mother is even lending Lavender my pearls for the wedding. You know, the Blue pearls that always go to the oldest granddaughter? Uncle Cleve gave them to Mom when I was born and she hasn’t let go of them yet, but she’ll loan them to Lavender. ‘Something old and something borrowed and something Blue, too,’ she said when she handed them over. She loves those damn pearls.” Molly frowned. “Actually, so do I. Damn it, I should get those from her.”

      I was lost in an onion ring, but I managed to say, “Lavender. The only Lavender I remember was Navy Blue’s little sister. Is that the one?”

      Molly nodded. “My mom says Faye’s crazy and the names she gave her kids proves it. That and the ‘e.’”

      “What ‘e’?”

      “Mom says Fay was just plain Fay Pitts when she married Cleve Blue, but she put an ‘e’on the end of her name on the marriage license so now she’s Faye Blue. Drives my mom crazy still.”

      “Your mom was already crazy.” I picked up another onion ring and then hesitated, thinking about Aunt ML and the awful card she’d sent me. “She doesn’t know I’m in town does she?”

      “Of course, she knows you’re here,” Molly said. “It’s Burney.”

      The bell on the door rang again. I looked up and it was George Pens, Burney’s long-time police chief. I dropped my french fry back in the basket as he lumbered over to the table and growled, “Heard you were back in town.” He drew himself up, trying to look imposing in his uniform, and I supposed to some people he was. He had a kind of Russell-Crowe-gone-to-seed look about him that might appeal to somebody, but I just felt sick looking at him.

      “Yeah, I’m back,” I said, and then, realizing that wasn’t the best comeback, added, “The grapevine here makes sound look slow.” That made me think again about the cop from that morning, Vince, all broad shoulders and strong hands and fine ass, and that was a good memory. Screw you, George, send in the cute cop.

      “George, honey!” Kitty called from behind the counter, holding up a paper bag, and he shook his head and went to get his take-out. Past sixty, slouching his way to retirement, holding onto hostility from a high school prank fifteen years ago, he shouldn’t have bothered me, but he did, so it took me a minute to realize I’d been holding my breath and that I’d better suck in some oxygen before I got dizzy.

      Molly handed me an onion ring, and I bit into it.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “It’s fine.”

      She stared into my eyes. “Just tell me what I need to do to make up for--”

      “Molly, forget it.” I took another fry. “Fifteen years ago I got in trouble and you didn’t. It was a prank, nobody got hurt. We can’t be the first people to change 'Pens’ to 'Penis’ in his life.”

      “But we did it on his campaign posters,” Molly said, and I didn’t say, “You did it on his campaign posters” because after I couldn’t talk her out of it, I’d agreed to drive the getaway car, so I was responsible, too.

      “It really hurt him,” Molly said. “He lost the election to that ass Patrick O’Toole, and then his wife left him for O’Toole, and I think he blames you.”

      “Honey left him?” I said, thinking about Honey Pens, the Burney woman voted most likely to cheat on her husband (it was a crowded field).

      Molly nodded. “She went straight to O’Toole. Must have really wanted to be a mayor’s wife. And George blames you, and it’s so unfair because I was the one who did it. Do you want me to tell him it was me? I will. Just tell me what I should do.”

      I had a flashback of that night, Molly looking at me through the car window, panic-stricken, yelling, “What should I do?” and me without any hesitation saying, “Run,” and then getting out to face those flashing lights while she disappeared into the dark. She had a scholarship to lose. I didn’t have anything.

      “I told you to run,” I told her now because that was the truth. “I chose to stay. It was my decision and my responsibility, so you have nothing to feel guilty about. Hell, Molly, nobody died. Forget George Pens.” I bit into the fry.

      Molly hesitated. “Okay.” She smiled at me. “Hey, there’s a party tonight at JB’s we could crash. We should go after you have dinner with your mom. Lots of old friends there.”

      “Uh huh.” I pulled my fries away from her. “And I suppose that includes Cash?”

      “Well, yeah, of course.” Molly snagged an onion ring. “It’s the bachelor party. The whole thing is going to be a real Blue-Porter blow-out.”

      “The Blues are inviting the Porters to the wedding?” I ate another fry. “Did hell freeze over while I was gone?”

      Molly stopped in the middle of her onion ring and looked at me her eyes wide. “Oh, no. No. Nobody told you.”

      “Told me what?”

      She put her onion ring down, looking stricken. “Oh, hell, Liz, I’m sorry. Lavender’s marrying Cash.”

      I felt cold for a minute which was dumb. I hadn’t come home to see Cash, but damned if I hadn’t slid right back into the way it used to be, which was just like me, dumb and pathetic again.

      “Oh,” I said. “Good for him.”

      After that, I tried to change the subject, but Molly felt so bad about hitting me with the news about Cash that she tried to make up for it by telling me everything awful about the wedding—nobody had seen it coming, Lavender had been invited to consult with Senator Amy Wilcox on fundraising a couple of months ago, and Cash was working as Wilcox’s aide, so he’d taken her to lunch afterward, and then she broke off her engagement to some guy in Cincinnati, and then all of a sudden they were getting married really fast, and don’t think that didn’t cause talk, mostly about how Cash was marrying for money, and it was the event of Burney society although nobody thought it was going to last because Lavender was such a cold fish and Cash wasn’t paying much attention to her, spending all his time with Senator Wilcox who was a widow and mentoring him and the senator was only forty-something, so who knew what “mentoring” meant—and I kept saying, “Really I don’t need to know this,” while she talked on. Finally she said, “The Porters are really unhappy about it—“.

      “I really don’t want to know,” I told her, and that time she listened to me. “I need to get back to work,” I said, and asked her to drop me at the garage and then come back to pick me up at 5:30 so I could go home and face my mother and hear about how I could be marrying Cash Porter if I hadn’t left town and been a disgrace to the family.

      It was great to be home.
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Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      The lot behind Porter’s garage was what some would call a junkyard, but a discriminating person who knew cars would label a version of heaven. It was surrounded by a twelve-foot chain link fence with those green strips woven through to hide the contents.

      This was what made the Porters real money, money which they didn’t flaunt in a town where owning a house with more than three bedrooms raised eyebrows. ‘Out back’ as the Porters called it, covered several acres. Cars and what remained of cars were lined up neatly in rows. At the end of each row, closest to the garage, was a sign with a letter. Each car had a garden stake with a number at the top and below it, a plastic waterproof sleeve that held a copy of a sheet of paper with the make, model, and parts information about the car. When Will stripped something out, it was noted and the paper updated. All of this was the sister’s Patsy’s province—Will had told me that it had been since she was sixteen—but it was Will’s playground. I imagined her inventory spreadsheet was voluminous. They had every kind of make and model stretching back for decades, carefully inventoried and in varying levels of dismemberment. Patsy ran a website known only to those who knew cars, mainly the real auto mechanics, where one could ask about a year, make, and model and a specific part and get an answer back right away.

      Fed-Ex stopped by twice a day to make pick-ups. Will and Patsy had built a gold mine from what they’d inherited from their father, slowly buying out their two brothers and their mother, Kitty, and working their butts off, seven days a week.

      I’d asked Will for permission to look at Navy’s car earlier and he’d waved me on through from the garage where he was working repairs on a Firebird and a couple of his mechanics were working on other cars. The garage was busy, and not just from Burney; when you’re a good mechanic, word spreads. I had noticed that they’d towed Liz Danger’s Camry to just inside the fence, which was curious because that’s where longer repairs were parked. Whatever was wrong with it must be worse than I’d thought. Which meant Liz Danger wouldn’t be scooting out of town any time soon.

      The thought did not fill me with dread.

      I needed more info on Navy’s death, so I pulled out my cell and hit one of the few contacts on my Favorites list. Number Two actually. Number One was the job.

      “Hey, Vince.” The voice on the other end was deep and mellow. Raina always sounded like she was completely relaxed. I’d heard her talk while bullets were flying all about and she’d had the same timbre.

      “Hey, Rain,” I said.

      She didn’t give me any slack, cutting right to the current pain we were sharing. “You called Dave lately?”

      “No,” I said. I didn’t tell her I’d gone and seen him a couple of days ago.

      “Fuck, Vince. What are you waiting on? He isn’t going to get any better.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Bullshit. It isn’t about you, dickhead.” She paused for a few seconds. “Although you should get checked out. You were there with him, breathing that same air.”

      “So were you.”

      “I left early,” she reminded me. “Leg problem.”

      As in her leg had pretty much been blown off. “How is he?” I asked.

      “He just got moved out of the hospital to hospice.”

      I had not expected that so soon. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah. KIA years ago,” she said, “except none of us knew it. Just like the others.”

      Several seconds of silence played out. Rain sighed and moved to safer ground. “If this is about Navy Blue, I went over what you sent on the crash one more time. Only thing that could change the final report of accidental death is if they found a note. Sometimes the family hides it because, well, various reasons. Sometimes the subject hides it and it’s not found until much later. Also. you could check to see if this guy had any pressing reason to off himself. Marital problems. Financial is a big one.”

      “Right.”

      “Something happen?” Rain asked. “You sound off.”

      She knew exactly why I was off, so I diverted. “Nothing. Pulled someone over for speeding. Her car broke down. The usual exciting shit in Burney.”

      “You’re in Burney because you were done with excitement, remember? A local?”

      “Former local. Stranger now.”

      Raina laughed. “Stranger comes to town. Oldest story in the book.” She stopped and then said, “Her car?”

      “Yeah, a really old Camry. Some jerk rotated her tires and left three lug nuts loose and they must have fallen off while she was driving.”

      “And you gave her a ticket?”

      “No,” I said.

      She laughed. “But you replaced the lug nuts.”

      “Yes.” And when she laughed again, I said, “Well, I have to go now.”

      “How hot was she?” Rain asked. “Blonde? Brunette? Please don’t tell me you pulled over a sister. I told you never to do that.”

      “I’d pull anyone over if their wheel was about to fall off.”

      “True that. My bad. So. This stranger?”

      “Blond-ish,” I said. “About five eight. Around 150 pounds. Brown eyes. Chipped front tooth. No make-up. Wearing a hoodie that said, ‘I surrender to destiny,’ which I don’t believe for a minute. Happy now?”

      “Well, I’ll certainly be able to identify her body,” Rain said. “Tell me she’s not a twenty-something.”

      “Thirty-three,” I said, remembering her license. Remembering a lot now that Rain was asking. I could identify her body, too.

      “An older woman. Be careful, Vince.”

      “No worries.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Elizabeth Danger.”

      Rain snorted. “You’re shitting me? She even comes with her own warning label. Pay attention.” There was a man’s voice in the background, one of Rain’s co-workers. “Gotta go. We’re counting bullet holes. Stay frosty. Although maybe not with the blonde.”

      “You too.”

      There was a moment of silence and I expected her to say ‘Call Dave’ but she didn’t. I signed off like I always did with Rain: “Rangers lead the way.”

      “Even when they’re lost,” she replied, and she hung up. She was going to be giving me shit about Liz Danger until the woman left town.

      I headed toward what was left of Navy Blue’s car at the rear of the lot. The car was crumpled and misshapen and still splashed with blood on the dash, the smashed windshield and what was left of the hood. The insurance inspector had glanced at it, then checked the box for complete loss. I’d asked Will to leave what remained intact and he was true to his word. The car sat alone, the frame bent, all the windows broken. I didn’t think there was much Will could pull off it in working order. It should have been shipped to the crusher and would be whenever Patsy got around to it and overruled Will.

      I pulled a set of stained coveralls from my pack, shrugged them on, and crawled into the wreckage. Since there’d been no skid marks, I’d checked the obvious, brake lines and brake pads, right after the accident, but the lines had been torn up. One tire was missing, probably farther down in the ravine and from what I could see of the other three, there was nothing unusual. The steering column was bent so that was a bust.

      If someone had tampered with the car and killed Navy, the crash had wiped out the evidence, at least to my untrained eye. Navy’s autopsy had shown a ridiculously high blood alcohol level, and Margot Blue had admitted that Navy had taken a high board dive into the bottle the last few months of his life. Which raised different questions. George had ruled it an accident. I knew him well enough to know that if he’d thought it was criminal, he’d have kept going even with the mayor and the senator on his tail. But suicide he might overlook for the sake of the family.

      The obvious places like the glove compartment and center console had been cleaned out. I squeezed between the front seats and noticed the thin slots where there was a place to store something on the backs of the seats. I slid my hand into the back of the driver’s seat and came up with nothing but crumbs from snacks little Peri must have consumed while riding in the kid’s booster seat. I twisted and checked the back of the passenger seat. At first there was nothing but when I pushed to the bottom, there was a crumpled sheet of paper.

      I felt a surge of excitement, tempered with the potential for trouble. I carefully extracted the single sheet. It was faded and slightly damp. I slid out of the car and smoothed it out.

      Not a suicide note.

      A bank logo on the top with a Cincinnati address. It was a spreadsheet with a bunch of amounts in a lot of columns. Across the top were three letter codes which meant nothing to me. There were dates down the left side. I took a deep breath, expelling the let-down.

      I knelt and carefully put the paper in my backpack.

      A pair of women’s shoes appeared on the other side of the pack as I zipped it up. I looked up at Patsy, a petite, sharp looking brunette. She was a Porter, which meant she was a mover and shaker. Will was the only one who seemed content with his big rolling toolkit and an engine to take apart and rebuild. The rest of the Porters liked making deals.

      “What are you doing, Cooper?” she demanded, looking down at me.

      I stood. “Working.”

      “Did you get fired?” Patsy asked. “George finally wise up and sack you?”

      Usually she was friendly, so I wondered what was bothering her.

      I slung the pack over my shoulder. “What’s with the Camry?”

      “What Camry?”

      “Ms. Danger’s Camry. Why is her car inside the fence?”

      “Needs a part.”

      “You’ve got a couple of Camry’s on the lot,” I noted. “I think that one in Row T might even be the same year or close enough. Almost a classic now.”

      “You think, do you?” Patsy folded her arms across her chest. “Well, we don’t have the part.”

      She was lying. It didn’t take noting all the cues I’d learned in the military and NYPD to spot liars. It was obvious, and Patsy didn’t care it was obvious. She was letting me know she was doing what she wanted.

      “I’m done,” I said, and started toward the gate, pausing at the Camry in Row T. “Same year as Danger's.”

      “We don’t have the part.”

      Which meant: Patsy didn’t want Liz Danger leaving town any time soon.

      I didn’t have any objections to that.

      Especially when I saw Danger coming through the gate, heading toward her Camry, striding into the lot like she owned the place. All that streaky blonde-brown hair blowing in the breeze. Good strong legs in those jeans. Good strong everything. And then there was the way she filled out that t-shirt.

      “She’s not your type, Cooper,” Patsy said sharply.

      I ignored Patsy and headed back to the cruiser, nodding a hello to Danger as I got closer.

      She looked surprised and then stopped to give a little wave back with a smile.

      Like hell she wasn’t my type.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      I was tense on the ride back to Porters. First Belinda coming in, and then George Pens, both of them bringing back the bad old days, and then the news about Cash, and in a couple of hours, I was going to have to go see my mother to drop off the bear, and I knew she was going mourn my lost chances with Cash. Plus, I had actually been looking forward to seeing the guy, which was just pathetic.

      Molly dropped me off, promising to babysit the bear, and I found Will in the first bay of the big garage with his head under the hood of somebody else’s car. There were two other cars in the other two bays being worked on and neither of them was the Camry.

      “Will,” I said, “can I talk to you for a minute?”

      He pulled his head out from under the hood, and I stopped and stared for a minute. Will Porter had been thirteen when I left, and puberty hadn’t looked particularly good on him, but he’d matured into the basic Porter male—thick dark hair, handsome boyish face, blue-collar strong body in a white T-shirt—and if I’d been ten years younger, I’d have considered staying longer in Burney.

      Well, no, I wouldn’t have, it was Burney. Tony Stark with a hot fudge sundae wouldn’t have kept me in Burney. But those Porter boys were enough to make you stop and stare for a minute.

      He grinned at me. “Oh, yeah, the lady with the antique Camry. Welcome home, Liz.”

      I smiled at him because I had to. “About my car. I have to get to Chicago. I have a contract to ghost write a memoir for a woman who is waiting for me there. The ghostwriter before me got fired because he couldn’t meet the deadline. Her publisher hired me because I have a reputation for getting things done, but the contract is written so that I will only get a fraction of the money if I don’t turn the book in on time.”

      He nodded, patient, and started to say something.

      “If I don’t make that due date, I get two thousand dollars for delivering the finished book. If I make the deadline, I get the bonus. Twenty thousand dollars.”

      He shut his mouth.

      “Just tell me you understand that it’s really important that I get to Chicago by tomorrow.”

      He nodded. “I haven’t looked at your car yet because this is Betsy Scott’s Firebird, and she’s due to have a baby tomorrow, so she’s going to need it as soon as I can get it done.” He glanced at the two mechanics, both working on other cars, then nodded as he made a decision. “I’ve got about another hour on Betsy’s engine,” he said, “then I’ll look at yours and find out what it needs. I can try to get it fixed tonight, but more likely it’ll be tomorrow before I can get it done. My best guess is that you’ll have it tomorrow night or day after tomorrow. Saturday.”

      “Thank you,” I said, because that all made sense, especially the part about uber-pregnant Betsy Scott needing her car more than I did. “I’m going to go work in my car if that’s okay.”

      “Sure. It’s in the back lot, just inside the gate.” He smiled. “It’s good to see you back, Liz.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but he’d already put his head back under Betsy Scott’s hood, so I went out to the back lot to face my other problem: Anemone Patterson.

      When I opened the gate to the back lot, I saw the cop walking toward me, and when he nodded, I smiled in spite of myself and gave a wimpy little wave as he headed for the gate.

      I really have to work on my flirting.

      But maybe not because he stopped beside the Camry for a minute.

      “Everything okay?” Vince said.

      “I had a Red Box burger,” I told him. “Life is good again.” I looked at his coveralls. “Love your fashion choice.”

      He looked down. “The overalls? This is what manly men wear.”

      “That would explain it,” I said. “Does it come with its own testosterone?”

      Vince shook his head. “Nah, I’m all stocked up on that.”

      Yes, you are, I thought. “Molly and I are headed to JB’s tonight,” I told him. “Do you go there?”

      “I was told to go by and check it out tonight,” he said.  “Maybe I’ll see you there.” He smiled, and it was a damn good smile, and then his phone buzzed, and he looked at it and sighed.  “You have a good day, Ms. Magnolia,” he said and headed outside the fence to where the cruiser was parked.

      Even in those baggy overalls and teasing me about my name, he looked good.

      I opened my car door and got into the back seat, feeling slightly more optimistic about the rest of the night since I’d be flirting with a cop who had lug nuts and testosterone.

      My car was one of the most pathetic things in Porter’s lot, which was saying something. It was the same lot I’d bought the car from fifteen years before, handing over the entire contents of my get-out-of-this-town savings account after years of baby-sitting, working at the Dairy Queen, and stashing away birthday present money.  Johnny Porter had made me a great deal because Cash had been so lousy to me, and because Cleveland Blue had come in and overheard us and told him to cut me a break, but Johnny didn’t know the duffel bag I had with me had everything I wanted to take from Burney in it, and he didn’t know I wasn’t coming back. He’d probably have kicked my ass and sent me home to my mother if he had.

      Fifteen years later, I loved that damn car. It was the safest place I knew, the only place that was all mine, my home on wheels. The outside looked rough, the paint oxidized in places, scrapes and dings. but the inside was clean and organized since it was basically my office and sanctuary. I slid into the back seat with my laptop bag, propped myself up against the pillows I keep next to the door—two bed pillows with blue covers and the yellow “Hello Sunshine!” narrow pillow that I’d bought because it reminded me of Molly, plus the bright red velvet pillow that had “LOVE” in huge white script letters on it that Anemone had given me because, as she always said, love is everywhere if you’re just open to it. I powered up my laptop, and checked my phone. Nothing from Anemone, but another voice mail from that idiot Thacker, Anemone’s last ghost writer who had been fired and was now harassing me since he was sure I was using his research which I wouldn’t touch with a ten foot number two pencil because it was lousy. I deleted the voice mail and opened the last file from Anemone that I’d been working on so I could make notes on it and then call her and say, “We need to focus—”

      My cell phone rang, playing “Birdhouse in Your Soul,” (because I like it, that’s why) and I looked at the caller ID: Anemone Patterson, my current client, a fluffy little southern blonde with a sunny outlook and a beguiling smile who will cut you if you cross her, or god forbid, mispronounce her name. It’s ah NEM oh knee, not Anna Moan, which is what an interviewer once called her. I don’t think they’ve found the body of that interviewer yet, and now I have to keep fighting the urge to call her Anna Moan whenever she annoys me.

      I answered. "Hey, you. Where've you been?"

      "Where have I been?” she said, her faint drawl getting stronger because she was annoyed. “Honey, where are you?”

      "The car broke down."

      "No. Oh, honey.” I could see her big blue eyes widening in platinum-blonde sympathy; Anemone never missed a moment of drama. “Were you stranded on a deserted road?"

      "Yes. I was stranded on a deserted highway outside my hometown. There was thunder in the distance, and I heard ominous music in the background."

      Anemone sighed. "And then your high school sweetheart drove by and saved you."

      "No, he’s getting married, so he was busy. But a cop tried to give me a speeding ticket."

      "Was he cute?"

      I thought about Vince in those coveralls and wondered if he had a tool belt. “He definitely had it going on. Sharp eyes. Nice chest. Strong hands. Great ass.”

      "I knew it. Love is everywhere if you’re just open to it, honey.”

      “I don’t think it’s love. He let me fall in a ditch.”

      “Oh. So, when will you be here?" The question was supposed to be polite, but there was edge in it now, all the fluff and dreaminess gone from her voice. Probably my punishment for refusing to fall in love with the law.

      "The Camry is broken. I’m trying to put the hurry-up on Will, the mechanic, but he’s really busy. He says I might not be able to leave until tomorrow."

      "Oh."

      Anemone can get a lot into one musical “Oh.” This one was packed with disappointment, worry, and a lot of steel that said I was going to pay if this screwed up anything with The Book, aka Anemone’s autobiography, Anemone Rising. Since The Book had already strayed down a thousand different paths (much like Anemone), it was already screwed up, which was why I had to get to Chicago.

      "It’ll be fine. I’ll head your way tomorrow and try to send you the latest chapter tonight. And we can do a lot of this by phone today, especially this organizing that we have to do.”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t think we should organize yet.”

      I closed my eyes. This was how Thacker had crashed and burned. “Anemone, we have a ton of stuff here even without your notes on the latest chapter draft. If we just—”

      “I think it’s better if we’re free, don’t you?”

      “No.”

      “Thacker tried to keep me from being free, you know.”

      “Your editor fired Thacker because he wasn’t getting the book done and your movie deal is in jeopardy. They hired me because people told them I would get the book done. So, we’re going to get the book d--”

      “I don’t want to restrain myself. I never have, you know.”

      “I know, I’m writing your autobiog—”

      “I blame Thacker entirely. Such a mistake to hire him. He had those control issues, just terrible to work with.”

      “I know, you told me, so—”

      “He was really angry about being fired,” Anemone said, as if that was surprising. “You’re so much better than he was. We’ll just write it all down and then we’ll sort it out.”

      I loved that “we.” Any heavy lifting was going to be done by me and me alone. “We’re running out of time, Anemone. Your editor wants this done and we haven’t even--”

      “I do wish you were here, though,” Anemone went on, the fret back in her voice. “It's the run up to the pageant that's really the good stuff.”

      “Anemone, you don’t need me to judge a beauty pageant.”

      “It’s like a wedding,” she went on. “All the work happens before, and then there’s fifteen minutes in the spotlight, and after that it’s just a sweaty white dress and a lot of stale cake."

      “Well, you should know.”

      “Don’t be bitchy, honey. I loved every one of my husbands. And some of them were real bastards, too. Are you going to sleep with the cop?"

      “No." Probably not.

      "Well, if you're going to be there for the night, you shouldn't waste it."

      "I don’t think I’ve spent half an hour with him, Anemone. For all I know, he’s married with six kids."

      Anemone’s “tsk” came over the phone loud and clear. "For all you know he’s single with a huge personality. There’s no point in passing up a good time, Liz. There's a pageant official here who has potential. He's fifty-five which is a little bit old, but I like to think I’m open-minded."

      "Fifty-five’s pretty good. You're sixty-five."

      "What's that got to do with anything?"

      "Absolutely nothing. If you think of anything you want me to put in the book, call me and I'll take notes. I’ll be working here."

      "You’re in the back of your car again, aren’t you?"

      “It’s nice here. Your LOVE pillow is especially comfy.”

      “Oh, Liz, Liz, Liz.”

      “Good-bye, Anemone,” I said, and hung up.

      I turned back to the laptop screen. I’d been transcribing Anemone’s dictation, this one a story about her marriage to The Movie Star (as distinguished from her marriages to the Mobster, the Rock Star, the Senator, and the Writer) that had somehow wandered into how to make the perfect martini with a side discussion on the importance of lipstick (because without lipstick your mouth looks like a fish. Or something. I’d dozed off about then). So, the martini and the lipstick were going into separate files in case Anemone decided to do a booze book or a beauty book, but the Movie Star was staying—

      The passenger side door to the front seat opened, and a guy stuck his head in. “Lizzie?”

      I squinted at him long enough to recognize the middle Porter brother, all grown up and wearing a suit and tie. “Kenny?”

      “Welcome home, Lizzie,” he said and got in the front seat.

      “It’s Liz, please,” I said. “Look at you, in a suit and everything.”

      “Yeah, goes with adulthood,” he said, grinning at me. “I’ll call you Liz if you upgrade me to Ken."

      “Done,” I said.

      Now that I had a better look at him, he didn’t look that different from when he’d been in high school, if you ignored the good suit and tie. Kenny had always been the sweetest of the three Porter boys, and at thirty, he had the same aw-shucks smile now.

      “That suit is pretty fancy for the garage.”

      “Oh, I’m not here anymore,” he said. “I just came over from the agency.”

      “Agency?”

      He looked surprised. “You have been gone a long time. Will and Patsy bought me out of my share of the garage, and I went into partnership with Tom Drucker seven years ago. You remember Tom?”

      Everybody knew Tom, the Real Estate King of Burney. My mom had dated him for a while, and he was my favorite of all the potential dads she’d staggered home with. He hadn’t lasted, possibly because of the staggering, which made me think of ML’s letter again. Just hell. “Of course I remember Tom. How is he?”

      Ken looked surprised again. “Died about three years ago. I’m running the agency now.”

      “Oh, hell. I’m sorry. About Tom. He was a good, good guy.”

      He nodded, looking genuinely sad for a moment himself, and then went on. “Well, we sure are glad you’re back.”

      “We are?”

      He sighed. “Once Patsy got the phone call, none of us had a chance.”

      “Phone call?”

      “When Steve Crider heard Vince had stopped you, he called Patsy because he knew she was upset about the wedding, and Patsy called Molly and Mom and me, and—”

      “Jesus wept. Do me a favor. Just tell me what the hell is going on so I can escape whatever it is Patsy wants me to do.”

      Ken said, “Okay, here’s the truth. Cash is marrying Lavender Blue, but Patsy thinks he doesn’t want to. It started going bad pretty soon after he gave her the ring, but he won’t end it. Patsy thinks now that you’re here, he’ll dump her for you.”

      I sat up, spilling my notes onto the floor of the back seat. “What?”

      “I know, but--”

      “This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. If Cash doesn’t want to get married, he won’t get married.”

      “No,” Ken said. “Lavender’s part of his big plan to be state senator.”

      I blinked. “Cash is running for state senator?”

      “In two years. It’s getting set up now. He’s been Senator Amy Wilcox’s aide for a while now, and she’s grooming him for the big time. She thinks Lavender is the perfect political wife. She’s beautiful and rich and charming. In public. It’s just in private that they have their problems.”

      “Again, his choice.”

      “Well, that’s my take on it,” Ken said, sounding relieved. “Cash has always gotten what he wanted, he will this time, too.”

      That was the closest I’d ever heard Ken come to saying something bad about anybody, and it was more the tone in his voice than what he’d actually said, like he was kind of disgusted with Cash for never failing at anything.

      “He’ll be fine,” Ken went on, more upbeat, as if he was trying to make up for almost dissing his big brother.

      “Then why are you sitting in my front seat?”

      Ken raised his brows at me. “You ever try saying no to Patsy?”

      “Right. Well, go back and tell her you tried and failed.”

      “We really are glad you’re home, Lizz,” Ken said just as my phone vibrated, and I checked the caller ID.

      “I have to take this,” I said and answered it. “Yes, Anemone?”

      “Don't put the pageant official in the book.”

      “Wasn't planning to.”

      “Unless I get something good out of him. He's probably got amazing gossip.”

      “I'll wait until you tell me what to do.”

      “You're a good girl, Liz. Are you going to do anything about that cop?”

      “No. I’m sitting with a very good-looking real estate agent right now, and he doesn’t appear to be wearing a wedding ring.”

      Ken looked startled, so I shook my head at him.

      “Real estate is good,” Anemone said. “As long as the market doesn’t tank again.”

      “I’ll remember that. Anything else?”

      “Yes. Get your butt to Chicago,” Anemone said.

      “I’m trying, but people are plotting against me here,” I said, and then Patsy knocked on the window and opened the door to the driver’s side.

      “How are we doing?” she said cheerfully, as she slid into the driver’s seat. The last time I’d seen Patsy she’d been ten and bitching at me because I wouldn’t play more than twelve games of Go Fish before I sent her to bed so I could read her mother’s dirty books, but she hadn’t changed that much in the essentials, the same sharp brown eyes and determined (pig-stubborn) set to her mouth. “Oh, Lizzie, we’re so glad you’re home!”

      Ken and I looked at her with a mutual lack of enthusiasm.

      “Hello, Patsy,” I said. “I am not breaking up Cash’s wedding.”

      Patsy shot Ken a look that should have fried his soul, except he just stared back at her, unscorched.

      “There’s a wedding?” Anemone said on the phone. “Why would you break it up?”

      Patsy switched her focus to me and widened her eyes. “Well, honey, nobody’s asking you to.”

      Ken hastily opened the door. “I’m going back to work. Real good to see you again, Liz.”

      “Later,” Patsy said, and they exchanged one of those looks that said If I wasn’t related to you, I’d kill you where you stand, and then Ken slammed the door.

      “So,” Patsy began.

      “No,” I said.

      “What wedding?” Anemone said.

      “Just a minute,” I said into the phone, and then I turned back to Patsy. “No, I will not help you break up Cash’s wedding.”

      “Who’s Cash?” Anemone said.

      Patsy slumped against the seat. “Honey, I’m telling you, if you’ll just spend ten minutes with that woman, you’ll understand and you’ll save him. It’s Cash.”

      She said it as if just the fact that it was Cash made everything clear, as if anybody would do anything for her big brother. Which they probably would: he wasn’t just the family’s favorite son, he was the town’s: football hero, prom king, class president, most likely to succeed. And now he was going to run for senator. Local boy makes good. He’d be unstoppable.

      “Please,” Patsy said.

      “No,” I said. “Things will work out for Cash, they always do.”

      “Not this time. This time it’s bad. He’s drinking a lot, and he only does that when he’s miserable. But he won’t break it off, he thinks that he has to go through with it for this stupid senate thing because that bitch Wilcox has him wrapped around her little finger. You could always talk sense into him, Liz, you were the only one he ever listened to, the only one he really loved. I swear, honey, when I heard you’d broke down on the highway, I knew it was a sign.”

      “He never listened to me,” I said, dumbfounded. “And he never loved me. He dumped me. Three times.”

      “The bastard,” Anemone said.

      “I know,” Patsy said. “But he was always sorry. You have to do something, Lizzie. If Molly was marrying somebody awful--”

      “I’d say, ‘Molly, you’re marrying somebody awful,’ and when she said, ‘My choice, Liz,’ I’d say ‘Right you are’ and back off.”

      “Good for you,” Anemone said.

      “No.” Patsy was dead serious. “No, you’d have to save her. Look he’s my big brother and he’s making a big mistake. If he just sees you, he’ll come to his senses. You were always the one he couldn’t walk away from.”

      “He walked away from me plenty,” I said, annoyed.

      “But he always came back,” Patsy said. “If you ever loved him—”

      “Patsy!” I said, and she jerked back. “I have work to do, so please listen carefully when I say this: I am not breaking up Cash’s wedding.”

      Patsy set her jaw. “Then it’s all your fault when he’s miserable.” She got out of the car and slammed the door and stalked back to the garage.

      “Anemone?” I said into the cell phone.

      “Who was that?” Anemone said, sounding serious for once.

      “Patsy Porter, sister to Cash Porter, my old high school boyfriend, who’s marrying somebody Patsy doesn’t like.”

      “Do you really still love him?”

      “Hell, no. I haven’t seen him for fifteen years.”

      “Like that would matter.” She paused. “Honey, I think you should get out of there.”

      “I’m trying,” I said, and after some more conversation about my car, I suggested that Anemone focus her thoughts on the book, and Anemone suggested that I bite her, and I hung up and went back to my laptop, more determined than ever to get out of Burney as soon as possible.
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Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      When Molly came to get me at five-thirty, I was ready to leave. Anemone had never been focused, but for the past couple of hours she’d bombarded me with one or two sentence e-mails about everything under the damn sun, and instead of straightening out that mess about the Movie Star, I’d ended up trying to sort all the sentences into topics. It was hell, and I was pretty sure she was doing it on purpose, so I’d drive to Chicago and strangle her.

      So, when Molly showed up with the bear, and I got the rest of my stuff from the Camry and put it all in her SUV, I was tense, dreading my mother and her birthday. “Can we stop at the IGA and get a cake?” I said, and Molly took me to the IGA out on the edge of town, and we got a cake and candles. Then we went back into town, and I got even tenser when she stopped in front of my mother’s little gray ranch house, three doors down from my Aunt ML’s big, fancy split level. As I got out, I saw the tree Mom had planted when I was born, an Elizabeth Magnolia, which explains my insane middle name. After thirty-three years, it was huge and getting ready to flower in a couple of weeks, lots of gorgeous yellow flowers. As much as I disliked my middle name, I loved that tree.

      Mom also had a new mailbox, a bear lying on its stomach, its mouth hinged so it could eat the mail.

      “Really,” I said.

      Molly shrugged. “It could be worse. I’ll come down and get you at eight for JBs. Is that enough time with your mom?”

      “Plenty.” I lugged the bear and my laptop bag and the cake up the walk toward the door, and Molly came behind me with my duffle and suitcase, and when we were still a good six feet away, the door opened, and there was my mother, her hair in a carefully combed, side-parted, bottle-blonde bob; her pretty round face immaculate in its make-up; and her powder blue sweatshirt appliquéd with a grinning, puffy teddy bear.

      Mom smiled at Molly and gave me the guilt-eye. “It’s about time you got home, young lady,” she said to me, opening the screen door. “I got twenty calls telling me you were in town. Thank you, Molly.”

      “My pleasure, Aunt MaryBeth. Happy birthday!” Molly dropped the bags on the porch. “Gotta go.” She kissed my mom on the cheek and ran like the rat she was.

      I handed Mom the cake box and wrapped one arm around her and gave her a hug and kiss on the cheek. “Happy birthday. Kitty called you. One person.”

      She didn’t let up on the guilt eye and she didn’t let go of me, either. “You’ve been here since noon. I thought you might stop by the bank.”

      “I’ve been here since two. The car broke down and I had lunch while I waited for the verdict from the Porters. And then I worked for a while because I’m on deadline.” I took the cake back and shoved two hundred bucks worth of red plush guilt at her, breaking her grip on my arm. “Here you go. Happy birthday! A new bear!”

      She grabbed it so it didn’t knock her over. “Red,” she said through the fur.

      “Yes.”

      “Uh, thanks.” She backed out of the doorway, clutching the bear to her bosom, bending backward under its bulk.

      I picked up my bags and the cake, opened the screen door with my foot, went in, and stopped just inside.

      Turns out if you don’t go home for fifteen years, there are changes.

      “What?” my mother said.

      “This is new,” I said, looking at the teddy bears that sat on every surface including most of the floor. I knew she had a lot of them, hell, I’d bought some of them, but I’d had no idea of the vastness of her obsession, the sea of shoe-button eyes and violently-colored plush that she moved in. There were so many, you couldn’t see just one, the idea of “bear” washed over you and drowned you.

      “Yeah, I painted,” she said, looking around. “I just got tired of that green.”

      “I meant the bears,” I said, although now that she mentioned it, the room was yellow, in between the bears.

      “My collection.” She went around the room divider, a blond wood bookcase with one of those fifties abstract open shelf things on top that meant I couldn’t run in the house when I was little because the vibration might knock off some of her milk glass that used to be up there. Now it was full of bears.

      “So, bears,” I said, following her into the kitchen where she was putting the kettle on to boil. A row of bear-shaped honey bottles sat along the back of the counter and stared at me in judgment. I put the cake box down in front of them.

      “I have three hundred and ninety-two.” She looked back at me. “Of course a lot of them are little. Beanie Babies. And some really tiny ones on keychains. And teddy bear pins.” She looked at the giant red bear she’d sat on one of the kitchen chairs. “Three hundred and ninety-three.” She didn’t sound enthusiastic.

      I was too stunned to care. Everywhere I looked were beady little eyes set in furry little heads, their glassy stares reminding me of the last party I’d gone to in LA.

      “So you’ll be staying awhile since you’ve come for the wedding,” she went on,

      “No. I didn’t know about the wedding, and I have to be in Chicago tomorrow. I came for your birthday. Surprise!”

      “Patsy says your car’s not going anywhere for a week.”

      “I’m in Chicago tomorrow.” I looked her over. She looked fine, aside from three hundred and ninety-some bears. “So what are you wearing to the wedding?”

      Mom snorted. “Like they’d invite me. Faye wouldn’t invite Kitty if she wasn’t the mother of the groom.” She leaned back against the kitchen counter, watching me with tired eyes, and I gave in.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come home right away today.”

      Mom sighed. “I’ve been waiting for you to come home for fifteen years, what’s another four hours?”

      “Three and a half hours. And it’s not like we haven’t seen each other. I send you a plane ticket every Christmas. We’ve had turkey in some very nice places.”

      “It’s not home.”

      Since that was the point, I didn’t say anything.

      She tried a smile. “I know you’re busy being an important writer.”

      “I’m a ghostwriter, Mom. Important isn’t even in the picture. I’m useful.”

      “And there’s nothing wrong with that.” The kettle whistled and she turned around and picked up a potholder to move it off the burner. The potholder had a bear on it. “I just missed you, that’s all.”

      I got up and went over and said, “I’m sorry, Mom,” because I was, and she turned around and there were tears in her eyes, and then I did feel like hell.

      “I just miss you,” she said, and I put my arms around her and patted her on the back while she sobbed into my Attempted Murder T-shirt.

      The truth was, she didn’t miss me, she missed her idea of me, this phantom wonderful daughter. If she spent too much time with me, reality came back and screwed up her fantasies, and then she took it out on me for disappointing her and disgracing the family. I figured I had about another thirty minutes before the hits started coming, so I said, “Well, I’m home now, and I’ve brought you one big-ass bear for your birthday.”

      She nodded, her face still buried in my chest, and then she pulled back and sniffed, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “We’ll have a good long talk.”

      “Wonderful. Molly and I have plans for tonight.” Her face twitched, so I added, “but I want to have dinner with you, of course.”

      She looked up at me and frowned. “Are you going out with Molly with your hair like that?”

      “Yes, Mom. I go everywhere with my hair like this.”

      “It’s too long. For your age.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re no spring chicken, Lizzie.”

      “I’m thirty-three.”

      “I know. I was there when you were born.” She turned to get the tea bags and drop them into the cups. “Well, while you’re here, tell me what you think about the wedding.”

      “I just got here. You know more about the wedding than I do.”

      “I suppose you heard Lavender is marrying Cash Porter.”

      “It came up.”

      She poured the hot water into the cups, handed me one, and took her cup over to the dinette and sat down. “That was a surprise.”

      “That a Blue would stoop that low?” I leaned against the counter, grateful to be talking about anything that wasn’t my shortcomings even if it meant holding a cup of tea I didn’t want to drink and talking about a wedding I didn’t want to hear about.

      “That Cash would ask her,” Mom was saying. “He must have gone crazy. It’s his Jesus Year, so he was bound to do something, but . . .” She shook her head as she picked up her cup. “. . . not Lavender. She’s the kind of woman who sucks a man dry. The Porters are upset.”

      “Jesus Year?”

      Mom sipped her tea, grimaced because it was too hot, and nodded as she put the cup down. “He turned thirty-three. He’s a Christian. Jesus was thirty-three when he was crucified. Christians do something big when they turn thirty-three. They can’t help it. It’s subconscious or something.”

      I waited for her to go on, but she just took another sip of tea. “Mom, I’m thirty-three.”

      “Well, yeah.” She squinted at me. “Maybe since you were never much of one for church, it’ll miss you.”

      “I didn’t like Reverend Bitters.”

      “Nobody liked Reverend Bitters, but we still went.”

      “So because I cut church—”

      “It’s probably not in your subconscious,” Mom said. “Cash was in church every Sunday.”

      No, he wasn’t, I wanted to say. He was cutting a lot of those Sundays with me, but that would just bring the conversation back to me. “So for his Jesus Year he’s marrying Lavender Blue?”

      “Everybody goes to hell in their own way, Lizzie,” Mom said, and there she had me because everybody does. “I bet the Porters are hoping that having you back will make Cash come to his senses. We all thought you two would end up together.” She surveyed me. “You’re going to need make-up.”

      “No, I’m not. Look, is it all right if I stay in my old bedroom tonight?”

      “That’s fine,” Mom said. “Just move the bears off your bed.”

      I stood up to get my suitcase and duffel.

      Mom stirred her tea. “Somebody said you met Vince.”

      Already, she had that. “Yes.”

      “He’s a nice guy. He could be good for you. He’s the steady type. He’d be a good dad.”

      A good dad? “I’m leaving tomorrow, so no.”

      “He’s quiet, but the town is getting to appreciate him. He even arrested Mayor O’Toole. Everyone liked that. Except Mayor O’Toole.” Mom looked thoughtful. “There’s a story there.” She sipped her tea again. “Although somebody said Vince has been depressed lately. You could cheer him up.”

      I shook my head, not wanting to know. “Of course, there’s a story there. Everybody has a story, Mom. That’s how I make my living.”

      “That’s how you made your living up to now,” my mother was saying. “Now it’s your Jesus year. Everything changes. Maybe it’s time to come home and settle down. A cop in the family would be good.”

      “Mom--”

      “You know, you went to Sunday School every Sunday until you were thirteen. That probably gave you enough religion.” She nodded. “You wait, it’ll be the same for you. Things are going to change.”

      “I’m an atheist,” I lied, and went to clear two dozen bears off my bed.

      When I came back from hauling fuzzy butts, we made dinner (tomato soup and grilled cheese), and I put the candles on the cake and sang to her while she blew them out. Then we ate cake and did the dishes, and the whole time my mother talked about my make-up (lack of), my clothes (still jeans and T-shirts, kid clothes), my job (racketing around the country instead of getting married and reproducing), my romantic history (“You could have had Cash Porter if you hadn’t left, might want to take another look at Vince”), and my general personality (poorly dressed, rude, stubborn, absent, and [unspoken] a disgrace to the family), in the same disappointed voice I’d heard my entire teen years until I’d left town. It was like water on a rock, wearing a groove in my soul. I was never going to be what she wanted in a daughter.

      She still hadn’t said boo about the bear, either.

      “I have to go see Molly,” I told her at seven-thirty and headed for the door. Molly had said eight, but there was a limit to how much guilt I was willing to duck.

      “I’ll wait up for you,” Mom called after me as I pulled on my Wonderfalls hoodie against the April night.

      “Thank you,” I said, and got the hell out of there.
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Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      I got to JB’s bar about seven-thirty and settled in on a stool, glad the day was over. I had a lot to process, given Navy’s death and George’s fixation on me not thinking, and Liz Danger and George’s fixation on me not going near her. George still didn’t know me well. There was also the matter of Rain’s not so subtle nudging about our friend and fellow vet, Dave.

      On the drive over, a text from her had popped up on the phone, nestled in its bracket to the right of the steering wheel.

      HOSPICE

      Followed by an address.

      I knew where the damn hospice was because Dave had talked about it with me and we’d picked it together.

      JB’s Bar is a very old bar—since 1912 it says on the old mirror above the row of bottles on the back shelf—located on the main street of Burney next to the Red Box on the corner. The two places were the center of the town. Drink and food, what more do you need? It was a comfortable place, much friendlier than the dive my father had attended regularly in the Bronx. It was pretty much a storefront drinking hole, a long room with a bar that stretched half the length of the place and booths along the opposite side and the front. There were pool tables and a small dance floor in back, and people held events there. From the lack of noise back there as I walked in, Cash’s party must be pretty lame.

      Jill came down the bar and put a Coke in front of me. She was in early 30s, Liz’s contemporary it occurred to me, small, robust, and dark-haired and crackling with energy. She seemed to know everyone and she’d been a big help to me when I first came to town giving me the lowdown on who was who and what was what. The interesting thing was she hardly ever said a harsh word about anyone and seemed perpetually positive. This helped make JBs the nexus of Burney nightlife. That and the fact there was nowhere else to go.

      “Everything okay here?” I asked, the same thing I asked every night.

      “Cash’s bachelor party is in back,” she said. “It just started, but there’s already one uninvited guest that may be a problem. Paul Matson.”

      I raised an eyebrow in query because the name didn’t ring a bell.

      “Lavender’s ex-fiancé from Cincinnati,” Jill explained.

      Lavender Blue. The first time I’d heard the Blue names I thought someone was trying to put one over on me. You know the ‘new guy in Burney snipe hunt’ thing. Nope. Navy, Lavender, and Skye, and then the little one, Periwinkle, Navy and Margot’s kid. Why not? It was Burney.

      “Who invited him?”

      “No one.”

      “How did he know about it, then?” I could see someone from Cincinnati driving half an hour out this way because of Lavender. She was beautiful if you like looking at exquisite ice sculptures.

      “Hard to believe, Vince, but they invented these things called phones.”

      I glanced at mine on the bar. No shit. “Real trouble?” I asked.

      Over a decade behind the bar had honed Jill’s instincts, much like a cop’s. She dealt with people who drank, often too much. Many times, she listened sympathetically to their tales of woe, but once in a while someone took things too far.

      Jill shrugged. “Hard to tell. So far, it’s all tension. Nothing you can’t handle.”

      “Your confidence in me is reassuring.”

      “I remember what you did to the bikers.”

      “Will Porter helped. So did you.” The less said about that kerfuffle, the better. We both turned our attention to the back, as did Jill’s waitress, Dani, who looked nervous as voices were raised.

      “Right now, a two,” Jill said. “If it starts to go wrong, maybe a five. It’s not like either Cash or Matson is a big bruiser. Could go either way.”

      “Four, then,” I countered. It was a game we’d started a while back, based on something Rain and I had done in Afghanistan. Doctors asked patients to rate their pain, from 1 to 10. We rated the potential for trouble on our own scale. The bikers had been a 9, with a 10 on the horizon, since they’d been armed but hadn’t drawn their weapons.

      “The problem is, it’s a really boring party,” Jill said.

      “The stripper should rev things up.”

      Jill rolled her eyes. “Like I’d have a stripper in my bar. Come on, Vince.”

      “You know what this place needs?”

      “No, but you’re going to tell me, right?”

      “Food,” I said. “Don’t you have deep fryer back there?”

      “One that hasn’t been used for fifteen years,” Jill said. “My dad used to make fries and tenderloins, but then he got tired and stopped that, and nobody really cared, the Red Box is next door, so they come here for the booze.”

      “Might want to try it again. More customers like me who need dinner. The Red Box closes too early.”

      Jill frowned, considering it. “It’s a hassle. But the mark-up is good. I’d have to hire more help and I’m doing fine right now. Let me think about it, though.”

      My brain had snagged on something else. “Fifteen years ago?”

      Jill nodded.

      “A lot must have happened fifteen years ago.” Around the time Liz Danger left town, I didn’t say.

      “Patrick O’Toole got elected,” Jill said frowning. “That was a mess. People kept saying, ‘I didn’t vote for him,’ and there was big rumor going around that he’d fixed the election. Except that people just couldn’t figure out how he’d done it. He’s not that smart.” She gave me a half smile. “Remember when you first got here and arrested him for punching Honey? That’s when I knew I liked you.”

      “I remember she told George she fell on his fist, and George had to vacate the arrest.”

      Jill shrugged. “Honey makes do with what she has because of what she wants. And she wants a lot.”

      Somebody came up to the bar and said, “Beer here, please, Jill,” and she walked away to deal with him.

      I went back to Rain’s text message. I stared at the address she’d forwarded for a long time because of what it meant and Dave and I had agreed on. But then my phone buzzed with an incoming call and I recognized the caller ID. When I answered, Steve Crider said, “Accident on 52 by the development. Possible DUI. EMT is on the scene but requesting backup.”

      “On my way,” I said, and looked at Jill. “I’ll be back. See if you can rustle up a tenderloin before that.”

      “Fat chance,” Jill said. “Be safe, Vince.”

      I headed out, taking a peek at the bachelor party, which looked dead in the water.

      Not my problem, I thought, and headed for the accident.
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Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I got to the accident, Mac Blake, Burney’s best firefighter and EMT, was finishing up with Honey O’Toole, who was sitting in the back of his EMT truck. Mayor O’Toole was leaning against the side of his Lexus, whose front end was kissing a tree.

      Mac saw me pull up and came to the Gladiator as I got out.

      “We’ve got a mess here,” Mac said, speaking quietly which was odd, he’s usually such a big jovial guy.“O’Toole’s been drinking, but he’s already said he won’t take a breathalyzer. Airbags deployed and they had seatbelts on, so that was good. But Honey has a bad bruise coming up on her jaw that isn’t from the crash or the airbag.”

      “He hit her again,” I said.

      “That’s my guess,” Mac said. “O’Toole was drunk, they were arguing, he punched her and drove off the road into the tree.” He looked like I felt, frustrated and angry. “I think she’s okay, although I’m insisting she go to the hospital anyway, but she won’t have it.”

      She didn’t want a record of the injury is what Mac didn’t say, although we both knew it.

      “Thanks, Mac.” I got out of the truck to talk to Honey first. The Mayor started toward me and I pointed him back to his car. He was so rattled, he went.

      Honey spoke up as I arrived. “I’m fine. There was no need for the police to get involved. Just a fender-bender. No one else involved.”

      “Standard procedure, Mrs. O’Toole,” I said. “How’d you get the bruise on your chin?”

      “The dashboard,” she tried.

      “Mac says the airbags deployed. Doesn’t look like you were going that fast. Did your husband hit you?”

      She shook her head but didn’t say anything as she pointedly looked away from me, indicating the conversation was over. I already knew how this would play out given my last run-in with the couple. I’d feel sorry for Honey, but she’s as bad as he is. She’s not saying he doesn’t hit her because she’s afraid of him, she says it because she likes being the mayor’s wife. And I’m pretty sure he pays for it; Honey O’Toole is not somebody who cowers away. They were locked in mutually assured destruction. The problem was, they could take someone else with them.

      I walked over to the Mayor. He was red-faced and perspiring, a look I’d seen too many times before.

      “Officer Cooper,” he said as I approached. “A breathalyzer is not necessary.”

      “You’re right, I can smell the alcohol on you from here,” I said. “Why’d you lose control of the car, Mayor?”

      “I wouldn’t say I lost control,” he said, trying to ease into good old boy bluster.

      “You drove into the tree on purpose?”

      “My wife distracted me.”

      “By falling on your fist again?”

      “Son, I don’t think you understand how things work here.”

      “I understand it,” I told him. “You punched your wife and drove off the road in the process.”

      “That’s a lie,” he said, shooting a murderous look at Mac as he went by on his way back to Honey.

      “Mayor, the entire town knows you hit your wife when you get drunk. And here we are, with you still pretending it’s a lie. Let’s cut the crap. I arrest you, Honey swears you never touched her, and George vacates the arrest.”

      O’Toole’s fat, raddled face creased in a smug smile.

      “But I’m not George. You’re an alcoholic with a domestic abuse problem, and you think you’re above the law. And I want this on the record, regardless of what happens later.” I reached for my cuffs. “Patrick O’Toole, you’re under arrest for driving under the influence and assaulting your wife. You have the right to remain silent--”

      Which is when George pulled up, which I’d been expecting since O’Toole had probably called him before the EMT.

      “George!” O’Toole called out. “Would you get your boy under control?”

      George looked all kinds of miserable as he took in the scene. He crooked a finger at me and I walked away, putting the cuffs back.

      Before I could say anything, he held up his hand. “I know. I know.”

      “He punched her, Chief. That’s why they crashed.”

      “Can you prove it?”

      “No. But he’s drunk off his ass. Refuses a breathalyzer. This is bigger than the two of them.”

      George nodded. “All right. I’ll talk to him. His car is trashed anyway so he won’t be driving for a while.”

      “I’ve got to arrest him for the DUI,” I insisted.

      George grimaced. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “Chief, he—”

      George stopped me. “Vince. He controls our budget. Last time I screwed with him, I ended up having to fire two good men because he cut our funds. I agree with you. He’s a danger. But . . .” He trailed off because no one wanted to say what the reality of the situation was.

      I took a deep breath and looked up at the stars, then back at George. “Let me talk to him. Just a minute. Then he can go.”

      George raised an eyebrow. “Don’t threaten him, Vince.”

      “Me? Never.”

      “Okay,” George allowed.

      O’Toole had his shit-eating drunk-ass grin as I walked back to him.

      “Why don’t you get out of here, Cooper?” he said.

      “I will. But first, let me tell you a story.”

      O’Toole rolled his little pig eyes.

      “There was a guy who lived in our neighborhood in the Bronx when I was growing up. Right around the corner. Everyone knew he beat his wife. Hell, my father was a cop. He knew, but like everyone else, figured it was their business unless she complained. And she didn’t complain, so what could anyone do?”

      “You got a point, Cooper?”

      “Then one night everyone gets woken up by the worst screams you could imagine. Someone in real pain. We all ran outside. And there he was, staggering down the street. Except one of his hands was gone and blood was pumping out of the stump. Turns out, she’d chopped it off while he was passed out. With a cleaver. That woke him up for sure. Took a lot of power and a lot of hate to cut through bone like that.

      “And now she was right behind him, covered with his blood. With that cleaver in her hands. And no one ran out to stop her because we could all see she was crazy. You don’t get in front of crazy. Even my father, and he had his gun, didn’t do a thing. Until she planted that cleaver in her husband’s skull from behind and he dropped down dead with it stuck in his head. And then, she was done. My dad said she had the happiest smile on her face he’d ever seen. If she’s still alive in prison, she’d probably the most contented woman in there.”

      O’Toole couldn’t help himself. He glanced over at Honey, who was talking to Mac, telling him she didn’t need to go to the hospital and then back at me.

      “Honey’s going to smile like that one day,” I said.

      And I walked away.
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Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Three houses down the street, I knocked on the door of my Aunt MaryLou’s split level, and she answered, sharp as ever, her white hair razor cut and her gray eyes flinty. She was and always will be the beautiful, smart, successful sister to my pretty, vague, doing-the-best-she-can mother; the slender, disciplined salon-platinum yang to MaryBeth’s well-fed, fluffy, bottle-blonde yin.

      “So, you finally came home.” ML crossed her arms under her bodacious rack, which Molly says is the only good thing her mother ever gave her.

      “Yep. Molly here? We’re going out–”

      “I want to talk to you,” ML said, opening the screen door with no welcome in her voice at all.

      I went in without replying. My uncle was sitting in the living room in front of the TV. I said, “Uncle Day!” and he turned, and his chubby face lit up, his glasses practically fogging with delight. He was the only thing I’d ever begrudged my cousin Molly for, having him for a daddy.

      “Lizzie!” He got up and bounded over and gave me a hug. As I’ve said, hugs are not my thing, but this was my Uncle Day, the guy who’d always been there when I needed a father or a reasonable facsimile thereof, so I hugged back. We hug in Burney.

      “I missed you,” I said into his shoulder and it was true.

      “We missed you, too, honey, you stayed away too long.” He patted my shoulder and then pulled back, his hands on my shoulders. “I can’t believe how grown up you are. Your mom shows me pictures when she gets back every Christmas, but just look at how beautiful you are!”

      “I need to talk to Elizabeth,” my aunt said in a voice that could cut glass, and Uncle Day looked at me in sympathy, patted my shoulder again, said, “We’ll talk later,” and went back to his LaZBoy.

      I went to the bottom of the stairs and yelled, “Molly!”

      Moll came out on the landing in her bra and some black cigarette pants that looked sprayed on. “Hey, Liz! I thought we said–”

      “Seven-thirty and here I am,” I said loudly.

      “Right on time,” she said, shifting gears.

      “I need to speak to your cousin,” my aunt said to her from behind me.

      “I’ll be down fast,” Molly said to me and disappeared at a run.

      I turned to face ML and found her looking me up and down.

      “You’re going into town in a hoodie that says . . .” She squinted. “‘I Surrender to Destiny.’”

      “It’s a collector’s item, very rare.” I took a step back. “I’ll wait outside.”

      “Your hair’s too long.” Her narrow lips tightened as she took a step forward. “It makes you look trashy.”

      “Truth in advertising,” I said and went out to sit on the front porch swing.

      She followed me out, pulling on a coat against the April evening chill as she came. It was gray tailored wool and fit her beautifully. “I’m disappointed in you, Elizabeth.”

      “Just like old times.” I pushed off and the swing began to move back and forth, but my aunt’s steely eyes never left my face.

      “Your mother is in trouble, but you wouldn’t come back for that, you wouldn’t come back for her birthday for fifteen years, you wouldn’t give anybody in this family the time of day, but Cash Porter decides to get married, and here you are.”

      This was the standard ML move: describe the situation as she saw it with no regard for truth and then leave me to try to fix the record on the defensive. I could ignore her or I could play her game, but I couldn’t win.

      “You sent me a card,” I said.

      “A week ago,” ML shot back. “You sure were in no rush.” She shook her head at my tardiness. “You’re as big a fool for that boy now as you ever were. Some people–”

      “I’m just in town for the night, Aunt ML.”

      “Don’t interrupt, Elizabeth, it’s rude.”

      I took a deep breath. “I didn’t know Cash was getting married. I came home because it’s my mother’s birthday. And because of your card.”

      “It’s all over town, what you’re doing,” my aunt went on as if I hadn’t said anything, “but Cash is not going to give up Lavender Blue for you. Beautiful girl, smart, rich, respectable. He’s not going to give that up. That kind of man always goes for quality. And the Blue name means something around here. Cash is going places. Places you don’t fit in.”

      I pushed off harder. Don’t answer her again, don’t play her game. Just wait for Molly–

      ML sat down beside me, showing some nice timing since I had that swing going at a pretty good clip.

      “Your mother is not getting any younger,” my aunt went on. I didn’t say anything, so she said, “Did you hear me?”

      “Nobody’s getting any younger. You’re older than she is, and you seem pretty much unchanged.”

      “None of your smart mouth, Elizabeth, your mother needs you. She’s going crazy, and she needs you back here at home.”

      I closed my eyes. “She is not going crazy.”

      “She has four hundred bears in that house. You think a sane woman collects four hundred bears? She’s got those bears because you’re not here. She’s got those bears because you’re neglecting her. Living alone like that–”

      “I’m thirty-three. I wouldn’t be living with her if I was back in Burney. She’s not going crazy just because she has a lot of bears.”

      “It’s not just the bears.” My aunt raised her chin. “She’s drinking again.”

      My heart dropped. “No, she is not.”

      “And you know she’s not because you just spent a whole hour with her,” my aunt said with scorn. “She heard you were in town. Everyone did. She cleared out the bottles. But she’s alone, and she’s drinking, and she needs help, and you don’t care!”

      I felt sick. My mother was not drinking again, she was not drinking again.

      “This is all your fault!” my aunt snapped, and then Molly came out of the house, banging the screen door as she buttoned her jacket.

      “I’m ready . . .” she said, her voice trailing off as she saw us.

      Aunt ML never took her eyes off me. “You’ve been gone fifteen years, Elizabeth Magnolia Danger, fifteen years. Leaving your mother alone to go crazy for fifteen years is just plain wrong.”

      “I see her every Christmas.”

      “You make her travel to wherever you are,” Aunt ML said, her voice slicing through me. “You take her away from family. You’re selfish, Elizabeth. You’re heartless and selfish and you refuse to come home, and that’s why your mother is growing old alone and drunk!”

      You know, she’d almost had me. Hitting me with the drinking thing, taking me back to all the times I’d taken care of Mom when I was a kid, back when I was too little to know that the drinking wasn’t my fault, she’d almost gotten to me.

      But being called selfish by the biggest piranha in my gene pool set me free.

      “Well, here’s the thing,” I said, turning to face her. “I figure if I get her out of Burney for a couple of days every year, I’m doing good. And if those couple of days means she misses a holiday dinner with you bitching about how badly she does everything, well, extra points for me.”

      “We should really go now,” Molly said.

      “You have no respect for family,” ML said.

      “Depends on the family.” I got up from the swing. “Family that makes you think about killing yourself whenever you’re with them is not family, it’s a biological mugging.”

      I walked away, and Molly ran after me and then past me, and I heard the swing hit the side of the house with a thunk as my aunt stood up, but that bitch was not going to get me no matter what she did. Not this time.

      “You come back here!” ML yelled. “You come back here right now!”

      Molly got in the car and revved the engine, and the neighbors looked out the windows to see what all the fuss was about as I got in and buckled my seat belt. It was a tossup as to whether one of them or my Aunt ML would get the news to Mom first.

      “Right now,” my aunt yelled, and Molly floored the car and we fishtailed off into the night.

      

      #

      

      “How do you live with that?” I asked Molly as we headed toward downtown, such as it was. I was cold with rage and a little sick, too. I do not tell people off. That’s not my thing. I leave people to go to hell in their own way, just like my mother said. My mother, who was not drinking again.

      “I’m on the road almost all the time now,” Molly was saying. “I’m still not getting any lead parts, but I get a lot of chorus work. I try to come back for a couple of days every month, so my daddy doesn’t have to live alone with that, but I don’t stay.”

      “Is it just me, or is she getting crazier?” I asked.

      “She’s getting crazier,” Molly said. “I don’t think she’d figured age into the calculations when she decided that beauty was going to be her ticket in life, and then came menopause, and now . . . . Forget her. Cash’s bachelor party is tonight and we’re going to have a good time.”

      “At least tell me that jackass Navy won’t be there. I’ve had enough miserable human beings for one night.”

      “Oh, hell, Liz.” Molly shook her head. “Nobody told you that, either. Navy’s dead.”

      That shut me up.

      “Ran his car into the ravine up on the hill.” Molly paused for a stop sign and nodded at the road as it rose to the side. “Left poor Margot alone with Peri.”

      “Margot? Who’s Margot? Who’s Peri?”

      “Wife and daughter. They built a nice house up here, the Little Blue House, close to Faye and the big Blue House, and Margot’s trying to sell it and find something smaller down in the village. Ken Porter’s helping her, so it’ll be okay. Ken’s a genius with real estate.”

      I was still regrouping from the news. Navy was dead. Somehow, I’d expected him to go on being a jerk forever. I was pretty sure George Pens was immortal, so it seemed logical that Navy Blue would be, too.

      “Listen, you should stay for the wedding on Sunday. The Porters are always a good time, and the groomsmen are Ken and Will Porter and Mac Blake. You remember Mac.”

      “God, yes,” I said, “I can’t believe Mac’s still alive,” and then I remembered that Navy wasn’t, so not such a funny thing to say. “I mean, considering all the stuff he tried. Remember when his science project almost electrocuted Miss Mayhew?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Molly laughed, relaxed now. “He’s a firefighter now. Got EMT certification and everything. He’s really good at it, too.”

      I laughed at that. “Mac and fire. Who thought that was a good idea? And it’s his Jesus year, too. His number’s coming up.”

      “Jesus year?”

      “You left me with my mother for two hours. I’m going to say some strange things.”

      “Right. But you should stay for the wedding, just to see Kitty and Faye eye each other across the aisle. Kitty says she never calls Faye ‘Faye,’ she always calls her ‘Fay.’”

      “What?”

      “She says she always calls her ‘Fay’ without the extra ‘e.’”

      “They sound alike, ‘e’ or no ‘e.’”

      “Kitty says Faye knows.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Molly pulled up behind JB’s, a parking lot I knew well, and for a minute, my stomach clutched again. But only once because JB’s was a safe place, a place where nobody had ever yelled at me or made me feel guilty and alone.

      “It’ll be okay, Liz,” Molly said.

      I nodded and opened the car door. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      On the way back to JB’s, I pulled off at the abandoned cardboard factory. The recent fire had gutted the center, but the brick outer walls were intact as was most of the roof. I could almost hear my dad rhapsodizing about how they built them ‘in the day’, whatever day that was. Just not this one.

      But right now, this day, I couldn’t keep hiding. I turned off the engine and sat in the darkness of the old parking lot with weeds growing through the cracks, the broken windows of the factory frowning down on me. I brought up Dave’s number.

      It rang. And rang. And rang. Maybe it would go to voicemail and—

      “Hello?” His voice sounded faint, a bit confused.

      “Hey, Dave, it’s Vince.”

      “Yeah. That’s what the caller ID said.”

      I searched for something to say. “You finally moved over.”

      “Yeah. Not a bad place. I got a window I can look out. A park there with trees. Some buds but no leaves yet. I’d like to see some leaves.” He coughed. “How are you doing?”

      He’d asked me the question I had figured I wouldn’t ask him. “Doing all right.”

      “Rain said you pulled over some hot woman today?”

      Was Rain sitting there with him? “Just a stop. Her wheel was going to fall off. She needed some lug nuts. Then her car broke down. I drove her to a good mechanic.” I was babbling.

      “Yeah, the tire,” Dave said. “I’m sure that’s why you pulled a hot blonde over.”

      “Is Rain with you?”

      “She stopped by a little while ago. Brought some food.” He hesitated. “She always brings food. Remember how she’d scrounge all that local stuff? Try to get us to eat it?”

      “Oh yeah. Goat wasn’t bad. Some of the other things, though. No way. I don’t even know what it was.”

      “Yeah. I don’t have much an appetite these days,” Dave said, which was a glaring way of saying he was really sick because we’d called him Land Shark for the way he chowed down. He continued. “I try to eat a little while she’s here, but once she goes, I have to get the attendant to toss it.” He sighed. “Sucks throwing out food. Especially a gift.”

      “Yeah.”

      A few seconds of silence, then Dave spoke again.

      “You need to get checked, Vince. Three other guys in the platoon have had it in their blood. And they’re all planted now. It’s not something to fuck around on, let me tell you.”

      We used to joke about death. About getting killed. Argue what were the worst and best ways to go. Instantly vaporized or shattered by an IED? Bleeding out from a bullet wound? Head shot and immediate darkness? Shrapnel from indirect fire? Not this. This was not good. It might seem strange, but I prefer straight up pain over being sick any day of the week.

      Dave continued. “I’m lucky in a way. They pulled the other guys’ records. The fact we were all in the same place, at the same time, while we were deployed, forced even the VA to accept its service related. Dugan, from third platoon, do you remember him, was the first to show signs a couple of years ago and the VA denied him. But now, even those fucking bean-counters realize it’s connected. Look at the bright side. If you got this shit in your blood, you get one hundred percent disability. On the not so good side, you’re probably gonna die. Nothing’s perfect. But maybe if you catch it early, there’s something they can do. They’re learning more from each of us.”

      By the end of that his voice was fading out.

      The same place at the same time meant a shithole on the other side of the world where some genius had put our Forward Operating Base (FOB) in the exact same location the Russians had occupied before us during their stint in Afghanistan. Lord knows what the Russians had dumped there, but it was in the ground, in the water, the air, and, obviously toxic to some people. Maybe to all of us eventually. Agent Orange had torn through the ranks of Vietnam Vets for decades afterward. The burn pits hadn’t helped.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll get checked.”

      “You’re full of shit,” Dave said. “Rain got tested. She’s clean so far. But she left early.”

      A nice way of saying she’d gotten blown up and had to be medevaced. A silver lining?

      “I know you had a tough time getting out of New York after the shit with your dad,” Dave said. There was an extended silence. “Hey. Listen. We talked about all this, right?”

      “We did.”

      “So, we’re good?”

      “We’re good.”

      “I would like you to come by and see me again,” Dave said. “Soon.”

      “How soon?” I asked.

      He tried to laugh, but coughed instead. “Not right now, okay? I’ll let you know.”

      I didn’t say anything and finally he said, “You there?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Okay,” he said. “And maybe . . .” his voice trailed off.

      I waited a few seconds. “Dave?”

      He was startled. “Yeah?” He sighed. “A lot of pain meds, Vince. That’s what hospice is. Ease the way. But the world seems farther away. It is, I guess. Listen. I’m real tired. Really tired. I’ll see you in a few days, right?”

      “Sure.”

      There was just silence, but the line wasn’t disconnected. I didn’t know what to do. “Dave?”

      There was no reply.

      I could picture Dave in my mind, a big strapping redhead, leading the platoon as we moved uphill through boulders and stunted trees and incoming rounds. Fire and maneuver, a ballet of weapons and men and air cover and artillery and he was controlling it all like a master.

      But most of all, I remembered him kneeling over a newbie who’d just reported two days before we choppered in on an op. Who’d blundered into an IED and been cut in half by the blast. Only a minute or two of life left in him, we all knew that. And Dave had crouched over, whispering in the boy’s ear that he was a hero, that he was going to be all right, that the chopper was inbound, to be brave, that Rangers led the way. He’d done that even though there was incoming all around us, ignoring everything except this dying nineteen-year old’s last moments.

      I turned off my phone and leaned forward, putting my head on the steering wheel. I really did not want to go visit him.
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got inside, Cash’s bachelor party was in full non-swing, and I didn’t look over at it as I headed for the front of the bar. Molly, of course, stopped to say hi.

      JB’s looked like it always had. Molly and our friend Jill and I had always sat in the last booth under the front window, drinking Cokes where Jill’s dad, the bar’s owner, could keep an eye on us. I found a stool at the end of the bar across from our old booth and away from everybody else, and sat down, not making eye contact.

      The bar had two people behind it: a cute little dark-haired girl I’d never seen before, and another short, older woman coming down the bar to take my order, a big smile on her face. I recognized that smile first as she called out, “Holy hell, it’s Danger.”

      Jill.

      I grinned at her. “Hey, baby, look at you. You running this place?”

      “Sure am,” she said. She came around the bar and wrapped me in her arms. Welcome to Burney: We Hug.

      “Well, I’m back, and I want a beer.” Jill let go of me and went back to her duty station.

      “First one’s on the house,” Jill said. “Dad would want it that way.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Upstairs.” Jill nodded to the ceiling, to the apartment where she and her dad had lived when we were in school. “He had a stroke about five years back so he’s semi-retired now.”

      “Semi-retired?”

      She laughed. “I run the place, and he tells me what I’m doing wrong. Let me get you that beer.”

      Jill went down the counter, and somebody sat beside me. I glanced over and saw some guy in a flannel shirt I didn’t know.

      “So you’re Lizzie Danger.” He smiled at me, smelling like beer, and then he leaned closer, cutting into my personal space. “I’m Duff.”

      I moved over one bar stool.

      “No need to be unfriendly,” he said, leaning farther over the stool I’d just vacated. “I heard all about you. You just got out, didn’t you?”

      “Out?”

      “Of prison. Must have been lonely in there.” He nodded, oozing sympathy and alcohol sweat.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      Jill set a beer down in front of me. “She wasn’t in prison, Duff,” she said, rolling her eyes and then winking at me. “That was just a dumb rumor.”

      “Prison?” I said to Jill.

      “Oh, sure.” The guy nodded like it was our secret.

      I started to think, Fucking Burney, and then, I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. Because it was funny, you know? And I knew how it had happened: Somebody said, “Whatever happened to Lizzie Danger?” and somebody else had said, “Probably in prison by now,” and then everybody laughed, and somebody repeated the joke, and then someone said, “Did you hear Liz Danger is in prison?” and after that a good time was had by all.

      “You okay, there?” Jill said, looking at me, worried. “Nobody believes that.”

      “You must have really missed having a man in there,” Duff said, eyes on the prize.

      “Not really,” I said. “I have a girlfriend.”

      He stopped for a minute, and then he got more interested. “So--”

      “No. My girlfriend and I will not have a three-way with you. Go away. I’ve been in prison, and I know how to kill you with my thumb.”

      He pulled back some on that.

      Jill laughed. “Beat it, Duff, she’s not interested,” so he got up and left with his beer, looking back at me as he went.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Duff’s going to repeat that. Who knows what the story will be by tomorrow.”

      “I don’t care about gossip any more. Prison changes a woman’s outlook on the little stuff.”

      “That’s what people say.”

      “You know people who’ve been in prison?” I asked.

      “I’ve talked to every kind of person here,” she said. She cocked her head. “You really a lesbian?”

      “Not so far, although the more men like Duff I know, the more the idea appeals. Maybe I just haven’t met the right woman yet. I’ve sure met enough wrong men.”

      “You talking about me?” somebody said from beside me, and I turned ready to kill Duff with my thumb, and it was Cash, tall, dark, gorgeous, smiling, and right there beside me.

      “Whoa,” I said, all my breath going out on the word.

      “Hey, Lizzie,” he said, and in the dim bar light, he looked a lot like he had in high school, that thick dark hair flopping over his forehead, his hot dark brown eyes looking right into mine, those dimples and that damn smile, except he was all grown up now, bigger and broader and just looking. . .

      “Huh,” I said, and Jill shook her head at me and went down the bar to get somebody a drink, and Cash Porter sat down beside me and put the beer bottle he’d been carrying on the bar right next to mine.

      “Everybody’s really happy you’re home,” he said.

      I stopped looking at him so I could find my place in the conversation.

      “Sure they are.” I picked up my bottle to drink again, mostly to cover up how rattled I was.

      “And you didn’t miss us at all.”

      I stole another glance. He was wearing a blue-striped shirt, a big step up from Duff’s sweaty plaid flannel, and it was crisp and pressed and professional.

      “The memories I had weren’t much to miss,” I told him.

      “Still mad, huh?” He looked rueful, and I remembered all the other times he’d looked at me like that, and I’d fallen for him all over again. “I don’t blame you. I’m sorry.”

      He was sorry again. Wonderful.

      I turned back to my bottle. “You broke my heart, dumping me for Belinda Rourke right before prom. Prom Queen and Prom King.” I shook my head. “I even had the damn dress. I think my mother still has the damn dress.”

      He shook his head. “Biggest mistake I ever made. You were always the best thing about high school.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I want on my tombstone.”

      He looked deep into my eyes, and I thought, Do not buy whatever it is that he’s selling, and knew I probably would anyway

      “I really am sorry about that, Lizzie,” he said, and his voice was full of beer and sincerity, and I knew he was lying, that it hadn’t bothered him in the slightest. “Tell me you didn’t leave town because of me.”

      “I didn’t leave town because of you.”

      He nodded. “I knew it. It was that bastard George Pens.”

      “It wasn’t that bastard George Pens.”

      He tilted his head. “What was it then?”

      “It was you and George Pens. A one-two punch.”

      He winced. “If it helps, I had a lousy time at prom and spent the whole evening wishing I was with you.” He was staring into my eyes now, looking as honest as the day is long. “You really were the one, Liz.”

      I could have sworn he was hitting on me. He had that old hot look and crooked grin and he was leaning in . . .

      I leaned back. “And now you’re marrying the most beautiful woman in Burney. You’re doing just fine.”

      “Yeah.” He drank again and then tilted his bottle toward me. “I told Lavender about you. I told her you don’t lie. She says she wants to meet you.”

      “I don’t think that’s because I don’t lie.”

      “You never lied to me. And God knows if ever a bastard deserved to be lied to, it was me.” He picked at the bottle again. “I’ve talked about you some. She knows you were an important part of my life. And now you show up right before the wedding--”

      “For my mother’s birthday.”

      “—and since my family is against the wedding and for you, she got worried. She hasn’t had much to be happy about lately, so I told her if I saw you, I’d try to set something up, maybe lunch tomorrow.”

      “Can’t. I’m leaving tomorrow.” And I definitely don’t want to have lunch with Lavender damn Blue. Or whatever that was that you were thinking about offering a minute ago.

      “I would mean a lot to her, Lizzie.”

      The interesting thing was that he sounded concerned about her, like a guy who wanted to get married to Lavender Blue. So, the Porters were wrong.

      Maybe he wasn’t hitting on me.

      “I think it’d cheer her up,” Cash said.

      “She’s having a bang-up wedding on Sunday. That should be all the cheering up she needs.”

      Cash rolled his eyes. “Yeah, she gets to spend the day with her family and mine. She’s thrilled.”

      I shrugged. “Elope.”

      Cash grinned and raised his bottle. “Like you, she has a dress. I’m not making that mistake twice.” He drank again. “So what brings you home, Lizzie?”

      I hesitated, and he waited patiently, just like he always had, as if he really wanted to hear what I had to say. “My aunt ML sent me a card with a message in it. She thinks Mom is losing her mind.”

      He frowned and put his bottle down. “What?”

      “Mom has all these bears now, and ML thinks she’s crazy.” I tried to make it sound like I didn’t believe it, but I had to say the worst of it. “She says Mom’s drinking again.”

      “No,” Cash said, and the old certainty in his voice was more of a comfort than I could believe. “No, she is not. You know this town. My mom would know.”

      “She could be, being careful.”

      Cash gave me the oh-come-on look and that was a comfort, too. “How? She goes out of town to buy her booze, dumps her empties in the dead of the night? Like that would work. And when is she doing this drinking? The woman works full-time. She’d have to wait until she was sure nobody would come to the door or call before she could drink which would be at least eleven at night, then she’d have to get drunk and sober up by nine to get to the bank. And if she did that, everybody would be talking about how tired she was looking and speculating about what disease she had that she was going to die from.”

      I had to laugh because he was right, it was ridiculous, although mom had functioned pretty well in public while she was drinking . . . no, Cash was right. People would know. They’d known back then. “I just . . . felt bad.”

      “It’s that fucking ML,” Cash said, sounding disgusted on my behalf. “She always did know how to get to you.”

      “Yeah. She still does. I mean, I’m fighting back now, but she can still do it. It’s that whole Blue thing, how her family’s better than mine because she married up, and then I’m always screwing up and proving it’s true and disgracing the family, and Mom gets disappointed, and . . . I know how dumb that is, but it’s the Burney Think, you know?”

      “You’re ten times the woman ML is, Lizzie,” he said, looking me straight in the eye. “You always have been. And your mom is just fine. If she wasn’t, my mom would be all over it, talking to her, getting her help.”

      That was true. God, I let ML get in my head and forgot that my mom wasn’t alone, that she had friends like Kitty.

      “She really got to you,” Cash said.

      “I didn’t think she had that much, but yeah. Thanks.”

      “Anything for you,” he said and I met his eyes and thought, Oh, hell. He hadn’t been hitting on me. Fifteen years go by, Cash Porter finally matures into a good guy, and I come home in time to meet his wife.

      I really needed to get out of Burney, or at the very least, out of this bar.

      Somebody sat down on the other side of me and said, “So how was the Big House?” and I looked around to see Mac Blake, grinning at me, all grown up, his cheerful face one of the best things I’d seen in a long time. He was wearing a blue uniform shirt with his name inscribed above the pocket along with the fire department crest.

      “Well, I’m a different woman now,” I told him, grinning back in spite of myself.

      “I heard. You can kill with your thumb.”

      “Jesus,” I said, impressed by the speed with which Duff had spread the word.

      “No, Duff,” Mac said, as Jill came down to join us. She bumped fists with Mac, and he went on, “He’s trying to decide if it’s worth the risk, especially since you’ll be bringing your girlfriend.”

      I groaned as Jill said, “Told you so.”

      “So in my fantasy,” Mac went on, “this girlfriend is Molly.  Where is she?”

      “In the back at the bachelor party.”

      “And that’s what you get for coming late to my bachelor bash,” Cash said.

      “But you’re gonna be here for awhile, right?” Mac said, and I realized the crush he’d had on Molly in high school was still going strong.

      “Of course, they’re going stay for awhile,” Cash said. “Lizzie and Molly. Just like old times.”

      “Not if Duff’s right,” Mac said, but I was watching Cash.

      He sat there looking straight at me, waiting for my answer, like he cared whether I came back or not.

      “Yes, we’re staying,” I said, “but it’s a reunion with Jill, no guys allowed at this end of the bar.”

      “Pinch me and I’ll scream like a girl,” Mac said, but Cash got up and jerked his thumb to the back of the room, and Mac sighed and got up, too.

      “It’s good to see you, Lizzie,” Cash said and bent and kissed my cheek, and having him that close again, the warmth and the scent and the heat of him, made my heart skip a beat.

      “I don’t think you’re her type any more, buddy,” Mac said, “prison changed her,” and Cash pointed to the back and said, “Go, you moron,” and Mac headed back to the party and Molly, waving good-bye and miming “Call me” with his thumb and forefinger, beaming at me.

      I laughed; I couldn’t help it.

      “That’s the old Lizzie,” Cash said with satisfaction. “Welcome home, babe.” Then he ambled on back to his bachelor party and left me standing there, trying to find my way back to normal.

      I talked to Jill for awhile, and when she told me she’d had the front repainted, with gold letters and everything, I slid off my stool. “This I have to see.”

      I headed to the front door, but it opened just as I got there, and I ran full tilt into the guy coming in, a solid guy that I hit hard enough to knock myself off balance while he didn’t move at all. I grabbed at his coat, and he caught me, and I looked up, and it was Vince.

      I let go of his coat.

      “Easy,” he said, smiling at me.

      “That’s just a rumor,” I said.

      “No, I meant—”

      “I know what you meant. Ignore me, I’ve had a tough day.”

      “Then this is the place to be.” He was standing in the doorway, still smiling, but blocking my way, looking at me closely.

      When he didn’t move, I said, “You’re letting letting the cold air in.”

      “Sorry.”

      He came into the bar, and the door swung shut behind him, and I tried to duck around him, but he blocked my way.

      “You okay to drive?”

      “Yes, I have a license and everything. I believe you saw it earlier.” Then I realized what he meant. “One beer, that’s all I had. I was just off balance from running into you, I’m not drunk. Ask Jill. And I’m not driving, the car is out in back, I just want to see the new front of the place.”

      “All right then.” He nodded to me and went over to the bar, and it got a lot colder with him gone.

      Over at the bar, the little dark-haired barmaid came down to meet him, smiling, and I went out the door, thinking seriously about not going back.

      There wasn’t any place in Burney as dangerous as JB's Bar was right now.
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Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      I turned to watch Liz go, perhaps a second too long, because Dani put my Coke on the bar a little too hard to claim my attention.

      “Hey, Vince,” she said, leaning in a little. “How’s it going?”

      “It’s been better,” I told her. “How’s the party?”

      “Not good,” she said. “Unexpected guests.”

      “I hate unexpected guests.”

      She laughed, leaning in a little closer. “I don’t think you get them at your place.” She batted her eyelashes. “Maybe I’ll drop by sometime.”

      I shook my head. “I’m either somewhere else or asleep, so no point.” Before she could make her point clearer, I said, “So who’s the problem back there?”

      Jill came down the bar just then and sent Dani out to the tables where a new bunch of county linemen had just come in.

      “Trouble brewing out back,” she said.

      “Paul Matson still?”

      “Yeah,” Jill said. “Maybe take a look.”

      I got off the stool. “Don’t let anyone steal my Coke.”

      “Like that’s going to happen,” Jill said. “Cash is running a tab back there. Might want to grab another one on him. Break his bank.”

      I went back to check out the party.

      The party was mostly a bunch of good old boys drinking on Cash’s dime. Matson was easy to spot since he was in Cash’s face with four or five guys surrounding them, none of them Cash’s brothers or his buddy Mac, who were at a table in back, talking quietly, trying to ignore the stupidity. Mac nodded at me, commiserating over the incident we’d left not long ago. The gawkers were a bunch of hanger-ons evenly mixed between those who wanted to see trouble and those who wanted to avert it. Pretty average. Sometimes I despair of the male of the species.

      “Hey, Cash,” I said.

      He looked past Matson at me. I judged his level of inebriation to be moderate and open to reason. Matson looked over his shoulder and he was teetering on the edge of trouble. He was tall and slender, wearing khaki slacks and an honest-to-God pullover fancy sweater. He had thinning blond hair and one could see why Lavender would go for Cash over him if she was interested in looks.

      “You’re Paul Matson, right?” I said.

      “Who are you?” Matson asked.

      “I’m Vince.”

      “You Cash’s friend?”

      “Not really. I’m a friend of the woman behind the bar.”

      Cash raised his eyebrows at that, but he moved in different spheres than my Venn circle, which overlapped with very few.

      Matson took a step back and put his hands up. “I don’t want any trouble. I just wanted to wish Cash, here, all the best with Lavender.”

      I didn’t get that flaming red jealousy vibe that jilted lovers put out, but he wasn’t ready to swap spit with Cash either. Jill and I didn’t have a negative on the threat scale, but he was close.

      “That’s nice of you,” I said.

      “We’re cool, Vince,” Cash said. And he meant it. I stepped away and Cash held out his hand to Matson. “Let me get you a beer, buddy.” They shook, sort of like Russia and Germany in 1939 when discussing Poland.

      The small crowd dispersed and Cash and Matson went to a corner to talk about Lavender, which was a topic I had no interest in and probably wasn’t the best idea for them, either.

      Peace reigned over JB's once more. Sort of like Poland in August 1939. I went back to my Coke. I wasn’t in the mood to hang around JBs but I didn’t leave. I didn’t stay because George had suggested it. I stayed because there might be some sort of trouble in the back before the night was done, and Jill was good people. Besides, I had nothing to go home to anyway. I went to the darkest corner, where there was a small table, where I could hole up, as I did most nights I stayed there late.

      I took out my cell and called Rain.

      “What’s up?” she asked when she answered.

      “I talked to Dave.”

      “What do you want? A gold star on your report card?”

      “Fuck you, Rain.”

      “Fuck you, Vince.” She paused. “How’d he sound?”

      “You brought him dinner; you know as well as I do.”

      “He puts on a brave front with me,” Rain said. “That same macho Ranger bullshit. How’d he sound?”

      “Tired. The pain meds are wiping him out.”

      “Yeah,” Rain said. “He’s close to letting go.”

      We’d both seen that. The moment when the fight for living is too hard and the person just let’s go. We’d both been around wounded with survivable trauma woh did it and that was hard. But there were times when it was just too much and letting go was the only option.

      “Why do they all want to talk to me?” I asked. Dugan, and the two others before Dave. They’d reached out to me. There had been over a hundred guys in the company. I’d barely known Dugan.

      “Dave was the leader,” Rain said. “He was the mover. He could get us to do damn near anything, no matter how tough or dangerous. But you were the anchor, Vince.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means we all knew we could count on you when the shit hit the fan. We knew you would stand there and weather it, not quit no matter what was thrown at us.” She paused. “More importantly, we knew we could count on you for the truth. Not matter how shitty it was. You never lied. We knew where we stood and what we faced.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Maybe too much truth.”

      She snorted. “When I got hit, you did what no one else would. I was the damn medic. I knew my leg was really screwed up. I just didn’t know how bad the rest of me was. You were there, putting the tourniquet on and, asshole that you are, you told me my leg was really fucked but that I’d live. Because you told me the truth about the first, I believed the second. It kept me alive.”

      “Bullshit,” I said. “You’re tough as nails.”

      She ignored me. “And then it helped me again. After the operations didn’t work, remembering what you said about my leg, gave me the freedom to make the decision to have it amputated. End the cycle of operations, pain and failure. I’m better now.”

      “I can’t do this stuff,” I said.

      “Yeah, you can.” She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then, “So how’s the blonde?”

      “Fuck off.”

      “I can hear voices in the background, Vince. You’re not home moping around. Have some fun. Loosen up. God knows you could use it after the year you’ve had. Carpe diem.”

      Someone yelled “Jill” and I saw Molly head back to the front, probably to meet Liz. “Fun. Right.”

      “Rangers lead the way,” Rain said.

      “Sometimes,” I replied, thinking about bumping into Liz, holding on to her until she was steady. I wouldn’t have minded holding on longer.

      I put my phone in my pocket and stood up. I don’t know about carpe diem, but right now Liz Danger sounded like a good idea.
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Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      I was standing outside the bar, trying to decide if I liked Jill’s updated facade. It was definitely more attractive, dark green paint on the front and beautiful gold letters on the big front window, but it wasn’t my JB’s, which had always looked like a grubby dive bar. Just one more reason never to go home: People change things.

      I was about ready to go back in when I heard somebody say, “Oh, my god, that’s Liz Danger,” and I turned to see a brunette with messy dark hair and hot eyes looking at me, standing next to another dark haired young woman who was blinking at me and looking a little unsteady on her feet, her eyes unfocused, holding the hand of a little dark-haired girl. “Huh,” the unsteady one said and walked into the bar, not noticing that the little girl had pulled away from her hand and come to look at me, too.

      “And you are?” I said to the rude brunette, who just laughed.

      “That’s my Aunt Skye,” the little girl said, still frowning up at me. She was wearing a purple chiffon dress with a poofy skirt, clearly not her everyday street wear. “Who’s Liz Danger?”

      “Me,” I said. “Nice dress.”

      “It’s my flower girl dress.” She swished it a little.

      I nodded. “You look like a purple bath scrubbie.”

      She frowned, but she was polite. “Thank you. Who are you?”

      “Oh, she’s famous,” her Aunt Skye said, and I realized she was Skye Blue, the youngest of Cleve’s three kids. Which made the little girl, Peri Blue, Navy’s daughter.

      Peri came closer, peering up at me as if I were a giraffe. “Why are you famous?”

      “I’m not. Your aunt was being funny.”

      Peri frowned. “Nobody laughed.”

      “Comedy is hard.”

      Peri frowned harder. “Why does your shirt say, ‘Attempted Murder?’”

      I sighed. “Because a group of crows is called a murder, but there are only two crows, so it’s not a group, so it’s only an attempt at a murder of crows. It’s a joke.”

      Peri nodded. “Comedy is hard.”

      I grinned at her. Finally, a Blue I liked.

      “She used to be Uncle Cash’s girlfriend,” a raddled looking blonde told her, coming up to take her hand. “But he’s marrying Aunt Lavender now, so she’s out of luck.” She was a little unsteady on her feet, too, and since she was one generation up from the brunettes, fighting her age with a too-tight face lift and over-enthusiastic lip injections, I guessed she was Faye Blue, of the extra “e”, the matriarch of the Blue clan.

      “Are you mad about him marrying Aunt Lavender?” Peri said to me.

      “No, that was a long time ago.” I looked back at Faye. “I came home to see my mother. I brought her a bear for her birthday that was too big to mail. I’m leaving as soon as my car is fixed.”

      “A bear?” Peri said.

      “Nothing to do with Cash?” Faye said archly, and then another woman came up behind her and said. “I parked a block away. When you’re ready to go, I’ll get the car and bring it up here.”

      Then she came around Faye into the light, and I blinked at her, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      Beauty’s a funny thing. Even if you have complete contempt for it, it being only skin deep and all, it can still get you if it’s perfect, if the totality of symmetry and color and texture is so completely married in one face that you have to fall silent at the work nature can do. That was Lavender Blue. Her face was that elegant oval that people go on about, her eyes her family’s famously electric shade of violet-blue, her poreless skin pale and luminous, and most annoying, her platinum hair pulled back tightly into a bun which should have left her looking like a skinhead and instead just showcased her perfect, perfect face.

      “Hello?” she said politely, after I stared a minute.

      “I’m Liz Danger,” I said. “And as I just explained to your mother, I came home for my mother’s birthday and then my car broke down. As soon as Will gets the car fixed, I’m out of here. You probably know you have nothing to worry about, but since I was just inside the bar and talked to Cash for about fifteen minutes, that’ll be on the grapevine. We talked about you. He thinks you’re swell. I’m leaving. That’s it.”

      Lavender nodded, still blankly polite.

      “Also if you hear that I turned into a lesbian in prison, ignore it.”

      She nodded again, unfazed. “I appreciate your honesty. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      “You were in prison?” Faye said, scandalized and delighted.

      “No, mother,” Lavender said, and opened the door to the bar, pointing inside until Faye gave up smirking at me and went in.

      “I would like to know more about this bear,” Peri said as Lavender waited for her.

      “It’s a giant red bear that I bought for my mother for her birthday,” I told her, and then Lavender said, gently, “Come on, Peri,” and the little girl gave up and went into the bar with her very beautiful aunt.

      I stood out on the sidewalk for a moment, trying to come back from all the Blues, and then gave up. Cash was marrying a staggeringly beautiful woman, and I was still Lizzie Danger, famous in a small town.

      I needed another beer.

      

      #

      

      When I went back in, Molly was sitting in our booth, just like old times, and I felt a lot better as I slid in across from her.

      Jill, on the other hand, was kicking the Blues out. “No,” she said to Margot, “Peri cannot be in here. And I’m not serving you, either. You sober up and take care of that kid.”

      Margot blinked at her, and Faye said, “That’s just none of your business.”

      Jill looked at her and said, “It’s exactly my business. I’m required by law to refuse anybody who is too intoxicated to function, and she’s sure as hell not functioning as a mother. Or you as a grandmother. I’m not serving you, either.”

      “Thank you, Jill,” Lavender said and took Peri’s hand as she turned back to the other’s. “I’m taking Peri home. If you all want a ride, we’re leaving now.”

      Faye said, “Well, I certainly don’t want to drink here,” trying to high-hat Jill, who just said, “Good.”

      Margot turned to follow Lavender to the door, still a little vague, but at least holding Peri’s other hand now. The little girl turned to look at me and I smiled and waved to her, feeling sorry as hell for her, and she smiled back, just a little, before her mother and aunt pulled her out the door, followed by her grandmother.

      Peri’s mother was a drunk. Somebody should do something about that. Save that kid.

      I looked at her other aunt, the hot-eyed Skye—who shook her head and went back into the bar toward the bachelor party, leaving Peri to her sotted mother and grandmother and her extremely sober Aunt Lavender. Maybe Lavender could save her; she looked competent enough for anything.

      I unzipped my Wonderfalls hoodie—it was warm--and leaned back in the booth and closed my eyes in relief that the Blues were gone and that I was someplace safe.

      “So, you’ve met the Blues,” Molly said, cheerfully, and then somebody said, “Scoot over,” and I opened my eyes to see Molly sliding over, and Vince sitting down beside her, putting a Coke on the table.

      He’d taken his coat off and was in a T-shirt and jeans and therefore off-duty, but he still had “cop” written all over him. It was on his T-shirt, a plain olive green, short-sleeved cotton job with “COP” printed in block letters across a broad chest.

      I wanted that T-shirt. I have a thing for T-shirts. And diners. Diners and T-shirts. That’s it.

      “Vince,” Molly said, “This is my cousin Liz Danger. You picked her up for speeding, in case you forgot.”

      “What are you staring at, Trouble?” he said to me.

      “I want your shirt.”

      “It was a gift. You can’t have it.” He seemed awfully serious about that.

      “So you know each other well,” Molly said, grinning at both of us.

      I shook my head. “Not well enough that he can just sit down here.”

      “I helped you with your bear,” he said, no smile, looking even better in the light from the bar than he had that morning.

      “You were going to give me a ticket.”

      “But I didn’t.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Only because Steve Crider told you not to.”

      “I could have given you one anyway. I have discretion on that.”

      “Okay, fine. Thank you for your discretion. And your lug nuts. You are a god among cops, and I’m cranky because I’ve had the day from hell. What did you do today besides harass motorists?”

      “I protected and served,” he said, and Molly nudged him with her hip.

      “Move,” she said. “There are people in the back I must see.”

      “It’s pretty loud back there,” he told her as he moved.

      “I can handle it.”

      He nodded. “No doubt.”

      “I’ll be back,” she said, meeting my eyes with some kind of message that I missed, and then she slid out of the booth and headed for the back.

      I looked at Vince as he sat down again.

      “Molly’s something,” he said. “So you’re cousins?”

      I nodded. “Best friends since birth.”

      “But she stayed and you left.” He drank some of his Coke.

      “No, we both left. She just comes back between shows. I stay on the road. We e-mail, see each other three or four times a year when we can make our paths cross.”

      “You’re a writer, right?”

      “Yep.”

      He leaned back. “And you can’t do that in Burney?”

      “I’m a ghostwriter. I go where my clients are.”

      “And you’re back for your mother’s birthday. How did the big bear go over?”

      I frowned at him. “I have to tell you, if you’re trying to pick me up, this is really terrible banter.”

      His eyebrows went up a little, and I thought, He wasn’t trying to pick me up, he was trying to find out what I’m doing back in town. Cop stuff.

      Embarrassing.

      Then he shrugged and said, “I was pacing myself, but okay, what works on you?”

      I shoved my empty bottle away, trying not to look stupid. “Never mind.”

      He picked up my bottle and slid out of the booth. “Let me get you another beer.”

      I made a grab for it and missed. “It’s the twenty-first century, I pay for my own drink.”

      “Nope. I budget for getting hot women drunk.”

      I’m not hot. “I’m not drunk.”

      “Give me time.” He leaned over the bar, and Jill came down to see what he wanted.

      He really did have a nice ass.

      Molly slid in across from me from wherever she’d been watching us. “You and Vince?”

      I closed my eyes. “No. Our entire history is a non-existent speeding ticket, three lug nuts, and a brief conversation in a wrecked car lot. And then I thought he was trying to pick me up just now, but he wasn’t, so we can go home now.”

      Molly just grinned. “You’re in for a good time. He really is just a guy, you know? Very uncomplicated. Fun. And you would not believe where he lives.”

      “Forget it. I’m going back to Mom’s.”

      She leaned forward. “He’s good. Takes his time, pays attention, you know.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Well, of course I tried him out. I was home and bored and there he was. New in town.” She took a sip of her beer. “Football player shoulders, great ass and very easily seduced.”

      “Of course he was easily seduced. No man in his right mind would say no to you. Why did you dump him?”

      “I didn’t. We played around a little, and then he stopped things and said, ‘Moll, you’re a good woman, but you talk too much.’ And since I was heading out of town anyway, we shook on it and went our separate ways.”

      “He stopped because you talked too much? I don’t believe it.”

      “He’s a quiet guy. Really, go for it. He’s a lot of fun.” She looked back to see Vince talking to Jill, who was laughing. “He comes in here every night at eleven to check on Jill. If there’s anybody who looks hinky, he hangs around till midnight when she closes up. Her husband works the night shift, so Vince looks out for her, not that she needs it. But it’s sweet.”

      I sat back and watched him get two beers and a Coke from Dani, the cute girl behind the bar, being polite, definitely not flirting with her. He really did have a nice butt. And shoulders. The arms were good, too. And Molly said he was good in bed. And he looked out for Jill.

      And Cash was getting married to the most beautiful woman in Burney.

      “Huh,” I said.

      “Uh huh,” Molly said.

      I heard Vince at the bar saying, “Thank you, Dani,” and then he came back to us and put the beers and the Coke on the table

      Molly took a beer, said, “Thank you. I’m going back to the party now,” slid out of the booth, and walked away to talk to the guys in the back who were really happy to see her again based on the cheers I heard shortly after she left us.

      Vince sat down and pushed my bottle over to me.

      “So you slept with Molly?” I said.

      He stopped with his Coke halfway to his mouth, surprised, and then shook his head. “Why do women talk about that stuff?”

      “It’s like buying on Amazon. It’s good to get the reviews.”

      He choked on that one. Then he wiped his mouth and said, “So how many stars did I get?”

      “Like I’d tell you. I can’t believe you’re not still with her.”

      “She dumped me.” He shrugged. “Happens a lot.”

      “No, she didn’t. You told her she talked too much.”

      He closed his eyes. “No, I did not.”

      I picked up my beer. “Well, then what was it?”

      “None of your business. A gentleman doesn’t talk. Discretion.”

      “She gave you five stars.”

      “Now we’re getting someplace. Drink up.” He grinned at me, and my pulse thumped a little. Okay, a lot.

      I lifted my chin and tried to look uninterested. “I want that t-shirt.”

      He shook his head. “My cop shirt? Absolutely not.” Then he smiled at me.  “Unless you’ve got something to trade.”

      Like my body? God help me, I thought about it. I’m sure some latent jealousy over Cash marrying Lavender had something to do with it, but mostly it was just him being such a good guy, looking out for Jill. Well, that and his ass. That grin was pretty damn good when he flashed it, too. Plus, I’d been thinking about him, so . . .

      My hesitation must have surprised him, too. He shifted gears and got serious. “The car’s outside. Combat parked. You can bring your beer.”

      “What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      “I figure you’re a biter, maybe a scratcher.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Probably want to be on top, but that’s good. I had a long day at work. And if you’re one of those feminists who’s responsible for her own orgasm, I might let you stay the night.”

      I stifled my grin. “I’m overwhelmed.”

      “Not yet, but you will be.”

      He wasn’t exactly smiling, but there was something going on there, like heat lightning.

      “Vince?” Molly said, and we both looked up. “Really sorry, but you might have a situation there.” She jerked her head toward the back of the bar. “Paul Matson and Cash.”

      “Again?” Vince said, the lightning disappearing back into his normal deadpan. He cocked his head, listening, then glanced at Jill who flashed him three fingers for some reason. “It’ll wait.”

      “Who’s Paul Matson?” I asked.

      Molly answered “The guy from Cincinnati that Lavender dumped to marry Cash. He took it badly.”

      “So?” I asked.

      “So Cash is drunk on his ass,” Molly said. “Not a good time for you to see him, although he’s still pretty to look at when he’s drunk. The charm is what takes the big hit.”

      “I saw him earlier.”

      Molly leaned forward, her pretty face avid. “Ooooh, tell me.”

      “Nothing to tell.”

      Vince jerked his thumb at Molly. “Beat it. I was getting somewhere with her.”

      I thought about protesting, but the man was right.

      Molly grinned at me and wandered to the back of the bar where she was once more greeted with cheers.

      Vince made his play. “I’ll give you the T-shirt if you leave with me now.”

      It was tempting, but no. I had to go home to my mother. “I’m not going home with you tonight.”

      He looked at his watch. “Yeah, not enough time. How about tomorrow night?”

      I wasn’t going to be in Burney tomorrow night, but he didn’t need to know that. “Is that an invitation to dinner?” I batted my eyes.

      “I have to feed you, too?”

      “It’s customary.”

      “Not in Burney. I could bring a candy bar.”

      “I’m worth more than a candy bar.”

      “I don’t know that yet.”

      “So your argument is that you won’t take me to dinner until you know I’m worth it?”

      “Well, no,” he said, sounding deadly serious. “Once I’ve got you, there’s no reason to spend money on food.”

      “You lack charm.”

      “I don’t need charm. I’ve got a uniform and a gun.”

      “So does the security guy at the plant.”

      “Yes, but he doesn’t have my moves.”

      “But I don’t know that,” I pointed out, as seriously as I could fake. “So I would need a gesture of good faith in order to take that chance. As in dinner.”

      He leaned back in the booth. “I could do Frisch’s.”

      “I might neck for that. That and the T-shirt.”

      “Neck?” he said and flashed that smile again before he got it under control. “What are you, fourteen?”

      “I’m a Good Girl.”

      “You are not. Let’s get serious here. There’s an Olive Garden up the highway. That should get me into your pants.”

      “Hands only. And then only if I get those little doughnuts for dessert.”

      “Dessert, too,” he said, gloom in his voice.

      “And the T-shirt.”

      “That only gets me to third base?”

      “You want the full Lizzie, you take me to Charlotte and Joanie’s.”

      He looked legitimately shocked. “That’s a week’s pay.”

      “Take it from your Getting-Hot-Women-Drunk fund.”

      “I’ll have to think about this.”

      “Don’t bother.” I slid out of the booth. “I’m leaving tomorrow, so you won’t have to pony up anyway.” Then I bent over so he could see down my Attempted Murder T-shirt. “Thanks for the beer,” I said and kissed him.

      You know, I was a little high, and it seemed like a good idea. Kiss him and then walk away leaving him gasping from my incredible sex appeal.

      But he kissed me back, and it was good, chemistry smacking me between the eyes and as the kiss went on, his hand slid under my hoodie to rest on my waist, hot on my skin, and it felt damn good, so I stayed there awhile.

      Then sanity returned, and I grabbed his wrist and pulled back. “Hey.”

      “We should talk about this,” he said, and I will give myself some credit because he looked as blindsided as I was.

      “No, no.” I backed up a step and zipped up my hoodie, and caught the little brunette, Dani, looking daggers at me.

      Vince stood up and then there was a yell from the back of the bar, and he looked back and swore, and Dani lost her daggers and stepped back, and Jill flashed him six fingers up.

      “Go protect and serve,” I said, and waved good-bye to Jill with all my fingers and escaped out the front door before he could change my mind.
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      I came in hard, ready to lay down some hurt. Timing is everything and whoever was making a ruckus in the back had done so at a most inopportune moment.

      It infuriated me that the kerfuffle was just that. Matson’s idea of ‘fighting’ was in the way men who don’t know how to fight and are afraid of getting hurt go at it. A sort of drunken wrestling, grappling at the other guy and throwing wayward punches that only counted as punches because someone might actually consider this a fight. A real fight doesn’t last this long. In a real fight there’s the quick and the dead as we used to say in the Rangers.

      Cash just looked exasperated, ducking wild punches and avoiding Matson’s attempts to hug him to death. He looked at me and rolled his eyes as Matson launched himself again.

      I grabbed Matson by the back of his collar, pulled his fancy sweater up over his head before he could react. I frog-marched him to the back door and shoved him out while he was still trying to figure out why he suddenly couldn’t see. “Get an Uber back to Cincinnati,” I ordered him. “Or sleep it off in your car. Don’t you dare drive.”

      It was done in five seconds.

      “Party’s over,” I announced. I scanned the crowd and pointed to each one. “No driving. No driving. No driving. No driving. Hell, all you guys are going to carpool in Annie’s taxi. Tell her to bring the short bus.”

      Cash nodded at me. “Thanks.”

      “Yeah,” I said and went back to the front and saw Molly leaving and no Liz, and Jill already calling for Annie to haul the drunks away, and the rest of my night stretched long and lonely ahead of me.

      “Sorry about that,” Jill said.

      “Not a problem,” I told her and waited till all the drunks were in Annie’s short bus.

      I sat down at the bar, checking my watch. It was a couple hours to go before Jill closed, but the place was pretty empty. Dani was off now, but the only people still there were the four linemen from the power company and they never caused problems and always called on Annie for the last ride of the night.

      “Go on home,” Jill said. “Everybody here is a good old boy, no trouble.”

      “I can wait.”

      “Or you could try to catch up to Liz. She was looking interested.”

      “How could you tell?” I knew Jill saw a lot from behind the bar, but—

      Jill smiled at me, amused. “I grew up with her. She was interested.”

      “She’s been gone from town awhile, might have changed,” I said, trying to sound not interested. Nothing to me if the hot blonde was interested in me, nope.

      “Nobody changes that much,” Jill said, and went back down the bar to serve the last of her customers.

      Liz Danger was leaving town tomorrow. No point in going after her. Probably. Unless she was interested . . .

      Knock it off, I told myself and headed home alone. Better that way.
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Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly followed me out into the street. “What happened?”

      “I toyed.”

      “With Vince?” She grinned. “I’m sorry I missed that.”

      “I barely escaped with my virtue.” I started to walk home. It was chilly, so I pulled up my hoodie.

      Molly followed behind me, laughing at the idea of my virtue. I told her we had to walk since if Vince picked us up for DUI, I’d have to trade sex for a-get-out-of-jail-free card instead of the T-shirt. And I really wanted that shirt.

      “That’s not all you want,” she said, and held out her hand. “Give me your phone.”

      I was too tired to argue so I handed it over, wondering who she was going to drunk dial with my caller ID but wanting to get back to my mother’s house and fall into bed more than I wanted to know who was going to be yelling at me the next day. She tapped on it for a minute or so as we walked, and she then handed it back.

      “Vince’s number is in there now, in your favorites. You get lonely later, give him a call. I’m pretty sure he’ll deliver to the house.”

      I almost considered it, just to see Vince’s face when he saw all the bears in my old bedroom, but I said, “No, thanks, leaving tomorrow, no complications.”

      She laughed, but when we reached the sidewalk to front of my mother’s little ranch house, she stopped.

      “I’m so glad you’re home, Lizzie,” she said, and even with a couple of beers in her, she sounded sober about that. “When you left . . . it hasn’t been right since.”

      “I’m not staying,” I said, but she hugged me anyway.

      “Just . . . come back again,” she said, and then she let go and went off down the walk to her own bed three houses down.

      I thought about going with her to make sure she was all right, but instead I watched her until she turned down her own path to the porch, and when I heard her front door close, I headed for my own bed.

      But when I was halfway down the walk, something moved in the shadows beside the house, next to the bedroom windows, so I stopped. Burney didn’t have much of a peeping Tom problem when I was there last, but it could have changed.

      Then I remembered it was Burney. Of course, it hadn’t changed. I took another step and then something definitely moved in the dark at the side of the house. It was just a shape in the shadows, but it was there.

      “Hey!” I said, and started toward it, and something came winging out of the dark and landed in the dirt beside the walk. “Hey!” I yelled and bent over to see what it was, and about the time I registered that it was granite from my mother’s rock garden, something smacked me hard on the side of the head and the lights went out.

      

      #

      

      When I came to, it was still dark, the grass was cool, and all I could think of was, I knew this town was going to kill me someday.

      After that, I had a hard time concentrating—Somebody threw a rock at me? Really? Son of a bitch—and time passed while I tried to figure out what to do. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life in the grass. The neighbors would notice and my mother would be so disappointed that I’d disgraced the family again. I definitely had to sit up.

      I sat up slowly and felt my stomach lurch.

      I put my hand up to my head, pulled back the hoodie and felt a throbbing lump on the side of my forehead. I lay back down in the grass. If people were trying to kill me, they’d just have to come and get me, I was in no shape to go find them.

      My head spun for a while and I tried to think of who to call. Not the neighbors because my mother would be so—

      My head really hurt.

      I felt around in the grass until I found my purse. It was hard because I couldn’t sit up. Sitting up again seemed like something I might do later in life, like belly dancing or learning the trapeze.

      Somebody hit you with a rock, a voice said. Call for help, you idiot.

      The voice was inside my head, which was disconcerting because it certainly wasn’t my voice, I would never call for help. People call me for help, I do not call them. I do not need help, I rescue myself. I am perfectly fine . . .

      Of course, not being able to sit up was going to make rescuing myself harder. If I didn’t get help, I was still going to be in the grass when the sun came up and the neighbors would see and my mother would be so disappointed because I’d disgraced the family again.

      I had my purse in my hand for some reason. Oh, right. The phone. I fumbled inside it and found my cellphone and punched at the screen until I managed to find the “Favorites” list.

      I could call my mother, she was only about forty feet away, but she’d be so disappointed. I could call Molly and she’d come get me, but then ML would know and yell at my mother because I’d disgraced the family. I could call Cash—no, I could not call Cash. Mac would come get me. Good old Mac. I stared at the phone screen, trying to remember why I’d want to call Mac. Then I saw Vince’s name.

      Cops are supposed to rescue you.

      I punched my finger at his name. It took a couple of tries. My head hurt. I listened to the phone whirr as I stared up at the stars. They appeared to be moving.

      Somebody said, “Hello,” and it took me a minute to remember I was on the phone.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Liz?”

      “Wow. You recognized my voice?”

      “No, I read my phone screen.”

      “Oh.” That was vaguely disappointing. It shouldn’t have been disappointing. It wasn’t as if I expected him to remember my voice. But it would have been kind of nice--

      “Liz?”

      “Somebody hit me with a rock.”

      “What?”

      “Somebody hit me with a rock.”

      “Where are you?”

      He was so damn calm. If somebody called me and said, “Somebody hit me with a rock,” I’d be more animated. I’d say, “Oh, my GOD, A ROCK?” And then--

      “Liz?”

      “I’m on the front lawn.”

      “At your mom’s house?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      His phone clicked off, and I went back to watching the stars swirl around. I kept expecting them to stop because I was getting better, but they just kept going. So, I thought about Cash leaning close in the bar, looking so damn good and making me feel so much better about my mom; and that kiss with Vince that was also damn good, verging on great, although that could have been the alcohol talking. And then he’d recognized my voice. No, wait, he hadn’t, I’d just wanted him to recognize my voice, but for why? I asked myself. I was still pondering that when a shadow loomed over me, and the stars went away.

      “If you’re here to kill me,” I said, “a cop is on the way.”

      “That would be me,” Vince said. “Can you sit up?”

      “Maybe,” I said, and then I didn’t, and he held out his hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet. “Just like this morning,” I said and threw up all over the lawn.

      “Hospital,” he said. “My Jeep.”

      I looked at where he was pointing: a big black ominous looking pick-up truck. “Did you steal that from Mad Max?”

      “It’s a Jeep, Magnolia.” Vince picked me up off my feet into his arms. Just like in the movies. “A Gladiator.”

      I was about to object to the ‘Magnolia,’ my middle name is not something I want bandied about and how the hell did Vince know it, anyway?—but his arms felt powerful and I felt safe. Well, his arms must be powerful: I am not a lightweight woman, which is one of the many reasons that I am not used to being swept up. I was about to tell him that, but then I was sitting in his Jeep, so very tired, and then we were moving, and I tried to sleep, but he kept saying, “Liz!” in this sharp, cop voice, and once when I tried to sleep anyway, he even grabbed my shoulder and said, “Stay with me!”

      “Where else am I gonna go?” I said. “I’m in your Gladiola.”

      And then I saw the hospital sign, and after that, I really do not remember.
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Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      I made sure Liz was in good hands at the hospital and drove back to the scene of the assault. It was dark and the lone streetlight half a block away was flickering. When JB's closed at midnight, the entire town shut down. There wasn’t even an all-night convenience store; you had to go down the road about fifteen miles to the big Krogers to find that.

      I parked half a block away and sat in my Jeep. Just watching. Rain had told me that when she arrived at homicides, she parked outside the tape and just sat, watching, getting a feel for the place. She told me that once she saw someone on top of the crime scene house, hiding on the roof while all the crime scene people were inside doing their thing, and it turned out to be the perp. No such luck now. A few porch lights, but all the houses, including MaryBeth’s were dark. Liz’s mom didn’t even know her daughter had been assaulted just outside her front door.

      A pair of big headlights carved into the street: Chief Pens in his Suburban, which surprised me. He wasn’t here because of me since I was in my Jeep which he couldn’t track with GPS, so he was after something else. I disagreed with the chief on some things, but he was a real cop. He cared about the town and the people in it, and he lived alone, so it wasn’t surprising that he’d cruise the town as an insomnia cure.

      He didn’t seem surprised to spot me. He pulled up next to me, cop fashion, driver window to driver window. “Hey, Vince. Heard about Danger. How’s she doing?”

      So, he had a contact in the emergency room. Of course, he had a contact in the emergency room, it was his town. “She’ll have a sore head, maybe a concussion, but she’ll be all right.”

      The chief nodded. “She’s always been tough.” He looked down the street toward the crime scene. “Whatcha doing?”

      “Who’d want to hurt Liz Danger?”

      He let out a long breath. “Well. There are some folks that aren’t too keen on some of the stuff she did in high school.”

      Like you. “That’s a long time ago.” I could barely remember anyone I went to high school with in the Bronx in a class of 800, but then again, I wasn’t still living in the same town with them.

      “People can hold grudges here.” The chief shook his head. “Could have killed her.”

      “An amateur,” I said.

      He gave me a strange look and I realized my comment made me look like a Burney amateur. We had professional killers like the mafia and drug gangs in New York City and I’d seen the results of a few gang hits. But none had been by rock.

      “Probably just some kids,” the chief tried.

      We had some juvenile delinquents in the area, but the chief was grasping.

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

      “Just looking around,” he said. “Couldn’t sleep. What are you out here for? Danger’s in the hospital.”

      “I know. I took her there.”

      “I’d keep clear of her, if I was you.”

      Too late, I thought.

      “She’s leaving town tomorrow,” the chief added, indicating he was up to speed on all the gossip.

      “Not if she has a concussion,” I said.

      The chief looked unhappy when he heard that. “Go home and get some sleep.” He rolled his window up and drove away slowly.

      I waited until he was out of sight, then got out of the Jeep. I went to the walkway where Liz had been hit. The offending rock wasn’t much use as evidence as it wouldn’t hold prints, but I picked it up and bagged it anyway. I switched on my flashlight and checked the front yard where I’d found Liz and the bushes on that side of the house. The ground was disturbed under one of the windows, branches broken there, so somebody had been peeping. Why they’d peep at MaryBeth Danger was a mystery, although it cleared up why somebody would throw a rock at Liz. She’d probably been going toward them, and they’d thrown the rock so she’d stop. Which meant whoever threw the rock didn’t know Liz Danger very well. I doubted she’d stop for much if she was after something.

      Where Liz had been hit was thirty feet from the sidewalk and street, and the wound was on the side of her head. Add trespassing to felony assault.

      We had a true mystery now. I headed back to the hospital to find out more.
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Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up, Vince was in a chair beside me, fast asleep, which was weird because the chair was tilted back against the wall. I’d seen guys sit in chairs like that, but never fall asleep like that. He must have perfect balance, I thought. It seemed like something he’d have. Like maybe the world knew better than to try to knock Vince off balance. I liked that. Vince, the only thing not off balance in Burney.

      Then I realized I was in a hospital bed.

      I sat up slowly. My head hurt, and when I put my hand up, there was a bandage, which was a big improvement over the last time I put my hand up there. I heard the chair thump to the ground and when I looked over, Vince was awake and staring at me.

      “How are you?” he said.

      I thought about it. “My head hurts.”

      “You might have a concussion.”

      “Oh.”

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      I thought about it. It was like wading through molasses. “No. I think somebody threw a rock at me. But I can’t remember why.”

      “Can you remember anything?” he said, not pushing, just asking. “What’s the last thing you recall?”

      I thought about it. “I watched Molly go home to make sure she was safe. And then . . . I think I started toward the house. Who hit me?”

      “I don’t know. Lie down.”

      “I have to go home. My mother is waiting up.” I tried to swing my legs off the bed.

      “No,” Vince said, and when I looked up, he was standing beside me, blocking me from crawling off the bed. There was a significant amount of him, all of it looking pretty unmovable, so I lay back down again. “You could have a concussion, Liz,” he said. “Your MRI was clean, but you’re still not thinking straight, so you’re not leaving until the doc says you’re good to go.”

      “I have to leave. I have to go to Chicago.”

      “Not today, you don’t,” he said, and then a doctor came in and said. “How’s she doing?” and Vince said, “She’s still foggy,” and I said, “I’m right here,” and that’s when the doctor nudged Vince aside and I saw him. He was medium height, with good, dark eyes and beautiful dark skin and a strong jaw.

      “My mother would love you,” I said because I could hear Mom saying, “A doctor in the family could be good.”

      “Well, give her my number,” the doctor said. “In the meantime, lie down.”

      “Why?” I said.

      “You were hit with a rock,” he said, and that was a good reason, so I lay back down again.

      “Do not let her out of here until she’s making sense,” Vince said. Then he looked at me at said, “Do what the doctor says, no argument.” Then he left.

      I sat up to stop him, but he was already gone. “Great,” I told the doctor. “That was my ride.”

      “He told me he hardly knew you. Lie down. We need to do a concussion protocol.”

      I lay back down again, and the doctor asked me things and I answered while he waved a tiny flashlight around, but he sounded farther and farther away, so eventually I yawned and went to sleep.

      

      #

      

      The next time I woke up, the fog was mostly gone, so I got out of bed. When I looked in the mirror, there was a bandage on the side of my head, but otherwise, I looked normal. So, I called Molly and told her to meet me in front of the ER, cutting off her “What the hell?” by hanging up. Then I left. There were people in the ER but they were all busy with somebody who really needed to be in the ER, so I went outside to wait for Molly.

      It was morning. I wasn’t expecting that. It hadn’t even been midnight when I’d clocked out, and now the sun was coming up. I sat on the bench outside the ER and tried to put the night back together. There had been Cash at the bar, probably not about to make a pass, and then Lavender had been polite and taken care of Peri, and then there had been Vince at the bar, definitely making a pass, and he had turned out to be a good kisser, and then . . . and then, I didn’t remember. Except it seemed pretty certain that somebody had hit me with a rock.

      I couldn’t for the life of me think of why anybody would hit me with a rock. Okay, I probably was not Lavender’s favorite person, but I didn’t see how hitting me with a rock removed me as a rival for Cash’s affections. I’d turned Duff down at the bar, but he didn’t seem proactive enough for rock-flinging. Even ML, as much as she hated me, would not be hanging around in the dark at midnight in hopes of smacking me with decorative granite. Cash had pitched for the BHS baseball team so he could do it, but why would he want to hit me with a rock? I was considering the possibility that everybody in town had drawn straws when Molly pulled up and I crawled into the truck. She was wearing Betty Boop pajamas.

      “What the hell are you doing at the ER?” she asked, and then she saw my bandage and stopped. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “Somebody hit me with a rock,” I told her. “What time is it?”

      “Six-thirty. Who hit you with a rock?”

      “I don’t know. I’m in Burney, it could be anybody.” A nurse came out of the ER doors, looking around, so I added, “We can go now,” and Molly took off.

      We talked about the rock-throwing capacity of the general population of Burney on the way back to my house. She couldn’t imagine it, either. I kept losing the thread of the conversation, and there were a couple of times when she said, “Liz?” as if what I’d said didn’t make sense. “I just don’t want to disappoint my mother and disgrace the family,” I told her.

      “You’re not driving to Chicago today,” she told me, when we got to Mom’s.

      “I’m fine,” I said, and went inside.

      Nobody threw a rock.

      

      #

      

      Mom was asleep on the couch, but when I closed the front door, she sat up, startled.

      “Lizzie?” She blinked still half asleep. “What time is it?”

      “Six-thirty.”

      “You don’t come home until six-thirty in the morning?” She squinted at me. “What’s that on your forehead?”

      “A bandage. Somebody hit me with a rock.” I was so tired that it seemed funny now, so I laughed.

      “Lizzie?” She sounded alarmed.

      “Vince took me to the ER. Why are you on the couch?”

      “I was waiting up.” She sat back, looking exhausted. “Your aunt ML called. Are you sure you’re all right? Who hit you with a rock?”

      “I don’t know who hit me with a rock. ML thinks you’re crazy. I told her you were fine.”

      “She said you talked back.”

      “I’m thirty-three. I can do that.”

      My mother gave one of her standard Big Disappointed Sighs. “Why does everything have to be so difficult with you, Lizzie?”

      “I’m not difficult.” My head was throbbing and I really needed to lie down. “I knew it was a bad idea for me to come home.” I thought about adding, "You don’t have to hit me with a rock to tell me I’m not wanted," but clearly you did since I was still there.

      “I know ML is difficult, but she has troubles.”

      “Yes, she’s insane. I’m going to bed.”

      “Wait.” Mom frowned. “Should you be sleeping with a concussion?”

      “I don’t have a concussion. They tested me.”

      “Well, all right. Your bed’s all ready. I unpacked for you.”

      Suddenly, my thoughts were clear. “Tell me you didn’t do the laundry.”

      “Just the muddy stuff. Why? You hiding something in there?”

      “Some of those T-shirts are vintage, They have to be hand-washed.”

      “T-shirts get that old, you throw them out.”

      My head was really throbbing now, and all I wanted was my bed, even if it was full of bear lint, but she was not throwing out my T-shirts. I needed to tell her that, but mostly I needed to lie down.

      “That was a nice jacket,” Mom was saying, “the black pleated one. I hung it up. You should dress nice like that all the time. People treat you like you present yourself. You act like you don’t care, they won’t either.”

      “I act like I care, Mom. I just don’t care about clothes.” Which was a bald-faced lie, now that I think of it. I’m passionate about those T-shirts. “Don’t throw out my T-shirts.”

      “The clothes are the first thing they see, Lizzie. Especially if you don’t wear make-up. It’s not right, a woman your age, still wearing jeans and T-shirts everywhere, no make-up. You keep acting like that, the neighbors will think you’re not right.” She hesitated. “Men like a neatly dressed woman. Vince took you to the ER?”

      Fuck the neighbors. I didn’t add, And fuck Vince, although I’d been thinking about it.

      My headache got serious about pain. “I really need to lie down now. Don’t throw out my t-shirts.”

      She squinted at me. “Are you sure you’re all right? That’s a big bandage.”

      “Don’t throw out my t-shirts,” I said, and escaped to the laundry room to find my t-shirt and jeans.

      They were all right, thank god, but then in the middle of the rest of the dryer load, I found a man’s boxer shorts.

      I thought about going out to my mother and saying, “How did a pair of boxers end up in your laundry?” but apparently my mother was having guests over who took off their underwear, and you know, I just didn’t want to know.

      I took my T-shirts and jeans back to the bedroom. I’d cleared the bears from the bed, but there were at least three dozen still in the room, their beady little eyes watching my every move. I sat down on the bed, expecting it to give the way it had when I was in high school, but it was hard as the rock that somebody had hit me with. I got up and looked under the bed and it was jammed with a row of boxes, wooden ones with rope pulls on them. I flipped back the comforter and shifted the mattress and discovered that the box springs had been replaced by more wooden boxes. I didn’t open them. I knew what was in there.

      My head throbbed harder, and I thought about calling Vince and seeing if he wanted my body since he probably had a bed that had no bears. Working as late as he had, he probably didn’t have to go in to work until noon. Then I decided my head was too wobbly for sex. I changed into my pajamas and took the pillow and the comforter and went out to the living room which my mother had vacated, thank god, and made up a bed on the couch, but even out there, the bears were everywhere.

      I stretched out on the couch and pulled the comforter over me and looked at all the bears.

      My head throbbed, so I closed my eyes again and fell asleep and dreamed that my mother had cut up all my T-shirts to make a quilt for me, and I felt so much rage that I woke up. I had to get up and go look in my suitcases to make sure they were all there. Thirty-seven of them. Since I was up, I brushed my teeth and washed my face and didn’t throw up. Progress.

      Mom came out of her bedroom dressed for work as I stretched back out on the couch. “What are you doing out here? What’s wrong with your bed?”

      “You have bears entombed in there.”

      Mom sat down in the rocker. “I just don’t know what else to do with them.” She was quiet for a moment. “I’m just kind of overwhelmed.”

      And I’d brought her a giant red bear. Here, Mom, I know I don’t call and I don’t write, so here’s a giant bear instead. The color is Guilt Red. “I’m sorry I brought you another one.”

      “Oh, no, it’s fine,” Mom lied. “You should stay here and just rest today. Go to Chicago tomorrow.”

      Yeah, I wasn’t going anywhere till my head cleared, so I nodded at her and then winced. No nodding for a while.

      She smiled at me, and for a moment I remembered her the way she had been when I was little, so pretty and young, dancing with me through the house. She’d been a lot younger than I was now when my dad left us. I was only about one then, so she couldn’t have been much over twenty. I couldn’t imagine raising a child alone at thirty-three, how had she done it at twenty?

      “You have a good sleep, let your head heal,” she said. “Tonight, we’ll get the bears out of your room. They’ll be okay in the garage for a couple of days.” Then she kissed the top of my head, patted my shoulder and went off to work, and I lay on the living room couch and thought about my mother.

      Okay, she was a perpetual guilt machine, and she’d managed to drive herself into a dead end because she wouldn’t leave this stupid town, but where else would she go? She was going to keep showing up at the bank, smiling at people and counting out change, wearing nice jackets and keeping that blonde bob smooth, and then someday she’d retire and it would be just her and the bears.

      I looked around the living room. At least a hundred beady bear eyes stared back.

      I had to help her get rid of the bears. At least thin the herd.

      I closed my eyes and fell asleep again.

      And dreamed of my mother, trapped by bears throwing rocks at her.
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Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate hospitals. The smell, the bright lights, the people hustling to and from, those in the seats waiting in fear for news. I’d spent too many times as a kid in such rooms waiting to hear about my mom, until the last time when she didn’t come home. Hospitals were full of the sick and dying and injured.

      But not Liz Danger.

      “She left,” the doctor told me, none-too-pleased with Liz Danger.

      I shared the sentiment. The line between stubborn and stupid was a thin one, but the doctor then backtracked upon further questioning, admitting that she didn’t have a concussion since he’d done the protocol with her after I left last night. That was good news. But she’d better not be driving to Chicago. She’d been lucky with the head wound since the cut was small and it hadn’t bled much. She must have a hard head.

      To make sure about Danger, I swung by her mother’s house in time to catch MaryBeth coming out, dressed for work. I met her on the walkway.

      “Is Liz here, Mrs. Danger?”

      She nodded, smiling. “She’s asleep. And I’ve told you, Vince, please call me MaryBeth.”

      I was relieved. “Sure, MaryBeth.”

      “Thank you for taking her to the ER. That was so sweet of you.” MaryBeth looked around her yard and shook her head. “Someone hit her with a rock right here. In front of our house. Can you believe that?”

      “I’ll catch whoever did it,” I promised. Rain would be exasperated at me for that—never make promises that your ass can’t back up.

      Marybeth looked relieved, as if it were a done deal. “Thank you. It’s so good of you to care about our Lizzie.”

      “How are you doing, ma’am?”

      “It’s wonderful having my daughter home.” She beamed harder at me.

      “I imagine,” I said, which is all I could think of. As if I could imagine.

      “But really, thank you for taking her to the ER, for taking care of her. It’s so awfully nice of you to check on her.” Marybeth raised her eyebrows as she smiled at me that time, looking arch. “She likes you a lot. You should call her later.”

      Uh oh. “It was my duty.”

      “You should come back when she’s awake. I know she’ll want to thank you.”

      I shifted gears to get out of that Danger zone. “You’ve been working at the bank for a long time, haven’t you?”

      “Twenty-eight years.”

      “I’ve been looking into Navy Blue’s accident and wondered if he was having any sort of money problems?”

      MaryBeth was shaking her head before I’d finished question. “I can’t talk about those kind of things. Well. Not really.” She frowned, the part of her that was Burney really wanting to gossip.

      “I found something in Navy’s car,” I said, as a prompt. “A bank statement of some sort from one of those big Cincinnati banks.” I said the latter as if they bankrolled Sodom and Gomorrah, which, upon reflection, they probably did, but also to gain her sympathy.

      Marybeth shook her head. “It’s a shame. The Blues always used our bank. Local you know. But Navy moved the family trusts out about six months ago. That was a lot of money. Cleve, their father, had it with us as long as I can remember.”

      “Navy withdrew it?”

      “Transferred. To that big Cincinnati bank, the one you’re probably talking about. I guess he felt he needed whatever they offer, but really, we can do anything here that those big banks can do. And we’re friendlier.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      She looked at her watch. “Oh my gosh. I’ve got to go open up.”

      I stepped aside. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, no,” she said. “It’s good you’re here. Now you come back later to check on Liz. Please. She really likes you.”

      She smiled at me again with intent and then scurried to her car and sped away, which for MaryBeth meant driving right at the speed limit, which probably caused her some degree of distress. If everyone were like her, I’d be out of a job.

      Chief Pens pulled up to the curb.

      “Stalking?” the chief asked.

      I felt like asking the same. “Checking on how she’s doing.”

      “You’re getting a little obsessed with Liz Danger, aren’t you?”

      “Just following up.”

      “Off duty?” He shook his head. “By the way, you’ve got traffic control for the reception.”

      “The reception?”

      “Don’t be a smartass. Wedding reception at the country club on Sunday. Make sure no one drives away drunk. No tickets or arrests. Just get Annie to shuttle them.”

      “What if I was invited to the wedding?”

      “Were you?”

      “No.”

      “Get out of here. And stay away from Liz Danger. You’re doing real good here in town, Vince, you don’t want trouble like her.”

      I looked back at the house where Liz was sleeping and thought about saying, “I could use a little trouble like her.”

      “Yep,” I said instead and got back in the Gladiator and drove home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up feeling much better.

      Normally I would have put on my sneaks and run my five miles—four years of high school track and a passion for junk food makes that imperative—but since I’d been rocked, I skipped that for the day. Also, it was close to lunch so my next stop was definitely the Red Box.

      But first I called Will to see if my car was done—“Found the part, working on it now, should be done by noon”— and then my cell buzzed with an incoming call, a number I didn’t know, and I answered it in case Anemone had changed phones.

      “Liz?” A woman said. “This is Lavender Blue.”

      “Son of a gun,” I said, mostly from surprise.

      “If you’re free for lunch, I’d like to treat you at the country club grill,” she said, her voice as smooth and well-modulated as elevator music.

      “God no. I’m eating at the Red Box.”

      There was a pause, and then she said, “Fine. The Red Box in half an hour?”

      “I’ll be there,” I told her, since I’d be there whether she was or not. I put on a clean T-shirt—a black one that said, It’s fine, I’m fine, Everything is fine to offset the bandage on my forehead —and went to meet my ex-boyfriend’s girlfriend for lunch.

      

      #

      

      I slid into the booth across from Lavender, who looked astonishing even under the florescent lights. “Hi.”

      She looked at my t-shirt and then forced a bright smile. “Thank you for joining me.” She glanced at my bandage. “Are you okay?”

      “Just fine.” I pointed to my t-shirt. “Everything is fine.”

      She nodded, making eye contact, looking deep into mine, radiating honesty and openness, and I sighed. I’d been pretty sure when she’d asked me that she wanted something, but now it was a sure thing.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow,” I said.

      “Of course,” she said, nodding. “I just want to get to know you better. You’re so important to Cash. And his family.” Her smile dimmed a little on the last part but she hiked it back up again.

      “Listen,” I said to head her off. “Your family has a problem. Somebody has to get Margot into rehab before she kills that little girl and god knows who else drunk driving. Faye’s too juiced to do it, and Skye has the focus of a gnat, so it’ll have to be you.”

      “In my spare time?” Lavender picked up her water glass. “What makes you think Margot would listen to me?”

      “Because you’re the head of the family.”

      Lavender snorted, and on her, it was elegant. “Not of her family. She’s better than a Blue, she’s a Wilcox.”

      “You can . . .” I pulled back. “She’s a what?”

      “She’s the daughter of Senator Amy Wilcox, Cash’s mentor.” Lavender stopped to sip her ice water. “The senator prefers to think her daughter is just fine and not a drunk.”

      I was taken aback by the word. Yes, Margot was definitely a drunk, but to say that about a vulnerable member of your family . . . . I had never in my life called my mother a drunk, even when she was one. “I don’t care what the senator prefers, Margot is a tragedy in motion. You need to do something about that.”

      “No. I’m leaving on my honeymoon Sunday night, so it’s not going to be me.” She smiled again, the megawatt beam she’d hit me with when I’d sat down. “Now here’s what I need: a maid of honor.”

      “What?”

      “I want you to be my maid of honor.”

      I blinked.

      Lavender smiled again, leaning forward a little. “Margot dropped out after Navy died, Skye quit on me this morning in a rage, and Molly’s plotting with that damn Patsy. You’re the only one I trust. You would be perfect.”

      I drew back. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know your reputation. I know nothing ever stops you. I know that everybody thinks you and Cash should be together. But most of all, I know what it will mean to this town if you’re up there by my side, smiling while I say my vows. Optics are everything, Liz, you must know that. I need you.”

      “No.”

      “The wedding’s Sunday. You can’t leave until tomorrow anyway, so it’s just an extra twenty-four hours. You can leave right after the ceremony and still get to Chicago early on Monday.”

      “No.”

      Kitty came to the table, smiled politely at Lavender and beamed at me, and took our order: Lavender had a salad with grilled chicken and I had the usual heart attack in a basket. Kitty nodded and said, “Really good to see you, Liz,” and went back to the kitchen where the cook was giving Lavender the side eye from the grill.

      “You see my problem,” Lavender said. “Kitty doesn’t like me, my mother’s so jealous of me she’d push me in front of a bus if she had the chance, my sister has just walked out on me two days before my wedding, and Patsy’s trying to wreck everything. There is no one else but you.”

      “You must have friends, ask them,” I said. “Now about Margot--”

      “I need you.” Lavender leaned forward, and I was kind of hoping that up close there’d be pores or something, but she still looked as glossy as a living magazine. “Everybody thought when you showed up that it was all over, that Cash would see you again and leave me. But I know that if you’re standing beside me at the altar, supporting me when he says ‘I do’ that would show this town that . . .” she trailed off as I shook my head.

      “No,” I said. “Now about Margot.”

      She pulled back, losing the smile and getting a determined look on her face, icy again. Still beautiful, but cold, cold. “I’ll see that Margot gets into rehab when I get back from my honeymoon if you’ll be my maid of honor. All you have to do is come to the bachelorette party tonight and the rehearsal dinner tomorrow and the ceremony on Sunday--”

      “Look,” I said, a little more sharply than I’d intended. “Margot’s the mother of your niece, you should be doing this for Peri. And I can’t stay any longer, I’m jeopardizing a twenty-thousand-dollar payday as it is. If my client gets tired of waiting for me and sacks me, I don’t see you ponying up that money.”

      Lavender waved her hand. “You can leave right after the wedding on Sunday, you’ll be out by six,” she said and kept up the full court press while Kitty brought our meals and I worked my way through mine. When Lavender picked up the check half an hour later, she didn’t act defeated, but she was.

      “Here’s my card,” she said, smiling again as we stood up. She handed me a cream embossed card that had her name and the name of a local college on it. “My personal cellphone number is on the back.”

      I turned it over and sure enough, there was her number, beautifully written.

      “If you change your mind, call me,” she said. “I’m sure Margot’s dress will fit you, it’s empire--”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “—so you just have to say yes and we’ll be set.”

      “Have a nice life, Lavender,” I said, and headed for Porter’s Garage.

      

      #

      

      Will was just pulling out of the garage in his wrecker when Annie’s taxi dropped me off.

      “What the hell, Liz?” he said, leaning out the window and staring at my bandage. “Are you okay?”

      “Somebody hit me with a rock, I don’t know who, Vince is on it, everything is fine,” I said, pointing to my t-shirt again.

      He nodded. “You need help, you call us.” I nodded, carefully because of my head, and he went on. “Your car’s ready to go. Patsy has the keys and the bill. Parts not labor since she tried to railroad you into that dumb plan. Don’t let her talk you into anything. And really, you call us if you need anything.”

      I thanked him profusely, pried the keys out of Patsy’s hands, ignored her look of betrayal, paid the ridiculously small bill, went into the back lot, got into the front seat, checked my messages—yes, there was another one from that idiot Thacker telling me he’d ruin my name in the industry and I’d never work again if I didn’t pay him for his research that I wasn’t using—and several from Anemone. I called her, exhausted from my insane morning. “It’s one o’clock,” I said when she answered, “the car’s fixed, but somebody hit me with a rock, so I can’t drive today. I will leave town tomorrow and be with you by tomorrow night. Also, I have to stay tonight to get rid of some of my mother’s bears.”

      “Somebody hit you with a rock?” Anemone said, her drawl disappearing.

      “Yes, but I’ll be fine by tomorrow.”

      “Who hit you—-wait, bears?”

      “Teddy bears. Almost four hundred of them.”

      “Good god. Is your mother all right? Are you all right?”

      “Yes, to both. Mom just let the whole thing get out of hand. You know how that goes.”

      The door to the car opened and my aunt ML got into the front passenger seat next to me.

      “Jesus!” I said, startled.

      “What?” Anemone said at the same time ML said, “That’s disgusting, taking the name of the Lord in vain. You watch your mouth.”

      “Who the hell is that?” Anemone said.

      “My Aunt MaryLou Blue just got into the car,” I told her.

      “MaryLou Blue?” Anemone said. “You’re kidding me.”

      “Put that phone down,” ML said.

      “No,” I told ML. “I’m on the phone with a client and you don’t have an appointment.”

      “MaryLou Blue,” Anemone said. “Who is she?”

      “I told you, ML is my aunt.”

      “She goes by ML?” Anemone said, and then added, “No, wait. That makes sense. Nobody’d want to spend her life as MaryLou Blue. She’d have to move to Whoville. What does she want?”

      “What do you want?” I asked ML.

      “I want to talk to you about Lavender. She’s going to ask you to be her maid of honor.”

      “She already did.”

      “Somebody named Lavender asked you to be her maid of honor?” Anemone said. “Who the hell names a kid Lavender?”

      “You have to tell her no,” ML said over Anemone.

      “Really.” That was interesting. “Why do I have to tell her no?”

      “She doesn’t know about you. You’ll just ruin the wedding and make me look bad and disgrace the family.”

      “But she doesn’t have a maid of honor,” I pointed out.

      “Then she’ll have to ask Molly.”

      “Ah,” I said, it all coming clear.

      “Who’s Molly?” Anemone said.

      “My cousin and best friend,” I said into the phone. “ML’s daughter. Nothing like her mother.”

      “Who are you talking to?” ML said. “That’s just rude.”

      “No, rude is plopping yourself down in the middle of my business meeting.”

      “I know what you’re up to,” ML said. “You and that Patsy.”

      “Patsy?” Anemone said. “There’s a Patsy?”

      “Sister of the groom,” I told Anemone. “The crazy one from yesterday. You’ve missed a lot of stuff.”

      “Well, it’s not going to work,” ML said. “Lavender’s going to marry Cash, so you can just forget being her maid of honor and sabotaging the wedding.”

      “Why do you care?” I said to ML.

      “My daughter should be maid of honor,” ML said primly. “She’s a Blue. I’m a Blue. We’re part of the family.”

      I shook my head. “Still trying to climb that hill. They’re never going to let you in, ML. Stop sucking up to them.”

      She went pale, dead white pale, and I thought, Uh oh, went too far, and then Anemone said, “Up what hill?”

      “Here’s how this works,” I said into the phone. “The Cleveland Blues are the top of Burney society. Cleve’s been dead for a while and now so is his son Navy, so it’s pretty much Lavender, Skye, and their mother Faye.”

      “Lavender, Skye, and Navy Blue?” Anemone said. “I assume the mother is a crack whore?”

      “Drunk,” I said, and ML glared. “There is also Navy’s widow, Margot, and their daughter Periwinkle. At the bottom of the hill are the second tier Blues, my aunt ML, my uncle Day, and my cousin Molly.”

      “Second tier?” ML snarled.

      “Farther down the street and the social ladder are the Untouchables. The Dangers—that’s my mom and me—and the Porters: Kitty and her kids, Cash, Ken, Willie, and Patsy. Cash Porter is marrying Lavender Blue tomorrow, which means he’s marrying up in the wedding of the century for Burney. Lavender Blue just asked me to be her maid of honor, which is killing my aunt because it would put me above her at the wedding.”

      ML was still in the passenger seat, rigid with fury, but she wasn’t stomping off in disgust. I’ll give ML this, she wasn’t a retreater.

      “Give me the Porter names again,” Anemone said.

      “Kitty, Cash, Kenny, Willie, and Patsy.”

      “Let me guess. Cash’s real first name is Johnny.”

      “Yep. Johnny Junior, named after his dad. He goes by his middle name.”

      “Is everybody there on drugs?”

      “No, Kitty just likes country music. The point is that this is a major social fuck-up with huge possibilities for disaster, and my car is fixed. So I’ll be on my way--”

      The passenger side door to the back seat opened and my mother got in.

      “I almost forgot to give you this,” she said, reaching over the back of the seat to shove an envelope at me that undoubtedly had money in it because that’s what she always did when we parted after Christmas dinner. “How’s your head, honey?”

      “What is that?” my aunt ML snapped, and my mom looked startled, as if she hadn’t realized ML was there.

      “It’s just a little something,” she began, and I said, “No, thank you, Mom,” and ML said, “You tell her she’s not going to be a maid of honor,” and Anemone said, “Who’s that?” and I looked at the ceiling of my car and thought, I need a life somewhere other than here.

      “Maid of honor?” my mother said, confused.

      “You listen to me,” ML said, rage in her voice, and I turned to snap back but she wasn’t looking at me, she was looking over at my mother. “You owe me. So, you tell your worthless daughter that she is not going to be Lavender Blue’s goddamn maid of honor!”

      “Don’t talk to my mother like that,” I began, knowing it was hopeless, but then Anemone said, “Get out of that car.”

      “What?”

      “Get out of there right now.”

      I opened the door and got out and walked a few feet away. “What’s wrong?”

      “That woman’s insane.”

      “No kidding.”

      “No, listen to me. That woman is sick. Narcissistic personality disorder or something. What the hell does she have on your mother?”

      I looked back at the car where ML was haranguing my mom. “She always talks to her like that. My mom’s her younger sister. I used to try to stop it, but that upset my mom more.”

      “She was always like that? That sharp, that crazy?”

      I thought about it, trying to remember. “No. Not like that. She was always awful, but she was sly, not this raging anger. I think it’s this wedding, it’s getting to everybody.”

      “You can’t leave your mother with her.”

      “My mother’s been with her for every second of her life.”

      “Liz, you can’t leave your mother with that.”

      I tried to think of a way to tell Anemone that this was what my mother insisted she wanted, this life, but that was never going to fly because Anemone would never understand it. Anemone would have ripped out ML’s intestines and worn them as a belt. My mom, well, my mom just sighed and said, “That’s ML.”

      But that wasn’t going to cut any ice with Anemone, so I went for a different approach.

      “Anemone, have you read my contract?”

      “No. Why would I read your contract?”

      “I get two thousand dollars for writing your book, one on signing and one on delivery.”

      “That’s ridiculous. That idiot Thacker got five times that--”

      “But if I turn it in by June 30th, I get a bonus. Twenty thousand dollars. I’ve already lost two days here, we’re not anywhere near done, and I’m having nightmares because I’m not sure I can get you wrangled in time to finish it. That twenty thousand is security, Anemone, it means I’m not wondering where my next meal is coming from, it means I’ll have back-up if something awful happens. I need that twenty thousand.”

      “But your mother--”

      “My aunt has been abusing my mother for years and nothing I can say or do will ever stop it because my mother always sticks up for her. I am leaving this town tomorrow and coming to Chicago because there is nothing more I can do here, but I can maybe, possibly, finish this book if I’m there with you.”

      There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.

      “Anemone?”

      “We’ll finish the book. You stay and find out what’s going on.”

      “Anemone, I am working my ass off now and we are no closer than when I started--”

      “That’s my fault. I didn’t want you to finish.”

      “What?”

      “I like you, Liz.”

      “I like you, too,” I said, cautiously.

      “You’re smart. When you talk to me about me, it makes me feel good. You’ve seen things in my life I missed completely. I just wanted us to . . . keep talking.”

      Oh, crap.

      “But I’ll be better now. We’ll finish the book by the 30th.”

      “Anemone, I can’t afford to waste any more time here.”

      “If you stay and help your mom and we don’t finish by June 30th, I’ll pay you the bonus.”

      “Anemone--”

      “But,” Anemone said, her voice suddenly sharp, “if you leave your mother with that harpy in power over her, I’ll make sure we don’t finish by the 30th. You won’t have a prayer of getting that money. You tell that Lavender woman you’ll be her maid of honor. And let that bitch aunt of yours know that if she goes after your mom again, you will cut her.”

      I closed my eyes. I was surrounded by insane women and they all wanted me to do different things. “You may be overreacting.”

      “I don’t give a damn. You have to slap an evil bitch down or they’ll just come at you forever.”

      The thing about Anemone is, she looks like a fluffy little thing, all soft platinum hair and pink pouty lips and bright eyes, but I know that woman’s life. Nobody has ever beaten her.

      “I hate you,” I said into the phone, hung up, and went back to the car.

      “I don’t understand what’s going on,” my mother said to me as ML raged on.

      “Lavender Blue asked me to be her maid of honor,” I said. “I’m going to say yes.”

      “You are not going to be her maid of honor,” M. L. said, practically spitting.

      “So you’ll have stay two more days,” my mom said, ignoring her for once.

      “Yes.”

      My mother turned to look at ML, now breathing heavily in the front seat. “She’s going to stay two more days,” she said, smiling. She looked at me. “We’ll do something about your hair.”

      “She is not,” ML was snapping at her. “She is not going to be that maid of honor!”

      I got out Lavender’s card and punched in her number. She answered on the first ring, and I said, “You’ve got yourself a maid of honor.”

      I think she said, “That’s wonderful!” but ML started spewing venom again, so when Lavender said, “The bachelorette party is at JB's at eight tonight,” I told her I’d be there and hung up.

      “You are worthless,” ML said to my mother.

      “I get my daughter for another two days,” Mom said, looking her straight in the eye. “You can say anything you want, but I get my Lizzie for two more days.”

      “You’re going to be sorry,” ML told her. “I’ve been a saint up till now, but that’s going to change. You’re going to be sorry!”

      Then she got out of the car and slammed the door so hard the car rocked.

      “Well, that was fun,” I said to my mother.

      She smiled at me. “What do you want to have for dinner tonight?”

      She looked so happy, as if ML had never been there, and I felt a catch at the back of my throat. “Tomato soup and grilled cheese.”

      My mother nodded. “Your favorite.” She patted my hand, smiling. “I’ll let you get your work done and see you at five-thirty.”

      She got out of the car, beaming as she walked back to her car, and I sat there, feeling like I’d been sandbagged. First ML, then Anemone, then my mother.

      And now I was going to be Lavender Blue’s maid of honor.

      “Fuck me,” I said, and dialed Anemone to let her know I’d followed orders.
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Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Instead of sitting in the patrol car harassing people driving by Burney, I went to the range. Burney PD had a deal with a local sportsman’s club where police could use it at any time. I was relieved there was no one else in the gravel parking lot when I pulled in. I shrugged off the police issue vest and put on my heavier military one. I’d worn it the first day on the job and George had looked at me as if I were nuts and told me to be in proper uniform and wear what was issued.

      I dropped the tailgate on the Gladiator and pulled out a bunch of tall stakes and a sledgehammer. Then walked down range, pounding stakes in at various distances. Then I got silhouette targets and stapled them to the stakes. This wasn’t high speed like the killing house or immediate action drill range we’d trained on in the Rangers, but it would work for today.

      I laid out my weapons. My ammunition. And went to work.

      An hour later, George’s big truck rolled up next to my Gladiator.

      I cleared the rifle and pistol I was currently using, put them on the table behind the firing line and walked over. My uniform was dirty as I’d spent a good portion of the time firing from the prone position. I’d learned early on my first deployment that people only stood to fire back at someone in movies. In real life, you ate dirt.

      I was hot and sweaty and my ears rang despite the ear protection. He powered down his window and stared at me. Then past me at the targets hanging in tatters.

      He started to say something, his mouth moving, but I shook my head, then removed the ear protection. “Hey, Chief.”

      “We got several calls that some sort of war had broken out over here,” George said. “Some thought the bikers were back and having a shootout.”

      “Just me.”

      “Just you,” George said. “What is going on with you, Vince?”

      “Keeping the edge sharp,” I said.

      “We’re not even close to the Mayor’s quota on ticket revenue this month.”

      “I didn’t become a cop to be a money maker for Mayor O’Toole. Besides, this is part of the job.”

      George closed his eyes and leaned his head back on the rest. “Stay away from JB’s tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “Lavender is having her bachelorette party there. No need for you to check on things.”

      “Right.” Since I had his attention. “I think there’s a good chance Navy Blue killed himself.”

      “No,” George said.

      “No, he didn’t?”

      “No, I don’t want to hear this today. Lavender Blue is getting married tomorrow. Senator Wilcox will be here. Cash Porter is her protégé. I don’t need any shit stirring this weekend. Got it?”

      “Got it.” I’ll wait until next week.

      “Pack it up here. You’ve killed enough paper.”

      He drove off, and I made a mental note to stop by JBs since the Chief had suggested it.
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Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      After everybody got out of my car on Friday, I worked for a while and then went back to my mother’s house to have dinner with her. She was out of tomato soup, so it was Salisbury steak and green beans with mushroom soup instead. “You always liked this, too,” she told me as I looked at the mushroom soup gravy that the chopped steak was swimming in. Definitely a three-can meal.

      That thought made me ashamed, snotty kid making fun of the dinner her mom made her, so I said, “I still do, Mama,” and she brightened right up.

      Plus, I was feeling better, headache pretty much gone, so we worked our way through the mushrooms, and she didn’t mention my hair or my clothes or the fact that I never came home. We had ice cream bars for dessert that she’d stopped at the Dairy Queen on the way home to buy specially for me—“You always loved ice cream bars”—so I took a deep breath and relaxed a little.

      When we’d done the dishes, I said, “Lavender asked me to her bachelorette party tonight,” and braced myself for the guilt for leaving her, but all Mom said was, “Well, of course, she did, you’re her maid of honor,” and just beamed at me.

      I was so taken aback by all the approval, I said, “Are you sure you’re okay here on your own?”

      “I’m just fine,” Mom said, and she sounded sure, so sure I began to wonder if she had something that she wanted to be alone for, something that might lead to more boxers in the laundry. If so, none of my business.

      “How about this,” I said. “Tomorrow noon, you and me, at the Red Box for lunch.”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful,” she said and I felt like a horrible daughter because it took so little to make her happy.

      Then I went and changed into my Invader Zim “I Love You Cupcake” camisole and a pink cardigan with white dots. “That looks cute together,” Mom said when I came out, so I grabbed my Wonderfalls hoodie and left before she could regain her senses and tell me I looked trampy with my hair long.

      I hit the street just as Molly pulled up.

      “Lavender called me,” she said, “and told me you were part of this circus now, and I really didn’t want to see you and ML go another round if you came down to get a ride, especially since you’re walking wounded. She is totally rabid about you right now.”

      “Good decision,” I said, and got in her car.

      

      #

      

      When we walked in the back door of JB's, the bachelorette party looked like it was dead from the get go. Lavender was there with two women I didn’t know, and Skye, who was playing eye tag with a guy at the bar instead of admiring the sister whose wedding she’d just dumped, and Patsy, who was looking like annoyed death, and bizarrely, a little blonde dachshund in a dog dress that said “Boss Bitch” on the back. She did not look pleased to be there.

      I looked at Lavender. “Boss Bitch?”

      Lavender nodded. “Skye bought it for her. She has to wear shirts because her legs are short, her stomach drags on the floor when she walks.” Lavender looked down at the dog. “Her name’s Veronica. Mother bought her for me as a wedding present.”

      I looked down at the dog and then back at Lavender. “Why?”

      “Because she also bought her a lavender and white dress trimmed in roses so Peri could walk her down the aisle as two flower girls.”

      Her voice was flat, no emotion, so I said, “Your mother is nuts.”

      “Yes,” Lavender said.

      Before I could say anything else, the back door to the bar opened and Margot came in with Peri. “We’re only going to stay a minute,” she said, gaily, “just to say hi to the bride.”

      Lavender frowned, and Peri bent to coo over Veronica, and Jill came down the bar and said, “Peri can’t be in here, Margot, you know that.”

      Margot looked around and saw me. “Liz! Peri loves you. Can you take her outside and sit with her a minute while I say hi to everybody?”

      I looked down at Peri who was petting Veronica now and who did not look as if she loved me. She did look as though she was scared and trying to hide it, and I’d been there, so I said, “Sure,” and took her and the dog out the back door to sit on the concrete steps to the parking lot.

      “So how have you been?” I said, when we were sitting with Veronica between us. Peri was patting her, but Veronica still crouched with her eyes peeled back, braced for whatever indignity was going to be foisted on her next.

      “Why do you have a bandage?” Peri said.

      “Somebody hit me with a rock.”

      “That wasn’t nice.” Peri didn’t seem upset about it, just judgmental.

      “I didn’t like it. So, what’s new?”

      “Tell me about the bear again,” Peri said.

      “It’s a six-foot red teddy bear. Three foot sitting down.”

      “Cool.” She perked up a little at that. “What’s its name?”

      “It doesn’t have one.”

      She looked thoughtful. “When you first told me about it, I didn’t think it was a real bear, but I didn’t know for sure, so I thought I should keep an open mind.”

      “An open mind is an excellent thing.”

      She was quiet for another minute, Veronica sighing beside her, and then she said, “Where is this bear?”

      “At my mom’s house. She collects bears. She has almost four hundred of them.”

      My phone rang playing “Birdhouse in Your Soul,” and she said, “That’s a weird song.”

      “Yes,” I said and answered it.

      “Where are you?” Molly said over the noise in the bar.

      “Out back on the steps with Peri while Margot says hi to everybody.”

      “Well, get in here. It’s bad and getting worse. I don’t think I can save this thing.”

      “Send Margot out and I’ll be in.” I turned off the phone.

      “What song is that?” Peri said.

      Something in the way she asked tipped me that she didn’t care about the song, she just wanted distracted.

      “‘Birdhouse in Your Soul.’”

      “Sing it,” Peri said.

      I faked my way through “Birdhouse in Your Soul,” keeping an eye on the back door for Margot.

      “I don’t get it,” she said.

      Come on, Margot, your kid’s worried. “It’s about a nightlight with a blue canary on it. The canary sings about watching over you.”

      “The nightlight sings?”

      “Don’t be close-minded.”

      Peri nodded. “Who’s Jason?”

      By the time I explained about lighthouses and Jason and the Argonauts and how if the nightlight had tried to be a lighthouse, Jason would have crashed on the rocks with everybody screaming, and what it meant to keep a nightlight burning in the birdhouse in your soul—trust me, this is not a song I’d thought that much about previously—a good ten minutes was gone.

      Peri shot a look at the door. “My mom’ll be out any minute.”

      Jesus. “Okay.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Peri said.

      “I’ll drive you home if she’s had too much to drink,” I told her.

      “She’ll be fine,” Peri said again, and I remembered the helpless hopelessness of insisting my mom would be fine.

      “We should learn that song,” I said, and got out my iPhone. “I didn’t sing it very well.”

      I found it on the music list and played it. Peri listened intently, and the second time we sang along. She stumbled some in a very sweet voice, very true, and then she got better with the lyrics and really started singing, and was almost perfect by the fourth time, which is when Margot came tripping out the back door of the bar.

      “Hi, honey!” she said to Peri, and we both caught the blur in her voice.

      I stood up.

      “Thanks so much for watching her,” Margot said and came down the steps, stumbling on the last one.

      “I’m driving you home,” I told her as she caught herself.

      “Oh, that’s not necessary,” she said.

      The door opened behind me, but I stayed focused on the problem in front of me. “I’m driving you home. No argument.”

      “No, really, I’m--”

      “You’re drunk,” I snapped. “And your kid knows it, and you’re scaring her.”

      Margot blinked at me and then looked down at Peri.

      “Liz and I can sing ‘Birdhouse in Your Soul,’” Peri said to her mother, ignoring everything she didn’t want to hear.

      “We’ll sing it on the way home,” I said.

      “Good,” Peri said and went to get in the back seat of her mother’s BMW, taking Veronica with her.

      At that point I didn’t know if Peri was comforting Veronica or if Veronica was comforting Peri. I didn’t care, if that kid needed a furry blonde dog with issues to make her feel better, she was going to have one.

      “Don’t you ever drive drunk with that kid again,” I said to Margot when I was sure Peri couldn’t hear, and my voice surprised me again, trembling when I said it. “Now give me those keys.”

      “You think you’re so damn smart,” Margot snarled, all the smiles gone. “You think because you’re Liz Danger that you can just come in here and take anything you want.”

      “What?” I said, stunned.

      “The Almighty Liz Danger, gonna rescue Cash from Lavender--”

      “I do not want Cash.”

      “—and rescue poor Peri from her mother who had a little drink.”

      “You didn’t have a little drink, you fell into the bottle,” I said. “If that’s what you want, fine, go for it, but don’t put your kid in danger. She’s in hell right now, trying to cover up for you--”

      “She is not!” Margo snapped. “She loves me!”

      “That’s why she’s covering up for you. She’s seven years old and trying to protect you. That sucks, Margot. Now give me your damn keys!”

      “Then how are you going to get home?” Margot said, triumphant. “You have to let me drive.”

      “I’ll follow you,” somebody said from behind me, and I turned and it was Vince. “You drive her home, Magnolia,” he said. “I’ll bring you back.”

      “Do not call me Magnolia,” I wanted to say, but he looked really good standing there. Solid. Competent. Sure. Sober.

      Hot.

      So instead, I just said, “Good.”

      Margot looked at him and then at me and then back at him and swallowed, and then she opened her purse and shoved her keys at me and walked to her car and got in the passenger seat.

      “You sounded a little angry there,” Vince said.

      “Who, me?” I said and went to drive the kid home.
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Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched Liz singing with Peri in the car ahead of me and was glad I couldn’t hear it. She did seem to be able to connect with almost anything: a giant red bear, a little girl, a rock.

      I waited until she made sure drunk mother and brave daughter were safely in the house and I’m sure hid the BMW keys somewhere Margot would have to call her to find.

      She got in and buckled up, that weird little blonde dog of Lavender’s in her lap.

      “How’s your head?” I said, noting there was just a small bandage marking the scene of the crime.

      “Couldn’t be better. Back to the bar, please.”

      “You sure?” I put the Jeep in gear. “I’ve seen funerals more fun than that party.”

      Liz stroked the dog’s head and patted its back. “Molly’s stuck there and I’m the freaking maid of honor so I’m supposed to be a support to the bride. Back to the bar.”

      “So you rescue everybody?”

      “You should talk. You came after me last night, and you came out of the bar tonight to stop Margot from driving.”

      “That’s different. I’m the law.”

      “Well, I’m a helpful citizen.”

      I drove down the hill and out onto the highway. “That stuff you said to Margot sounded like experience talking.” I picked up a dark vibe from her and not the good, passionate, I-want-your-shirt kind. I waited a bit, but she didn’t bite into the silence, so I asked, “Your mom get in an accident with you when you were a kid?”

      “You’re chatty all of a sudden.”

      I turned into town. “You remember anything else about last night?”

      “Just you rescuing me.”

      “That really bothers you.”

      She looked up, surprised. “No. I’m grateful.”

      “But you can’t remember anything else?”

      “No. I walked home with Molly and I was in my front yard. That’s all I remember.”

      “Did you annoy anybody yesterday?”

      “Everybody I met.”

      I nodded. “You do create a stir.”

      “I don’t. I stand still. The people around me stir.”

      “Yeah, but they stir because you’re there. You’re the center of the vortex.”

      “Isn’t there supposed to be a calm at the center of the storm?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You?”

      She gave an exasperated sigh. “How is the storm my fault?”

      “It’s not. Are you all right?”

      “No, I may have a concussion.”

      “No, you don’t. I talked to the doc. But nice try.” I parked behind JB’s and she started to get out, the dog in her arms.

      “Hold on,” I said.

      She turned toward me, waiting.

      “I’ll find out who hit you,” I assured her, since the promise ship had already sailed with MaryBeth.

      “It’s okay. I know how hard it is to get somebody for this kind of thing--”

      “I will find out,” I said, and surprised myself by how sure I sounded.

      “I believe you. Thank you.” She started to get out again and then turned back. “And thank you for the ride, too. You’re always there whenever I need you. It’s nice in a creepy kind of way.”

      “I’ll work on the creepy part,” I said and watched her as she went inside.

      Not in a creepy way.
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Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly had been right, the bachelorette party was pretty awful, but then everybody gave up trying to pretend it was a party and just drank and talked. Lavender turned out to be very smart, which made me like her, and impervious to all the cold shoulders and whispers that Patsy and Skye were throwing her way, which made me like her more. It bothered me a little that she hadn’t even noticed her dog was gone, but then she said, “Are you okay? Your head still hurt?” So there was that.

      “I’m feeling much better,” I said, and she said, “Not dead yet?” and we both laughed because Monty Python does that for you. Also, we’d had a lot to drink.

      After that I held Veronica on my lap and patted her—I don’t think she liked the bar—and we talked about work—as a college fundraiser she had to know as much about people as I did ghostwriting, so that was interesting—and she was as curious about my job as I was about hers which made me think she was probably really good at what she did, making people feel comfortable enough to give her money. She was going to be a fabulous political wife.

      At one point she hesitated and then said, “Cash told me you’re worried about your mother. Don’t be. She’s fine. I used to work with her all the time when the family money was at her bank, and I still see her every time I’m in town. She always looks great, beautifully groomed, and she’s always smiling. ML just likes to put people down. Don’t listen to her.”

      That’s when I actually started to like her. She didn’t need to tell me that, it was just a good thing to do. Who knew Lavender Blue and I would get along so well?

      Of course, as I said, I’d had a lot to drink. That made two nights in a row, which is not normal for me, but I was in Burney with the beautiful fiancé of the only man I’d ever loved, so it was appropriate.

      Although I was starting to not care. I’d had a thought when Vince was bringing me back to the bar: Cash wouldn’t have done this for me.

      Then somebody put Terri Clark on the jukebox, ‘Easy on the Eyes’, and Lavender met my eyes and said, “Cash’s song,” and I had to laugh. That was Cash: easy on the eyes, hard on the heart.

      Yeah, she could have him.

      Lavender got up to talk to somebody who was leaving, and Skye slid into the seat beside me.

      “So, you’re really not trying to get Cash back?” she said.

      “Oh, for the love of god,” I said.

      “It wouldn’t have worked anyway.” Skye drained the last of her beer. “She’s got her hooks into Cash good. Nobody’s going to get him away from her.” She met my eyes, a little wobbly, drunk on her ass. “I tried, you know. Just wanted to see if I could.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” I said, annoyed. “This is not something to brag about.”

      “I’m not bragging, I was stupid.” Skye looked sulky. “I’m just warning you, you can get him into bed, that’s easy, but once he gets out of bed, he’s hers again.”

      “I’m not trying to get him into bed,” I said, praying that Skye was talking in general, that she hadn’t slept with her sister’s fiancé because that was just—

      “He talks about you a lot,” Skye said. “He still thinks you’re the best.”

      “He doesn’t know me,” I said and thought, and he never did. Just like everybody else in this town, he saw what he wanted to see, and I tried to become that for him. I didn’t know who I was until I left this damn town. “He doesn’t have a clue about me.”

      “Well, he’d like to get one, but he’s still gonna marry Lavender.” Skye shoved her empty bottle away from her, and it fell over onto the table. “Lavender always gets what she wants. Even if it isn’t hers to want.”

      She lost me on that last bit, but then the guy at the bar who’d been flirting with her earlier stood up to go, and she smiled at him, and stood up, too, and I didn’t say anything to stop her.

      Across from us, Patsy put on her coat and headed out without saying good-bye, glaring at me as she went, probably because I’d been smiling at the enemy, and Skye was moving close to the guy giving her the eye before the door closed behind Patsy, and pretty soon she was gone, too. Then Lavender got up to go with her friends, remembering to take Veronica this time, and it was just Molly and me, so we moved to our booth up front, and sat there for a minute. I don’t know what she was doing.

      “Are you all right?” Molly squinted at me. “I worry about you.”

      “I need to stop drinking,” I told her. “It’s been really, really good to be back here with you, but you party a lot.”

      “That’s just because of the wedding. And because you’re here.” She smiled cautiously at me. “We should meet back here more often. Pick some holidays or something and meet here a couple of times every year.”

      Burney, a couple of times a year.

      “I can’t,” I said, and she nodded.

      “I’ll get us some coffee, you hit the jukebox,” she said and slid out of the booth, and I let my head fall back and closed my eyes and thought about Lavender. It didn’t look like much fun being Lavender Blue, resented by everybody around her, and it didn’t seem to me that heading into a future of being a political wife to Cash Porter would be a huge improvement, especially if he was sleeping with her sister. Jesus. I told myself I’d had a lucky escape and got up and went to the jukebox. Rosanne Cash seemed right, and the only Rosanne I could find there was “Down on Love,” but that suited me fine. Then I went back our booth and closed my eyes again, and listened to Rosanne, who evidently fell for the same kind of guy I did. Guys like Cash.

      And maybe Vince. But maybe Vince wasn’t like Cash, maybe . . .

      Stop that, I thought. Too much beer and too much rock to the head and too many relatives saying, “Hey, Vince is available,” and that rescuing thing he’d done that I was not accustomed to. Vince was not available and neither was I. “Down on Love” was the theme song for both of us.

      Then somebody slid into the booth across from me and I thought, Vince, and opened my eyes, and Cash was there, grinning at me, that dark hair flopping over his forehead and those dark eyes looking right into mine. “Hey, Lizzie,” he said softly. “It’s real good to have you back.”

      There was heat in his eyes, and I thought, just hell: Skye was right. I might have been tempted if he’d been free, but I thought about Lavender, the whole town plotting against her, her family plotting against her, and now Cash, drunk enough to flirt two days before his wedding, and I was revolted.

      “We could go out and look at the moon,” he was saying now, his voice low as he smiled. “Just like old times.”

      I slid out of the booth. “No, I have to go.” I felt Molly come up behind me. “I’m ready,” I said to her and turned, and it wasn’t Molly, it was Vince, standing close, and I was fine with that.

      “You need a ride home, Vortex?” Vince said to me, ignoring Cash.

      I smiled at him. I couldn’t help it. Vince coming to the rescue again. I didn’t need rescued but it was still . . . good.

      “I’ll take her,” Cash said.

      “No, you won’t,” Vince said. “Call Annie, get a ride home, and sleep it off.”

      Cash looked up at that, impatient, as if a fly were bothering him, and then met Vince’s eyes. There was some kind of recognition there, and he said, “Okay. Sure.”

      It was weird to see Cash back down so easily.

      It was not weird to have Vince standing so close.

      Molly came to stand beside Vince. “I’m ready. Thank you for the lift.”

      “Collect your wing-woman and we’ll go,” Vince said to her and went over and talked to Jill. They both looked around the bar, and Jill nodded.

      “What are they talking about?” I said to Molly, squinting at them.

      “I told you, Vince makes sure everything’s okay here before he goes home,” Molly said. “We don’t have nearly as many drunken accidents these days.”

      “Yep, he’s our hero,” Cash said, and there wasn’t a sneer in his voice, but it was dismissive. Like Vince was just the help.

      “Congratulations on marrying Lavender,” I told him. “You’re gonna have beautiful children.”

      He looked startled, but then Vince was there, pointing Molly toward the back door, and I followed them out to the parking lot, not looking back at Cash.

      Thank god I’d gotten out of Burney. I’d probably have ended up married to that guy.

      

      #

      

      Somewhere on the ride home in the back seat of Vince’s jeep, it occurred to me that I might be a fifth wheel. Third wheel. Well, you know what I mean. I thought about saying something like, “I can walk,” but all he had to do was dump me off first and he’d have Molly all to himself, so I kept my mouth shut. The last time I’d walked home, I’d ended up in the emergency room.

      He dropped Molly off first. She got out of the front seat, told him, “Thank you very much,” without a hint of disappointment, said to me, “I want to talk to you tomorrow,” and went off inside.

      And there we were.

      “You want to come up here, or are you going to stay in the back?” Vince said.

      Now, as you may remember, my mother’s house was three doors down. We’d gone past it to get Aunt ML’s house. Which meant Molly had been the third wheel. Which meant I was . . .

      I got in the front seat.

      “Where to?” he said, and I looked at him in the light from the dashboard, and he was clean, big, breathing, and sitting beside me in the dark and, I must be truthful, hot. Not Cash gorgeous hot, but after that “old times” crack, Cash wasn’t that hot anymore, and the kiss with Vince the night before had been really good, and I’d liked his hand on my side, and then there was all that rescuing which was dangerous but also kind of a turn-on. Also, I was tired of everybody including Cash assuming I still was hooked on Cash.

      He was Vince and that was good enough for me

      “What are my choices?” I said.

      “Your place or mine,” he said.

      “Well, my mother’s at my place.”

      “So mine.”

      He seemed awfully sure of me. Which, to be fair, was acute of him, but still . . .

      “Convince me,” I said, and he leaned forward and kissed me, a good solid kiss, no rushing, he stayed in it awhile, his hand cupping my face, careful of that damn bandage, and I stayed, too, and all that good chemistry came flooding back, plus he smelled good, like soap, and he tasted like pretzels, not beer. Sober. “This could be good,” I said when he pulled back and I was trying to catch my breath.

      He put the pickup in reverse and backed out of my aunt ML’s driveway.

      Upstairs a curtain twitched. Not Molly’s bedroom. Aunt ML. Not interested in getting the dirt about the party from Molly, interested in me. She’d watch to see if the Jeep turned in at Mom’s drive, and if it didn’t, she’d spread the word all over town tomorrow that I’d gone off with Vince, which would show her superiority as a mother because her daughter had gone inside like a good girl while her sister’s daughter had gone off with a guy like the slut she was.

      “Something wrong?” he said.

      “Something completely usual for Burney.”

      “Your aunt watching us?”

      I looked over at him. “You saw that?”

      He’d backed into the street, and put it in gear, but now he stopped, letting the Jeep idle. “You want to go home? It’s not a problem.”

      “Hell, no,” I said, and he hit the gas and headed for the highway.
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Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s always a little tense the first time. After that, if there is an after-that which there almost never is because I’m usually on the road, a lot of the tension goes because I know what I’m getting into, but before that, the first time, there’s awkwardness and uncertainty and a pretty good assumption that things are not going to be as good as I’d like them to be, which is why I don’t say yes to guys that often. So I was tense because it was the first time, plus I was not reassured by the direction Vince took. He lived south of Burney where it’s dark woods with a few campgrounds with trailers, and then he turned down onto the floodplain, which meant either the rent was cheap or the land had been since the Ohio River floods at random moments. He drove slowly down a dirt lane, his headlights flashing on the close-packed trees reminding me of every killer-in-the-woods movie I’d ever seen. I shivered and he pulled up beside what looked in the dark like a house trailer. I thought, Fabulous, and resigned myself to some kind of cracked Formica and rusting-aluminum decor. I’m not a snob about living spaces—hell, I pretty much live in my car—but I like a good bed and clean sheets and a structure that won’t end up in Oz if there’s a strong wind from the southwest.

      I got out of the car and followed him around to the other side of the trailer, out of the trees, and first I saw the Ohio River right there and stopped and watched it flow by, big and slow and majestic and steady and beautiful and eternal. The moon was reflecting off it, and it looked like a movie scene.

      Then I turned to look at the trailer and lost my breath.

      It wasn’t a trailer, it was a diner. And not just any diner: it said “Big Chef” on the sign I’d seen a few magic times driving through Kansas, an old fifties pre-fab restaurant made to be transported anywhere on a flatbed truck. I stood there stunned as Vince opened the door.

      “Come on in,” he said, holding the door for me while I stared.

      “It’s a Valentine Big Chef,” I said.

      He pulled back, startled, and I stared at the outside, its sleek, cool retro lines looking even snazzier in the middle of the woods, the Big Chef sign a slab of red through the center of the roof over the door.

      “Wow,” I said.

      Then I walked up the steps and past him into his classic piece of Americana. I stopped as he flipped on the lights behind me because right there was a row of five blue vinyl seats in front of a red counter. I’d been in this kind of Valentine before, and the counter was supposed to be a lot longer, probably another five stools.

      “You cut off the counter,” I said, trying not to sound accusing, although I was.

      “It burned,” he said. “That’s why I got a deal on it. How did you know this was a Valentine?”

      “I have a thing for diners.” I sat down at the counter and swiveled the stool as I looked around. He must have cut the burned section out of the counter and moved the curved end up and joined the ends up again, and then he’d taken out the stools on the end and put up a glass brick wall with narrow glass shelves there, probably to make a bedroom on the other side since I could see what looked like the end of a mattress sticking out from behind it. I swiveled to look the other way, past Vince who was watching me with real interest, the most awake I’d ever seen him. The middle of the diner was halfway blocked off with more glass brick, a hallway going down to the end on right, and he’d lost a lot of the old kitchen equipment except for the old grill, but it was still clearly a Valentine Big Chef. I was entranced.

      “You had this trucked here?” I said, thinking, if I’d known about this, I’d have come home with you last night.

      “Yeah. From Kansas. Kept it on the flatbed in case of flooding. We can pull it out if the flood gets too bad, but so far, no problem.”

      “You have no idea how great this is.” I got up to see what was behind the glass brick on the right.

      More glass wall with a glass door in it. I looked in. Huge shower. Plenty of room for two people. The man had his priorities right.

      “So you like a big shower.” I opened the door right beside it and saw the standard tiny Big Chef bathroom with the john right across from the sink, so close you didn’t have to stand up to wash your hands.

      I closed the door, amazed. He’d turned a Big Chef into an efficiency apartment.

      “How do you know about Valentines?” he said.

      “I told you, diners are my thing.”

      “I thought T-shirts were your thing.”

      “I can have two things.” I took the four steps to the back door and opened it. There was a storage shed butted up on each side of the diner and connected across the back with eight-foot tall white fencing, a padlocked gate in the middle. All the storage the diner couldn’t give him, plus probably the place he’d stashed the HVAC. There was a wooden deck with a bench and weights and barbells. A large canvas bag, looking like it had been repaired many times with tape, hung from what looked like a gallows. The guy even had a home gym.

      I closed the door and went back to the middle of the diner to survey the place again. There was a wood plaque on the wall behind the counter that had RANGER in gold letters inside a black scroll and then smaller letters that read: Rangers Lead The Way

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I was a Ranger once upon a time.”

      “Forest ranger?”

      He closed his eyes. “Army Ranger.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” I looked around again. “This may be the coolest place to live I’ve ever seen. You live in a Big Chef diner.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I have a Diet Coke?”

      “Don’t have it. How about a regular Coke?”

      I nodded, even though I don’t like regular Coke, but I was in a diner so a Coke was mandatory. He went behind the counter and opened an under-counter refrigerator and pulled out a can, still looking a little perplexed because I knew about Valentine Big Chefs. Well, hell, it’s not like they’re a secret.

      He looked really good behind the counter.

      “In a glass with ice, please,” I said, and he reached up to the shelves in the glass brick wall and took down a Coke glass and filled it with ice from an ice maker he had under the counter and then poured the Coke into it, pacing it so that it foamed up but didn’t overflow.

      Then he put it in front of me. “I’m impressed. Nobody else has ever known this was a Valentine.”

      “Well, you’d have to be a diner nerd,” I said, trying to be fair to all the other people, ninety-nine percent of whom had probably been female. “There aren’t a lot of us.” I sipped my Coke and looked around again, still amazed. And delighted. Did I mention how freaking delighted I was? He lived in a Valentine. “So you had to gut the center where the fire was?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Took out the middle, but the grill was fine. The frame of the place was in great shape. They built these to last.”

      “I know. This is the coolest thing I know about you.”

      “So far,” he said, looking at me with even more enthusiasm than before. Shared diner lust.

      I looked around again. “It’ll take a lot to top this.”

      “Finish your Coke.”

      “You don’t want to talk about diners?”

      “No.”

      Above the counter on the back wall was a small flat screen TV angled out from the glass wall on an arm that looked adjustable. He could sit at the counter and eat and watch TV, take long hot showers in that big glass brick shower, and then—

      “This place is amazing,” I said.

      “Let me show you the bedroom.”

      I looked at the plaque. “Lead the way, Ranger.”

      He came out from behind the counter and flipped off the lights, and then he was close to me in the dark, and I lost my appetite for Coke, partly because it wasn’t diet but mostly because he was hot. And he lived in a diner. Really hot. He bent and kissed me, and it was so good, like before only better because we were in a Valentine diner with the lights out. “Come here,” he said and took my hand, and I slid off the stool and followed him the four feet to the end of the diner.

      He’d only managed to carve enough space out of that end for the width of a queen-size bed, so to get in, I was going to have to crawl up over the foot. I happen to think I have a wholly adequate ass, but not even I think it’s my best side, so when he kissed me again, pulling my cardigan off my shoulders and then sliding his hands under my “I love you, cupcake” cami to pull it off over my head, I kicked off my shoes. He went for the buttons on my jeans, and I helped him shove them off, sat down on the foot of the bed, and scooted up to the headboard backwards. He got points because the headboard was a white bookcase crammed full of books that went clear up to the ceiling, and a couple more points because he’d left the big side window without curtains so the moonlight flooded in, and then extra points because he picked up my cami and sweater and put them on the bookshelf behind him at the other end of the tiny bedroom. That T-shirt was irreplaceable, so no leaving it on the floor in the heat of passion.

      “I love all of this,” I told him and when I looked up, he was staring at me from the foot of the bed. “Something wrong?”

      He shook his head. “Last night. In the dark. Are you sure whoever threw the rock at you knew it was you and not Molly? You walked home together—”

      “You’re kidding. You’ve got me in your bed in my underwear, and you want to be a cop now?”

      “I’m a cop all the time, Liz.”

      I took off my bra and tossed it down the bed where it landed at his feet.

      “And now I’m off duty.” He stripped off his shirt and pants—no boxers or briefs, the ex-Ranger was also commando—and that was almost as good as the diner, so I took off my underpants and threw them at him. He caught them and tossed them on the shelf behind him, and then crawled up beside me and tugged on the comforter, and I lifted my butt so he could pull it out from under me. I sat back down on the mattress, sinking in farther than I’d expected. Memory foam, I thought, and said, “Nice mattress.”

      “Thank you.” He reached behind me and got a small wood box off the shelf and took out a condom. “Anything I need to know?”

      “About the rock?”

      “About what you like and don’t like,” he said as he put the box back.

      “Oh, good, an interrogation. Stop being a cop and kiss me.”

      He kissed me and the chemistry hit again, whatever it was in us that made our DNA want to mate, and I wanted to be snarky about it, but it made me dizzy, he made me dizzy, kissing me softly, touching me the same way, his tongue invading my mouth and his hand, rough with callouses, sliding up my side, cupping my breast, and it was all disconcerting but also great.

      Of course, the dizziness could have been the bachelorette party booze, but it was still a great rush.

      When he pulled back, I said, “Whoa,” and my voice sounded breathless, and he said, his voice huskier now, “Yeah, we’re good at that.”

      Great chemistry, with a guy who’d rescued me, in a diner. “I want the greatest one night stand of all time,” I told him.

      “Okay.” He kissed me again and this time he didn’t stop, pulling me under him, big and broad and looming over me, skin to skin, rough against smooth, his body hard in the dark, pressing down on me but careful, almost cautious. I came up for air and said, “I don’t break,” and he bit me on the shoulder, and I arched up against him, and then we were moving together, finding a rhythm almost right away. I listened to his breathing, moving my hands over him, loving the weight and the heat of him pressing me down, paying attention, trying to find the places that made him shudder and hold me tighter, and it wasn’t until he’d worked his way down my body, his mouth hot between my legs, and made me come that I realized he was doing the same thing: while I was learning him, he was learning me. And for the first time, I wondered what it would be like to just go for it with somebody, without trying to figure out what somebody else needed, without trying to be the lover somebody else wanted instead of the woman I am. I mean, eventually you have to let it all go, but to be like that from the beginning . . .

      Not now of course. I hardly knew this guy.

      Then he got serious, kissing his way up my stomach, parting my legs farther with his body. He whispered in my ear, “Say yes,” and I said, “Oh, god, yes,” and he pushed inside me, and I stopped thinking entirely as I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him deeper, drowning in the feel of him, thick and hot, forcing me down, his hands on my hips making me insane as he drove me higher, and it was all so good that I just let go for him, touching him everywhere, and he did good things until I came hard, clutching him as the waves took me and he shuddered to his own finish.

      “You all right?” he said in my ear when we were done, both breathing hard, and I said, “Yes, thank you. That was excellent.”

      He got rid of the condom and settled in beside me, his arm across me, still awake but not speaking, probably waiting for me to say something, but really, once you’ve come, there’s not a lot to talk about, and pretty soon I could hear his breathing slow and I knew he was asleep.

      The thing is, I think I could have done it with him, just forgotten about myself and what I was doing and just let go of everything but what I was feeling, what he felt like, and that was just weird because I didn’t know him at all and yet I trusted him more than anybody I’d ever been with, so I finally just lay there listening to him breathe, thinking, I’ve had good sex in a closed diner with a really good guy, and that wasn’t disconcerting at all.

      I’d never been in a diner after hours. And this was a Valentine Big Chef diner. The fact that it wasn’t a working diner was irrelevant; I was completely safe and satisfied in a closed dark diner, and I could go anywhere I wanted. I pushed the covers off, gently so as not to wake up the cop, slid out from under his arm, and crawled down to the foot of the bed.

      It’s highly erotic walking naked through a diner in the dark. I sat down at the counter and just reveled in it, especially the diner smell of vinyl and hamburger grease, the last burned into the griddle for years. You never scrub a diner grill, you scrape it down, you wipe it off, but you never scrub it because it seasons over the years until you can cook a perfect burger on it every time, the ghosts of all the previous burgers showing it the way. It took time and repetition to make a good grill, lots of patience, burgers every day . . .

      That was really good sex, I thought, and closed my eyes and remembered his hands on me and his mouth on me and the weight and heat of him, and the way he’d moved against me, inside me, carefully but with so much intensity, like he was holding back and could unleash at any moment but always under control.

      I kind of wanted him to lose control.

      I thought about going in and waking him up, but that was probably a bad idea since the guy had to work the next day. I went back to thinking about the grill and all the burgers it had cooked over the years until it was well-seasoned, a king of grills.

      It felt like the diner was like that, too, seasoned over the years, that if I was really quiet and listened hard enough I could hear lovers flirting and grandpas teasing grandkids and guys who’d just come in from fishing talking about their catch or women just back from town talking about their bargains, all that good community and friendship and love, as if decades of people who knew where to go to get a good burger had seeped into the diner and made it . . . warm.

      And Vince was the last, the guy who bought it and saved it and lived in it, and he was seasoning it, too. Or maybe it was shaping him. I’d had a lot to drink and there still wasn’t much blood in my brain, so my thoughts weren’t exactly spot on. I just knew I loved that diner. And now maybe I was seasoning it, we’d seasoned it—

      “You okay?”

      His voice was soft in the dark, sending a shiver up my spine.

      “I am great and so are you,” I told him, and he sat down beside me.

      “Magnolia, you are naked.”

      “Is that bad for the vinyl?”

      “It’s not bad for anything.”

      I laughed and leaned into all that good muscle, and he was naked, too, and he slid his arm around me and pulled me close, skin to skin again, so warm as he kissed me, and it was so right, exactly where I was supposed to be, and I thought, yes, and felt his hand on my breast, his knee moving between mine, and I opened for him, and just as it was looking like I might get to have sex on the counter of a Valentine Big Chef diner, his cell phone rang.

      “Damn.” Vince kissed me and flipped the switch by the door and the lights came on, and I said, “Hey,” crossing my arms over my chest, but he looked fine naked in the light, so I just ogled him happily.

      He picked up the phone in mid-ring. “What and where?”

      I slid past him and went to find my clothes, pretty sure that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

      He ended the call as I pulled on my cupcake cami.

      “Bad news?” I said, pulling up my underpants as I looked for my shoes.

      “Idiots. You stay here.”

      “Nope,” I said. “I want to see you in action.” Also I just want to stay with you.

      He started to say no, and then looked at the clock and got dressed, stopping only to look at me in the light as he shrugged on a jacket. “Tweety?” he said, looking at my crotch which had a yellow cartoon bird on it that said, I tought I taw a puddy tat.

      “Collector’s item,” I said and buttoned up my jeans over Tweety and my puddy.
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Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Liz got dressed faster than I’d gotten her undressed, I’ll give her that. We were on the road in less than three minutes. That was the only positive at the moment because I was going to have someone’s ass. Which was not a good thought because it reminded me of what had been interrupted.

      I gripped the steering wheel tight as I envisioned the roads around here and what I’d been told. I took a turn, a bit too fast and saw Liz grab the strap on the roll bar. But she didn’t complain.

      I slammed on the brakes as I saw the headlights coming toward us. Way too fast which, of course, is why I was here. I pulled off the road as a car flew by, shattering the speed limit. I turned hard and switched on the flashing blue lights on top of the dashboard.

      “You have police lights on your truck?”

      “It’s not a truck,” I said. “It’s a Jeep.”

      “You have police lights on your Jeep?”

      “I’m police. It’s tax deductible.” I was being snippy, but I hate people who not only exceed the speed limit, but do it on road where someone coming the other way could get killed. That was on top of evening interruptus. I’d had plans.

      They knew I was behind them but didn’t pull over. It was too dark to see how many were in the car, a black Dodge Charger. Better than a pickup truck with a loaded gun rack, but not much. I pulled out my cell, thumb printed it, and handed it to Liz. “Call it in. Favorites number one is the office. Tell them where we are.”

      “Your work is your number one favorite?” she asked, but she handled calling it in like a pro as I focused on driving. I pressed down on the gas and the Jeep shot forward.

      “Whoa,” Liz said.

      “Will did some work on the engine,” I told her as I pulled alongside the Charger. “That was also tax deductible.” The driver looked over. A young guy, with someone in the passenger seat and one stuffed in the back. I powered Liz’s window down, pointed to the side of the road and yelled “Pull over, fuckhead.”

      The driver couldn’t hear me, but saying it made me feel better and he could read my lips which were basically all about being pissed. The Charger slowed and then rolled onto the shoulder. I parked on an angle in front, blocking it from going forward. I reached down on the driver’s side and pulled my .45 off the magnet holder screwed into the door panel. I kept it low and tight to my side.

      “Stay here,” I said to Liz as I got out. “You shouldn’t even be here.”

      As I walked around the rear of the Jeep, the asshole put it in reverse and spit gravel as he backed up to get room to go around. Between the not stopping right away and this, he’d crossed my red line. I clicked off the safety and shot his left front tire at an angle, avoiding the steel belt. The sound of the shot was loud. The tire was flat in an instant. So was the driver’s desire to escape as he turned off the engine.

      “You just shot out my tire,” he yelled.

      I was dealing with an obvious genius. Out of the corner of my eye I noted that Liz had gotten out, which irritated me, but most of my ire was with the kid behind the wheel.

      The passenger door opened and I leveled the forty-five and shouted: “Everyone fucking freeze. Do not move!”

      The dark-haired kid getting out on the passenger side froze. “Hey, Officer Cooper. It’s me. Alex Wilcox.”

      I relaxed. Slightly. “Step away from the car, and put your hands on the hood, Alex. Who is in the backseat?”

      “She’s okay,” Alex said as he followed my instructions. “Sun, you can come out. Show your hands. Please.” A slim dark-haired girl crawled out and stood next to Alex, her hands up: Asian, wearing glasses and an attitude that pretty much said she’d had enough of everybody’s shit.

      “What the hell?” she asked, about ten seconds behind the ongoing narrative.

      “Can I move?” Liz asked from behind me.

      “You already did. I told you to stay in the Jeep.”

      “You didn’t tell me you were going to shoot a tire and threaten high school kids with a gun.”

      “I’m not threatening. I’m maintaining positive control. And I’m pretty sure the driver is beyond high school.”

      I heard her snort behind me. Rain would be ripping me a new one for handling this entire thing like the complete fuck-up that it was. Bringing a civilian on a pursuit. Not waiting for backup. Not taking positive control of the situation from the start. Where the hell was my head?

      I looked back at Liz, her hair mussed, looking ravishable, and I knew exactly where my head was.

      “Can I get out?” the driver snapped.

      “Slowly and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      A chunky dark-haired kid, a little older than Alex, twenty or so, got out, his hands about shoulder height. The slouch in his shoulders emphasized the chip there.

      “Is there a firearm in the car?” I asked him.

      The chip stuck his chin out. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, man?”

      “Shut up, Pitts.” Alex had both hands on the hood of the car, his voice cautious. “There’s no gun, Officer Cooper.”

      “This asshole shot my tire out,” Pitts said, trying to sound tough and just sounding whiny.

      “Shut up, Pitts,” Alex said again, and Pitts looked around confused.

      Pitts. I tried to remember if that name had come up and drew a blank. It sounded familiar. Whoever it was, he was with a kid I knew, Alexander Wilcox, son of Senator Amy Wilcox, in town to live with his sister Margot, widow of Navy Blue, until people forgot his most recent fuck-up in Columbus.

      Too many distractions. Focus on the potential problem.

      “Pitts, I’m going to ask one more time, then I’m going to get upset. Do you have a firearm on you or in the car?”

      “No.”

      I nodded toward Alex and the girl. “You two, get in the back seat of my Jeep. Pitts, I want your license.”

      “I don’t know who you are, man,” Pitts said, his eyes wide now. “We’re not getting in nothin’.”

      “I know him, Pitts,” Alex said. “He’s a cop. For real. Get in the jeep.”

      “Yeah, his shirt says that,” Pitts groused, “but I don’t see any badge. And he shot my fucking tire!”

      I stepped back and fired once more, taking out the left rear. The second shot seemed much louder than the first, perhaps because none of the engines were running. There was an echo from the nearby hill and stunned silence. A dog barked somewhere and I felt bad I’d woken it up.

      “Vince?” Liz said.

      “You need better tires,” I said to Pitts. “Have you been drinking?”

      “No.”

      “Alex?” I called out. “That true?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I didn’t smell alcohol on Pitts, and although he exuded asshole, his eyes seemed normal. Just pissed.

      “Everyone, get in the back seat of the Jeep. I’m taking you in to the station and your parents can pick you up. And you, Pitts, I’m charging you with reckless op for almost running the Scotts off the road.”

      “Oh, good job, Pitts,” the girl said.

      Pitts crossed his arms and tried to bluff it out. “Fuck you, I ain’t going anywhere.”

      I walked to the other side of the car and aimed at the right front.

      “Are you crazy?” Pitts said, outraged.

      “That’s the rumor. You don’t start complying, the tire is the least of your problems. I can charge you with vehicular assault and attempted murder.”

      “What?” Pitts was out of his depth.

      I heard the back door to my jeep open and glanced back to see Alex holding the door for the girl. Sun. She climbed in, looking wary.

      “Alex?” Pitts said.

      “Get in the Jeep, Pitts,” Alex said as he got in the back seat. “He’ll go for your foot next.”

      Pitts swore, slammed the door to his car, handed over his license, pushed past Liz, and got into the Jeep from the other side, crowding the girl over into the middle. “How the fuck did he even know I was out here? I wasn’t bothering anybody.”

      “You were bothering the Scotts,” I said as I got in.

      “You were bothering me,” the girl said to Pitts.

      “Was it Betsy Scott?” Liz asked me as she got in. “The one that’s going to have a baby?”

      I nodded and Pitts did one of those heavy exasperated sighs that are always accompanied by an eye roll. He wasn’t going to do well in prison where his type inevitably ended up.

      I held my hand out to Pitts. “Give me your key fob.”

      “I don’t need to give you anything,” Pitts said.

      Alex cleared his throat. “I’m going on record here as formally severing myself from anything James Pitts says or does,” he said, sounding surprisingly intelligent for a kid who’d been riding in a car with Pitts.

      “Oh, me, too,” the girl said.

      “What’s with you guys?” Pitts said, sounding a little rattled.

      “Did you notice the guy shot out your tires?” Alex said.

      “Call your mom,” Pitts said. “Get him fired.”

      “No,” Alex said.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because my mom knows about him,” Alex said, in a voice that said that wasn’t a good thing. “Hell, he arrested Mayor O’Toole his first week on the job. Give him your damn keys.”

      Pitts handed the keys over.

      Liz put on her seat belt and I couldn’t determine what her mood was.

      Then she leaned over and said, very quietly, “Did you have to shoot something?”

      “Shut up or I’ll arrest you next,” I said, which made me think of her and handcuffs, which made me madder that I was here with these idiots.

      “Who are you?” Pitts said to her, probably because he needed to be rude to somebody, and he’d pushed me to a twitch of the finger of losing it a third tire.

      “I’m the woman he was in bed with when he got your nine-one-one,” Liz told him and I leaned back against the headrest and closed my eyes.

      “Oh, fuck,” Alex said, and then immediately said, “I apologize for my language, ma’am.”

      “You never apologized to me,” the girl said to him.

      “Sorry about that, Sun,” Alex said and slumped down in his seat.

      The girl was squished in the middle between the two kids. I don’t think this was the night out she’d been anticipating. It certainly wasn’t the one I’d been enjoying, so screw them. A little uncomfortable is the least of what they should suffer.

      Liz was giving me a look and even though I’d only known her for forty-eight hours, I had a feeling there were going to be questions. There always were.
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Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked over after I’d snapped at Pitts-the-Asshat and saw Vince looking at me with one of those I-suppose-you-had-to looks. “Yes,” I said. “I had to.”

      “You don’t have to lie,” he said. “But you don’t always have to speak, either.”

      “Molly said you liked ‘em quiet,” I told him. “Who’s Alex, and why could his mom get you fired?”

      “She’s a senator,” Pitts said from the back seat.

      “Shut up, Pitts,” Alex said.

      “Senator Amy Wilcox,” Vince said as he took out his phone. “Lives in Columbus. Alex is staying here with his sister for a while until Columbus cools off for him.”

      I looked back at Alex.

      “It was a bum rap,” he said, but he wasn’t surly about it, and I thought if he hadn’t been so cautious about Vince, he probably would have been grinning at me, Cash all over again. I didn’t do it, it wasn’t me, and if it was me, I’m sorry and I sure won’t do it again . . .

      Vince called Willie Porter to come for the car, and now he had a notebook out and was writing something in it; probably not making a note in his diary about what good sex he’d had earlier in the evening. Then again, I didn’t think he’d forget it. I certainly wasn’t going to.

      But now that I was out of the oh-my-god afterglow moment, I tried to get a grip on the sex I’d just had. Okay, yes, the sex had been good, Vince had obviously been practicing, and he paid attention which I’m pretty sure is 90% of good sex, but it wasn’t like I’d ever go back for more. A one-night stand in Burney. One and done.

      I kind of wanted to go back for more.

      Of course Vince was going to spend the next hours doing paperwork to put Pitts behind bars for speeding, reckless op, resisting arrest, smarting off to the cop who’d shot out his tires, and being the human embodiment of coitus interruptus, so more sex wasn’t in the cards for me tonight, but since I was stuck in Burney until Monday, it wasn’t impossible that it might be a two-night stand, if Vince was up for it.

      I stole a look at him. He looked like he wanted to smack somebody which wasn’t my idea of passion, but maybe he wanted to smack somebody because he was up for more.

      On the other hand, there’d been the gun. I was anti-gun so I wasn’t okay with that. I mean, Jesus, I hadn’t even known he’d had a gun. Then again, he had a cop t-shirt so it made sense he’d have a gun somewhere. If I asked, he’d probably tell me it was tax-deductible.

      But the way he’d taken charge of the situation was a turn-on. The man knew how to fix things.

      I’m a sick puppy, I thought. Hot thoughts about a cop and his gun. Both guns.

      I heard another motor and looked around Pitts’ car to see Will Porter backing up his tow truck. He got out and looked at the car and then came to my side of the Jeep.

      “Hey, Liz.” He smiled, cheerful as ever, even at this time of night, as I put the window down. “How you doin’?” He nodded to my bandage.

      “Hey, Will,” I said. “Just fine until this dimwit wrecked my evening.”

      “Two tires blew out?” Will said to Vince.

      “Shot out,” Pitts said, leaning forward between Vince and me. “He shot them out. You find those bullets, you hear?”

      “Shut up, Pitts,” Will said genially and looked back at Vince. “So our boy Pitts comes to town from college and almost runs the Scotts off the road on their way to the hospital?”

      “Fits the description,” Vince said. “I don’t know him. College must be far away. He should have stayed there.”

      “He’s Faye Blue’s nephew, lives in Cincinnati with his mom, parents divorced, dad in prison, goes to Ohio State,” Will said, and I thought, Jesus, come to Burney, stay for the genealogy. “Good thing I just fixed the Scott’s car,” Will went on. “That could have been bad. Betsy’s in labor.”

      “You find those bullets,” Pitts blustered. “You listen to me, Porter, you find those bullets.”

      “Why aren’t you at college, Pitts?” Will asked.

      “He flunked out,” the girl in the backseat—Sun--said, obviously fed up with everybody. “I should have paid more attention to that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Pitts said.

      “That you’re not too bright,” Alex said from where he was slumped down in the seat between Sun and the window.

      “Hey, Alex,” Will said, squinting into the back seat. “How you doin’?”

      “I’ve been better,” Alex said.

      “You weren’t driving, were you?”

      “No, sir,” Alex said. “My license has been re-voked.”

      “He really wasn’t,” I told Will. “He got out on the passenger side and put his hands on the car like a gent.”

      Saying that, I remembered the way Vince had turned with the gun, all the anger and the power in his voice as he made everyone freeze. Really, this was a guy who could fix things.

      So I wouldn’t have to.

      Definitely a two-night stand.

      “Who’s that there with you?” Will said, nodding toward Sun, who was slumped way down now, hiding in the gloom of the backseat.

      “Oh, for crap’s sake,” Sun said.

      “Sun Lum,” Will said. He tsk-tsked. “Your mama is not gonna be happy about this.”

      “Will,” Vince said. “Look again. I’m pretty sure it’s just Pitts all by himself back there.”

      “Do tell,” Will said. “Why, yes, I believe you’re right.”

      “Wait a minute,” Pitts said. “Wait just a fucking minute.”

      “Language,” Vince said, mildly.

      “I want you to find those bullets, Porter,” Pitts said to Will, but there was no energy in it.

      “What bullets?” Will took the keys to Pitts’s car from Vince, said, “You have a good evening, Liz,” to me, and went back to his truck.

      “This fucking town,” Pitts said, flopping back against the seat.

      I tried to feel some sympathy for him since that had pretty much been my mantra for life, but it just wasn’t there.

      Ten minutes later, after Will had hauled the car away, Vince pulled the jeep back onto the highway.

      “My aunt’s gonna sue,” Pitts said from the back seat, his voice a whine now.

      I hate whiners. And speeders. Whining speeders are the worst.

      “Fucking police state,” Pitts went on.

      That annoyed me, too, although it didn’t seem to bother Vince. The shift from the guy who’d yelled Freeze to the guy behind the steering wheel was surprising. And kind of comforting. The guy knew how to get a grip once he’d lost it.

      “Do you know my family?” Pitts whined on. “I’m related to the Blues. Boy, you are in big--”

      I turned around. “Look, you little jerk-off, you were endangering your passengers and the lives of everybody else on the road because you’ve got more dick than brain, and now you’re going to lose your license and have no wheels at all, so the smartest thing you can do is shut up and think about how you’re going to spin this to your aunt, whoever the hell she is.”

      “I think I’m turned on,” Vince said to the windshield.

      Pitts was taken aback. “Who are you?”

      “Shut up, Pitts,” Alex said.

      Pitts heaved a giant sigh and shut up, and I turned back around. Alex and Sun began to whisper quietly in the back seat, and I stole a glance at Vince as we turned off the highway and headed into my mother’s neighborhood.

      “This isn’t the way to the police station,” the girl said, her voice tight.

      “It’s Cooper,” Alex said, more dismissive than comforting. “Trust me, we’ll end up at the station.”

      Vince pulled into my mom’s driveway, and I got out of the car, a little wobbly from the booze from the bachelorette party followed by athletic and satisfying sex followed by watching the guy I’d been naked with shoot out Pitts’ tires. It had been a big evening.

      I was getting ready to close the car door when he said, “Hold it,” and leaned across the passenger seat. I leaned in to hear what he wanted and he kissed me, a good one, which was nice, and then he said, his voice low, “Thank you,” which was also nice.

      “Thank you,” I whispered. “That’s the best time I’ve ever had in Burney, right up to the part where you shot out Pitts’s tires.”

      “He deserved it,” he whispered. “Little bastard ruined my date.”

      “That was a date?” I said, and Pitts said, “Jesus, get a room,” and Alex said, “Pitts, he had a room. If you get any dumber, you’re on your own,” and Sun said, “I’m not waiting for him to get dumber, he’s on his own now,” and I closed the door, ignoring them to concentrate on that damn good kiss as I went in the house.
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Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to bed on the boxes of bears and dreamed of Vince and guns and having good, sweaty sex while the bears watched, judging me, and then woke up with a grim determination to set my mother free of beady little eyes.

      And also maybe another one night stand, just good sex, no relationship, I was leaving on Monday. But definitely yes to sex again.

      Mom had already left for work, she’d always used Saturday morning to tidy things up at the bank, as she called it, so I peeled off the bandage on my forehead—the bruising and the semi-healed cut were not attractive, but better than the bandage that caught everybody’s eye—and got dressed. I thought about running my five miles and thought again. That head thing was not something I was taking lightly.

      Instead, I made myself some eggs and toast and aspirin and took a cup of tea into the living room where there were many bears.

      My mother might have a problem with bears.

      I closed my eyes and thought about her. Thinking was easier with my eyes closed. Everything was easier with my eyes closed. My head still hurt.

      So. MaryBeth Danger. Age 52. Lived all her life in Burney, Ohio. Tormented sister, deserted wife, neglected mother, recovered alcoholic, excellent bank teller, obsessive bear collector . . .

      I opened my eyes, and the bears stared back at me, the only really startling thing in my mom’s life, aside from the boxers I’d found in the dryer. I couldn’t make sense of any of it, but especially almost four hundred bears. That was more disturbing than it should be, so at eleven, I gave up and took a shower and got dressed in my “This Character Is Not A Romance Option” baseball T-shirt (just in case Cash or Duff turned up at Red Box; I knew Vince had never considered me a romance option) and my good black jeans.

      I walked the mile to the Red Box, which didn’t hurt my head but didn’t help it, either, and got there at noon on the dot. I went in and grabbed a booth people were just vacating, and when Mom came in a minute later, she said, “That’s a funny shirt,” and she sounded as if she wasn’t sure that was a good thing, so I headed her off.

      “I’ve been thinking about your bears,” I began, and then Kitty showed up at our booth with her order pad and said, “Well, look, it’s the Danger girls. I do love seeing you both here together. Family. Can’t wait until you bring the next generation in, too.”

      “What?” I said, confused, and my mother said, “Well, there’s still time,” and I realized they were talking about my biological clock. Which does not tick because I don’t want any kids. Which is good because I don’t want to get married.

      “What happened to your head?” Kitty said, pointing at my wound with a pencil. “Is that from that damn rock I heard about?”

      “We’ll have two specials,” I said, not wanting to go through the whole rock thing again.

      “We will not,” my mother said at the same time Kitty said, “Do they know who threw that rock?”

      “Do you know how many calories there are in one of those specials?” Mom said to me, running over Kitty’s words. “I’ll have a nice salad, Kitty. Maybe with some chicken on it?”

      “Because now that you and Vince are dating,” Kitty went on, “He’ll find out who did it. Well, he’d find out anyway, you know Vince, but now that you’re—”

      “We’re not dating,” I told Kitty. “And my mother will have a nice practical salad tomorrow, today she’s having the special. I’ll eat her fries and rings.”

      “You and Vince are dating?” my mother said, avid now.

      Kitty looked from my mother to me and back again. “Okay, then,” she said and went off, and I got a pad of paper and a pen out of my bag and pushed it across the table.

      “I want you to write down your ten favorite bears.”

      My mother pulled back a little. “Did you have a date with Vince last night?”

      “No,” I said, pretty sure that hadn’t been a date, no matter what he’d said. “Focus, Mom. You’ve got four hundred bears. You said you’re overwhelmed. I’m trying to help.”

      “Three-hundred and ninety-two,” my mother said. “Three hundred and ninety-three with the big red one.”

      “Fine, three hundred and ninety-three. Write down your top ten faves. Make the list, then I’ll tell you why.”

      “I’d rather hear about Vince.”

      “Fine. Make the list and I’ll tell you about Vince.” The PG parts.

      She picked up the pen, hesitant, and then she wrote down a word. I squinted to read it upside down: “YourNameHere.”

      “What the hell?”

      She looked up. “YourNameHere. He’s a little brown bear and he has ‘Your Name Here’ embroidered on his tummy.”

      “Why?”

      “I think he was the sample for some bear place or an embroidery place. I just thought it was so sad, that he didn’t have a name, so I brought him home from Goodwill, and I call him YourNameHere, so now it’s his name.”

      “I see,” I said, sort of seeing. “Okay, that’s number one.”

      “Well, I don’t like to play favorites.”

      “Keep going,” I said, and by the time our burger baskets came she had a list of ten, although she had a couple more she’d crossed out, looking guilty as she did so.

      “They’ll never know,” I told her.

      “Lizzie, I know they’re stuffed animals.” But she still looked guilty as she pushed the list across to me. “Now tell me about Vince.”

      “He took Molly and me home from the party last night, and then he invited me out to his place. Did you know he lived in a Valentine diner?”

      Mom nodded and picked up her burger. “I hear it’s really nice down by the river.”

      “It is. He’s fixed it up beautifully.”

      My mother grinned, delighted. “And you like diners.” She bit into her burger with relish, and I wasn’t sure it because the burger was good or she was excited about me being with Vince.

      While she chewed, I read the list. Except for YourNameHere, it was all names which told me nothing—Roly, Snoopy, TuttiFrutti, Morton, Loverboy—but it was a start. I gave my burger some attention, and then I tore out the list from the pad and put it beside the basket of fries and rings, and picked up my pen.

      “Okay, I know about YourNameHere. Tell me about the next one. Roly.”

      “He’s just a bear,” she said, and took another huge bite of burger.

      So, she was enjoying it. That was something.

      Then she swallowed and said, “So Vince took you to his place.”

      “Yes. What’s Roly look like?”

      “Did you sleep with him?”

      I must have blinked at her because she added, “You’re thirty-three, Liz, I don’t think you played checkers with him.”

      “Yes, I slept with him.”

      “How was it?”

      She was so bright and happy, plowing through her French fries now, that I was knocked off balance enough to say, “Really good. Tell me about Roly.”

      “Why?” she said.

      “I have a plan, but I need you to tell me about these bears. Who’s Roly?”

      “Roly’s just a big light brown bear.” She picked up another fry. “He’s got a round nose and little beady eyes and he looks dumb, but he’s got a good heart, you know?”

      “Personality,” I said, and wrote that down.

      “Yes. Loads of personality. And a good heart. Just needs love. Probably like Vince. Out there in that diner by the river, all alone.”

      “I would imagine that when Vince is alone, he wants to be alone, and when he doesn’t want to be alone, he isn’t. How about . . . .” I checked the list. “Snoopy.”

      “Snoopy.” She nodded. “He has a red stocking cap and a giant nose that looks like Snoopy from the Peanuts cartoon, except light brown with that black oval on the end. And kind eyes.”

      “Kind eyes. Okay. Tell me about . . .” I checked the list again. “TuttiFrutti.”

      “Oh, she’s pretty. Kind of tie-dyed. Light cream with pink and green splotches. Tiny little nose. Big pink bow.” She was eating her fries now, thinking hard about her bears. There was even some color in her cheeks. “She sits with her legs apart. Molly bought her for me and said I should call her Easy Bear, but I think she’s just misunderstood. She has a good heart.”

      I nodded. My mother liked nice bears with good hearts. It was a start.

      “So are you and Vince gonna—”

      “There is no me and Vince. Tell me about Morton.”

      “Oh, cutest bear ever. Dark brown fur, big nose. He’s got a pocket on his chest and a little stuffed heart in it. Looks really kind. Good—”

      “Heart,” I said, and then the door to the Red Box opened, as it had been doing pretty regularly since we’d gotten there, and I looked up as I’d been doing pretty absent-mindedly since I’d gotten there, and there was George Pens again.

      “What’s the next one?” my mom said, but I just watched him head toward us, bumping into people who scrambled to get out of his way.

      When he reached the table, my mom looked up.

      “Oh, hi, George,” she said.

      “MaryBeth,” he said, and then he looked down at me and said, “Thought you were leaving.”

      “Car trouble. Head wound.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that. You sure you didn’t hit yourself in the head with that rock?”

      I gaped at him.

      “Good excuse to stay in town,” he said,

      “No, I did not hit myself in the head with a rock.”

      “Then who did?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t remember. I got hit with a rock.”

      “George,” my mother said nervously. “She’s really hurt. Don’t upset her.”

      “And last night?” he asked. “What were you doing with Office Cooper?”

      I blinked at him. “Stopping speeders? Someone could have gotten hurt.”

      “Someone could have gotten shot, is what I heard,” he said. “Cooper has a great reputation and he’s done well here, but one day with you and he’s shooting tires?”

      “George!” Kitty called sharply from behind the counter. “Your lunch is ready!”

      “Goodbye, George,” I said and picked up a fry.

      He walked away to get his take-out, and I let out my breath.

      “You could try to be a little nicer,” my mother said, and I jerked my head up and glared at her. “It’s been fifteen years. He’s a good man. Let it go.”

      “Do you see him letting it go? Did you see him caring that I was attacked the other night? ‘Maybe you hit yourself in the head with a rock.’ That man does not have a good heart.”

      My mom looked sad. “He really wanted to be mayor, Liz, and the vote was so close. His divorce from Honey happened right after that, too. Some say he was cheated out of both.”

      I ate another fry and tried to forget about George Pens. “Okay, so Morton has a good heart tucked in a pocket. I’m trying to see a pattern here, and it seems that you like the ones that look like they’re nice.”

      My mother blinked. “They’re teddy bears. They’re all nice.”

      “Right. Let’s keep going.”

      My mom nodded. “So. Vince was just a one-night stand?”

      “Mother.”

      She sighed. “All right. What’s the next one I wrote down?” she said, as the door opened again and I looked up.

      “Vince,” I said.

      “That can’t be right, I don’t have one named Vince,” she said and then she looked where I was looking and saw Vince and said, “Oh.”

      Kitty waved to him and he nodded, and then he surveyed the room and saw us. He came over, not moving fast, sort of like an ambling glacier. I didn’t see people actually move out of his way, but it was crowded and he didn’t have to stop for anybody.

      “Hi, Vince,” my mother said, smiling up at him.

      “MaryBeth,” Vince said, smiling back.

      He had a damn good smile.

      “So,” he said, his smile disappearing as he looked down at me. “How are you?”

      “Couldn’t be better.” My head is killing me, and your boss is a dickhead, and what are you doing later this evening after I escape from Lavender’s rehearsal dinner?

      “Don’t drive until the doc gives the okay.”

      “I walked here. Did you get the rock that hit me?”

      “Yes. It’s in my Jeep.”

      “The pickup truck.”

      “The Gladiator. Your memory is still good.”

      “My memory is excellent.” I grinned at him, and I swear he flushed a little, glancing at my mother. Yeah, she knows and approves. Run now. “Show the rock to George, please. Get some fingerprints. He thinks I hit myself with it.”

      “You can’t get fingerprints from a rock.”

      “Then he’s gonna put me in jail,” I said, only half kidding.

      “No, he’s not,” Vince said, and I was irrationally relieved.

      “I think she’s okay,” my mother told Vince. “She’s helping me organize my bears. And she says she had a good time last night on your date.” Her voice was a little muffled but she sounded happy.

      I looked over and watched her take another big bite out of her burger. “It wasn’t a date.”

      Kitty yelled, “Vince!” and Vince nodded good-bye and went to get his take-out, and I watched him go. He moved attractively. Even when vertical.

      Mom leaned forward. “He’s a nice guy, Lizzie. I’m glad you’re seeing him.”

      Saw a lot of him, I thought, and turned back to her and pulled the list toward me before I said something stupid. “So about these bears.”

      “Course he has those anger issues but he’s doing really well with them. And he really looks out for people around here. Most people like him. He’d be good for you.”

      I looked up at her, thinking about shot tires. “Anger issues?”

      “We’re not real sure why he left New York City to come here, but we’re thinking it’s the temper.” Mom picked up an onion ring. “But he didn’t get fired in New York, he quit. Burned out maybe. People don’t like to get him mad. He kind of goes off. Like he did with those bikers, but that was necessary. Other than that, he’s really nice. It took George Pens a while to warm up to him, but the town likes him fine, and he and George are getting along good now. Well, except for whatever happened last night.”

      “Bikers? What bikers?”

      “Just some guys who thought they’d cause trouble. He and Will took care of it.”

      I looked back at Vince, who was at the door now. George Pens had moved to intercept him. I saw George talking to him, jerking his head toward me, and Vince just listened, no expression at all. Then he nodded and said something to George, still calm, and went out the door without looking back.

      He didn’t look like he had anger issues, but Pitts’ tires begged to differ.

      “Vince is really good about watching out for everybody,” my mother went on. “He gets upset if you drive drunk or stoned. Annie’s cab service does a bang-up business at closing time these days. Vince is really popular.” She patted her lip with her napkin to get rid of a mustard splotch. “Really, Lizzie, he’d be a good man for you if you stayed in town.”

      “What about the anger issues?”

      “You like them dangerous.”

      “I do not.”

      My mother rolled her eyes.

      I pulled the bear list back in front of me. “So the next bear is LoverBoy . . .”

      Mom finished up explaining the bears on the list about the time she finished her onion rings and my fries. Yes, I know she’s a little overweight. But sometimes you need a Red Box special to remind you that you’re more than pounds on a scale or a body trying to fit into a dress. Sometimes you need to remember that you’re a human animal and really enjoy the physical pleasures of life.

      Which is why my mind kept wandering back to Vince, although I was not attracted by the anger issues. Okay, a little.

      “So what are you going to do when you see Cash?” my mother said, having sucked the last of her milkshake up through her squeaking straw.

      “I saw Cash the night I got into town. I said, ‘Hi, Cash’ then I left.” I got up and bussed the table so my mother would stop talking about Vince and Cash, and finished up by putting a whopping tip under the saltshaker.

      Mom slid out and picked up her purse, and I went up to the register to ring out. When I was done, I turned around and she was gone.

      “She’s in the restroom,” Kitty whispered to me, so I stood by the door and waited, saying hi to people I barely remembered and to some I was pretty sure I didn’t know.

      When Mom came out, she was a little green.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Rich food doesn’t agree with me so much. I should maybe lie down.”

      “Oh, hell, I’m sorry,” I said, and drove her home against my doctor’s orders, and put her to bed with the heating pad, and called the bank and told them she was sick, thanks to her daughter who’d poisoned her with food she didn’t want.

      Then I went into her darkened bedroom and said, “Are you all right?”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have eaten that,” she said. “But it was so good.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I really enjoyed it. I’m just paying for it now.” She sighed. “That’s life for you.”

      Jesus. “Get some sleep,” I told her. “I called the bank and told them you were sick so you’re off for the rest of the day.”

      “I guess that’s all right.” She sighed again. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to do some work in my car, but I’ll keep my cell phone close in case you need me.”

      “That’s nice, honey. I’ll probably just sleep a little.”

      I’ll just sit here alone in the dark, I thought, but I had work to do, and she probably was going to sleep a little.

      “Okay,” I told her. “I’ll come home at five. We’ll have something light for dinner, and then we’ll go through your bears and pick out the sweetest ones and find the others good homes with kids who will love them so you can breathe again. The rehearsal dinner isn’t until eight, we’ll have time.”

      “I don’t like to play favorites.”

      “Go to sleep, Mom.” I kissed her cheek and closed the door behind me, and then turned and saw all the bears in the living room, staring at me.

      “As long as you have good hearts, you have nothing to worry about,” I told them.

      I went out to my car. I knew if I parked in Mom’s driveway, the world would stop by to say hi and ask when Vince and I were going to have children, so I went to Porter’s to work.

      Hiding behind the back lot gate seemed like a good plan.
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Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      Will and I heaved the thick steel cable we’d just picked up from his pile of miscellaneous neat manly man stuff in the back of the Porter lot into the bed of the Gladiator. It was the one part of the lot where Patsy had no say.

      “Thanks.” I nodded toward the gate, where Liz was parking her Camry again. “What’s the story, Will? I thought you’d fixed her car.”

      “It’s fixed. I think she’s hiding out here to work,” Will said. “People tend to want to talk to her.”

      “Good for you giving her a place to hide. She got knocked on the head pretty good Thursday night, she doesn’t need to be harassed.” She also wasn’t supposed to be driving, but at least it wasn’t to Chicago.

      “I heard,” Will said.

      I wondered if there was anything I could tell someone in this town and have it be news. The chief had already dressed me down about the shooting, letting me know how lucky I was that Alex wasn’t going to his mother, the senator, about it. I was thrilled to hear my career was intact because a kid didn’t go to his mommy. Maybe there was something to this juvenile delinquent rampage thing. “Know anyone who might want to throw a rock at her? Lavender, maybe?”

      “No way,” Will said. “Lavender would never pick up a rock. It might break a fingernail. Besides, I heard she got Liz to be her maid of honor, so she wants her around. Patsy’s fit to be tied, but she’d run someone over with the big truck before she threw a rock.” He got serious. “Somebody has to be crazy to have done that. Could have killed Liz.”

      “Yeah.” In fact, it felt like a crime of passion, but I knew I hadn’t done it. All my crimes of passion with Liz had been consenting, horizontal (mostly), and rock free.

      “Probably some drunk teenager,” Will suggested, indicating he and the chief thought alike.

      Some drunk teenager hanging around in MaryBeth Danger’s yard? I was warming to the idea, which meant I was losing my professional detachment.

      I indicated the cable. “I could use some help putting it in place,” I said, and Will nodded, “sure thing,” and headed toward his truck.

      I went by Liz’s car and knocked on the window. She rolled it down, smiling when she saw it was me, which instantly made me feel better.

      I bent down to see her better. “If you need another place to hide out,” I told her, “go park in front of the Big Chef. Nobody goes down there. Plus, it’s unlocked. Go inside.”

      “You are the best,” she said, and that smile was pretty potent, and I thought about kissing her, but I knew Will was watching, and then I saw Skye Blue heading this way.

      “Incoming,” I said, and she looked and groaned and rolled the window up as if that was going to help.

      

      #

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Will and I were at the breach in the guardrail. At the rate the county was working, it wouldn’t be fixed before the next decade and it was definitely a hazard. We dumped the cable out of the bed and got to work.

      I enjoyed working with Will because he didn’t chat. And he knew what he was doing. We secured one end of the cable to the good stanchion on the left, then stretched it across the void. I used the winch to pull it taut and Will bolted it down on the stanchion on the other side. It took us less than ten minutes.

      Hitting the cable wouldn’t be fun, but it beat flying into the ravine; it should hold a car as long as the driver hit the brakes and wasn’t accelerating.

      “Does anything about this accident strike you as off?” I said.

      Will pulled back a little. “Why?”

      “It’s bugging me.”

      “Navy was drunk and he went through the rail,” Will said, like he was reciting something.

      I waited.

      “There’s some talk it was suicide,” Will finally admitted. “But he wouldn’t have done that to Margot. I mean, he was a true Blue, second only to Cleve, which means he was an asshole, but he loved his wife and that little girl. He wouldn’t do that to them. Let it go, Vince.”

      He didn’t sound like he was convinced either. “I looked at the car but couldn’t tell if it had been tampered with.”

      Will shot me a startled look since that was one step past the rumor. “‘Tampered with’? No.”

      Picking up the alarm in his voice, I dropped the subject and looked away from him. Smoke was rising in the distance by the river southeast of town, farther out from Cincinnati, not far from my place. Will followed my glance.

      “That’s the new Vermillion Inc. development,” Will said, like he wanted to change the subject. “Burning off the brush. They clear cut it last year, then it got overgrown with bushes. Looks terrible. We used to play in those woods. I guess the development is on again.”

      I played in an empty lot with burnt out cars while growing up in the Bronx, but I understood the sentiment.

      “A bit of a commute to Cincinnati,” I noted.

      Will nodded. “Especially at rush hour. But—” he paused as if he were about to reveal a secret— “I hear there’s talk of a high-speed ferry on the river. Dock right there next to the development and zip straight to the downtown wharf. Avoid all the traffic. Pretty ride and you could make it in fifteen minutes since the river is straighter than the roads. The ferry would have wifi and all that stuff. And then the ferry would go on to the airport in Kentucky and a short shuttle from the river for those who want that. Much faster.”

      “Ferry?” I had childhood memories of the Staten Island Ferry which had been anything but swift. Still, it sounded plausible. When I left New York City, commuters from New Jersey had begun walking, biking or driving to Hudson River docks and taking a direct ferry across the river to Manhattan. Anything to avoid the tunnels. And parking in Manhattan cost as much as having an apartment. Sounded like Cincinnati was joining the big leagues. Another reason not to live or work there.

      “The city,” Will said, and he didn’t mean Burney or New York, “is negotiating with some tech company to relocate to downtown. The development and the ferry are part of the proposal. Work downtown, live in the country. I guess it sounds good to those hippies out in California.”

      “You know a lot about this,” I noted.

      Will shrugged. “Cash is Senator Wilcox’s guy on the development and ferry. He tried to get Ken on board to buy the land and provide some financing, but Ken says it’s a bad investment. Too many players, too many ifs, too many hands in the till. Cash keeps talking to me and Patsy about coming in on it, but we’re keeping our money in the garage.”

      “If you guys and Ken turned him down, who’s backing him financially?”

      “Not sure.” Will looked into the ravine, at the splintered tree, then turned away and I could tell he didn’t want to answer. He probably didn’t want to talk about his brother. He finished putting his tools away, and I secured my winch, putting the cover over it.

      Cash had needed money. He’d get his hooks into Lavender’s bank account once she was Mrs. Cash Porter. I looked in the ravine. And maybe Navy Blue. Had Cash done something with money, Navy’s money, to make Navy go through the guardrail? Cash seemed like an easy-going guy to most people, but he looked like trouble to me.

      Cash and Liz had been a thing, which surprised me. I’d also been surprised at Cash sniffing around her at the bar given he was getting ready to tie the knot with Lavender and her money this weekend. Flirting with Liz in public was dumb. Not that I could blame him given it was Liz, but it seemed kind of trashy and Cash always walked around like his shit didn’t stink. She’d shut him down, though. I got the feeling that didn’t happen often.

      Will said, “Gotta go, take care, Vince.”

      I thought about asking him about Cash and Liz, but let it go. “Thanks for the help, Will.”

      He nodded and got into his truck and headed back to town. I tried to put it all together. Three days ago, everything had been calm. Now all kinds of things were colliding, upsetting the very ground on which Burney stood. On which I stood. I like things simple and they were getting complicated.

      Like the new Vermillion Inc. development being pushed by Senator Wilcox and the Mayor via Cash, not somebody I’d go into business with.

      Like Navy Blue dying in this ravine for no good reason. Unless maybe he’d said yes to Cash and something had gone terribly wrong.

      Like Liz Danger and her laugh and her round, strong body. She’d said no to Cash. Liz Danger was entirely too much in my mind. Magnolia, the Vortex.

      Like Dave now in hospice, pumped to the gills with pain meds.

      I needed a clear head, so I stepped over the new cable, and sat on the broken railing, feet off the ground. I took my phone out and hit RAINA STILL on favorites.

      “Hey, Vince,” she answered.

      “Hey, Rain. Got a minute?”

      “For you. Sure.”

      “You heard anything about some tech company relocating to Cincy? Downtown near the docks?”

      “Not off the top of my head. Why?”

      “Some politician here is involved.”

      “Stay away from politics, Vince. They’re all bastards and back-stabbers. This have something to do with your possible suicidal driver in the ravine?”

      “I don’t know. I searched his car. All I found was a spreadsheet from a bank there in your town. No suicide note.”

      “Maybe that is the note,” Rain said.

      “What?”

      “Maybe he was having financial problems. Can you figure the spreadsheet out?”

      “No. Three letter groupings on top, dates on the side and a bunch of numbers. Want me to send an image to you?”

      “Not my area of expertise. Ask a banker.”

      A few seconds of silence ticked off. “You going to see Dave today?” she finally asked.

      I grimaced. “I’ve got to punch in within the hour.”

      “Sure. Okay. When you do go, don’t be surprised when you walk in.”

      “Surprised at what?”

      “The way Dave looks. He’s lost a lot of weight.”

      I knew how he looked. Dave had looked pretty bad the last time I saw him and I knew he wasn’t getting better.  “Yeah, I imagine.” I remembered how frail my mother had become that last time when she went into the hospital and never came back.

      “Right. You make an appointment at the VA to get your blood drawn?”

      “It’s Saturday.”

      “Right. Is the blonde stranger come to town still around?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      I didn’t reply right away and Rain correctly interpreted my silence.

      “You bad boy, you,” she said with a laugh.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said. “You have a good day.”

      “I’m going to. I’m getting ready to head to the range and kill some paper.”

      “Did that yesterday. Have fun.”

      “Stay frosty.”

      “You too. Rangers lead the way.”

      “That’s the rumor,” she replied. But then she said: “Be careful.”

      I put the phone in my pocket and walked away from the crumbling edge of the ravine and back onto solid ground, got in my Jeep, and tried not to think about Liz Danger.
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Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Once I was in the back seat of my Camry, alone with my pillows and my laptop, I felt better. I’d been in Burney for two days and I’d already had more than enough weirdness to last me another fifteen years. My Aunt ML alone would have done that, and then there were the bears, and the rock-shaped dent in my head, and being Lavender Blue’s maid of honor, and the good sex with a hot cop in a Valentine diner. My life was not usually this colorful. But now, in the back of the Camry, I was at home again. It was small and cramped and uncomfortable and beige, but it was mine, and there weren’t any damn people—

      Vince was heading my way, leaving Will behind him, getting into his truck.

      I rolled the window down, smiling in spite of myself. He was just so damn stable in a town full of loose screws. He told me I could go park at his place if I needed to, even go inside, and I smiled wider. Park by the river in front of a Valentine diner? Yes, please. I thought he might be thinking about kissing me, which I was all for, but then he said, “Incoming,” and I followed his gaze to see Skye Blue heading my way, and I groaned and put up the window and slid down in the seat so she couldn’t see me, grabbed my cell phone, saw another message from that moron Thacker which I didn’t bother to play since I knew what he was going to say, and punched Anemone’s number.

      “Liz?” she said when she answered. “How are you?”

      “How do you think I am? I got hit by a rock and you forced me to be a maid of honor. The rehearsal dinner is tonight. It’s going to be hell.”

      “How’s your mother?”

      “Sick because I made her eat a high fat lunch. How’s the pageant?”

      “Boring,” Anemone said. “I just e-mailed you some thoughts on the book. Maybe I should come down there. It sounds a lot more interesting than here.”

      “No. I’ll be with you day after tomorrow. You stay put.”

      “Are you sure your head’s okay?”

      “Much better than yesterday, no concussion.”

      “Good. What are the bridesmaid dresses like?”

      Molly had shown me hers. “Purple slip dresses with big fat roses across the bust.”

      “Across your bust?”

      “Among others, yes.”

      “They’re going to regret that,” Anemone said judiciously.

      “I already do.”

      The car door opened and Skye slid into the front passenger seat. “I need to talk to you,” she said, looking over the seat at me, her face grimly pretty.

      Obviously, slouching hadn’t helped, so I sat up. “Do you mind? I’m on the phone with a client.”

      “Who’s that?” Anemone said.

      “Skye Blue, sister of the bride,” I told her.

      “I’ll wait until you’re done,” Skye said.

      “Oh, yes,” Anemone said. “The crack whore’s youngest daughter.”

      “Who is now waiting for me to get off the phone,” I told Anemone, “but she doesn’t realize that this is a very important business call, so I can’t hang up, so she’ll have to go. Now, what do you want to tell me about the pageant?”

      “Nothing.” Anemone clipped off the word again. “You go ahead and talk to poor Skye Blue. And when you’re done, get your butt up here.”

      “That’ll be Monday,” I said. “I got hit by a rock Thursday night, I had to go to a bachelorette party last night, I have to get rid of four hundred bears and do a rehearsal dinner tonight all because of this wedding on Sunday that you suckered me into--”

      “Hello?” Skye said. “I need to talk to you.”

      I sighed. “Make it fast,” I told her. “I’m on the phone.”

      Skye smiled at me, as cute as could be. “I talked to Molly and she said you were the best person she knew.”

      “So you brought the very best butter. What do you want?”

      “Lavender’s going to have her dog put down. That little blonde dachshund named Veronica you met in the bar. You have to save her.”

      I straightened. “What?”

      “What?” Anemone said. “What’s wrong now?”

      “Cash doesn’t like the dog,” Skye said.

      “Cash told her to kill her dog?”

      “Who’s Cash?” Anemone said. “Oh, wait, that’s the bastard who dumped you three times. And now he’s a dog-killer? You really know how to pick them, Liz.”

      “No, no,” Skye was saying to me. “He thinks Lavender’s giving her to a nice farm upstate or something.” She leaned between the front seats, to get closer to me. “I need you to take the little beast tonight. I’ll leave a door open and tell them she ran away.”

      I tried to imagine that poor little dachshund, frozen in terror, as Lavender stalked toward her with death in her eyes. It didn’t seem plausible. Besides, I had not come back to town to become a delinquent again. “I’ll be at the rehearsal dinner tonight. You won’t be because you ducked out on the maid of honor gig. Just take the damn dog yourself.”

      “I can’t, I don’t have any place to take her that Lavender doesn’t know about.” Skye’s black eyes burned into mine. “Veronica’s a neurotic little mess, but she doesn’t deserve the needle.”

      “Oh, hell.” I let my head fall back against the window. It ached.

      “The needle?” Anemone said. “This woman is playing you, Liz.”

      “I know,” I said into the phone.

      Maybe my mother would like a dog.

      “And then you can just take her with you when you leave town,” Skye finished up. “And no one will ever know.”

      Yeah, I could see a dachshund named Veronica and me on the road. Jesus. “I’m not stealing a dog.”

      “I’ll bring her to you,” Skye said. “My god, Molly said you were a kind person. Veronica is going to be murdered.”

      “Look I can’t save the whole freaking world. I have my hands full with Anemone’s book and my mother’s bears and your sister’s damn wedding. Somebody else is going to have to be the Dog Rescuer.”

      “Thanks for putting the book first,” Anemone said.

      The driver’s door opened and Peri Blue climbed in looking determined. Her mother slid in after her into the driver’s seat, so Peri ended up straddling the console, but she didn’t seem to mind. “What are you doing in here?” she said to me, sounding accusing.

      “Working,” I said, pointedly, but the hint didn’t register because her mother, Margot, closed the door and swiveled around in the seat to face me. Margot didn’t look rolling drunk, but she did look very . . . relaxed.

      “You’re not driving, are you?” I said to her.

      “We called Annie,” Margot said, frowning at me. “You haven’t told me where my keys are.”

      “Who’s this?” Anemone said.

      “Margot,” I said into the phone. “Wife of Navy, mother of Periwinkle.”

      “Periwinkle Blue,” Anemone said. “The crazy must be genetic.”

      Peri gave one of those heavy exasperated sighs kids do well, so I said, “Hello, Peri.”

      “So, you work in here?” Peri said, wrinkling up her nose.

      “When people aren’t interrupting me,” I said, again pointedly. I pulled one of my business cards out and handed it to Margot. “Call me when you get home and I’ll tell you where your keys are.”

      Peri intercepted the card and looked at it. She nodded approvingly and tucked it in a pocket. “Skye was here first so we’re not interrupting you.”

      “Well, you’re interrupting me,” Skye said. Then she turned to me and said, “You have to take the dog. There’s nobody else who can do it. Everybody else is from here.”

      “What dog?” Peri said.

      “You’ll be on the road before she knows Veronica is gone,” Skye said.

      “I don’t want Veronica to go,” Peri said, her voice rising.

      “Lavender’s going to kill her,” Skye told her brutally, and Peri’s eyes widened until she was a lemur, her eyes getting shiny. 

      “The dog is not going to die," I told her, exasperated. "I’ll . . . do something.” I looked at Skye with loathing. “Not stealing.” I looked back at Peri. “Can’t you adopt it?”

      “Mom has allergies,” Peri said, her voice thick with tears. 

      “Don’t cry,” I told her. “I'll save the dog.  Veronica will not die.”

      She nodded and sniffed back her tears. 

      Yes, I am a sucker.

      “I like the kid,” Anemone said, judiciously.

      “Okay,” I said to Skye. “Bring me the dog and I’ll think of something to save it. Now you should all get out of my car so I can talk to my client—” I gestured with the phone. “—who is listening to all of this and getting very impatient.”

      “No, this is interesting,” Anemone said. “Like a soap opera. As Burney Turns. Maybe I should come down there.”

      “No,” I said into the phone.

      Margot opened the door and slid out without so much as a “See ya.”

      “Promise you’ll save Veronica,” Peri said.

      I closed my eyes. “I promise. I swear. I’ll save Veronica.”

      “Of course you do,” Anemone said, sounding exasperated. “Sucker.”

      “Okay,” Peri said. “We came to find you because I wanted to know more about the bear. How big is it?”

      “It’s six foot tall. And red.”

      Margot stuck her head in the car. “Peri?”

      “Can I see this bear?” Peri said.

      “Can I see this bear?” Anemone said.

      “You can probably have it,” I said to Peri. “I don’t think my mom likes it.”

      “She must be crazy,” Peri said.

      “Peri!” her mother said, and Peri sighed and said, “I would like that bear,” and crawled out of the car, Margot slamming the door behind her.

      I watched them walk away, Margot navigating very carefully. “Is she okay?” I said to Skye.

      Skye raised her eyebrows. “Peri or Margot? But yes, they’re both okay.”

      “Margot’s been drinking.”

      “Yeah. She’s also on anti-depressants. She’s just trying not to think about what happened to her life, so she keeps a buzz going. She’s seeing a therapist. We’re keeping an eye on her.”

      Somehow the thought of the Blues keeping an eye on somebody wasn’t as reassuring as if it had been somebody like, say, Vince.

      “Who’s keeping an eye on her?” Anemone said. “The crack whore?”

      “What about Peri?” I asked Skye, ignoring Anemone for the moment.

      “Peri’s stronger than all of us,” Skye said, dismissing a little kid like she was an adult.

      That annoyed me. “I need to get back to my client.”

      “Did she just say that little girl was stronger than all of them?” Anemone demanded.

      “Yes,” I told her.

      “The hell with the dog,” Anemone said. “Save the kid.”

      “But you’re going to save the dog, right?” Skye said, and the driver’s seat door opened and Lavender slid in.

      “Well, this is cozy,” she said, and the temperature in the car fell about thirty degrees.

      I said, “Okay, my client is on the phone. I’m working here.”

      “So what are we talking about?” Lavender said, ignoring me to stare at Skye.

      “Who’s the new talent?” Anemone said.

      “You offing your dog,” I said to Lavender.

      “What?” Lavender said, losing her placid expression for the first time since I’d met her.

      “This is the dog-killing bride?” Anemone said. “Oh, goody.”

      I ignored her to get rid of Lavender. “As I understand it, you’re planning on having Veronica put down because Cash doesn’t want her. Skye asked me to find a home for her. The two of you should go someplace else and argue about that now.”

      Lavender swung back to Skye. “You told her that?”

      Skye leaned forward, practically spitting. “You’re going to have her put to sleep!”

      “No, I’m not.” Lavender pulled back. “Good lord, Skye, get a grip.”

      I looked at Lavender. “So you’re not going to have her put down?”

      “Who do you think you are?” Lavender said, and for a moment she looked like Faye.

      “I think I own this car, and I’m trying to talk to my client, and your entire family has wasted a good chunk of my afternoon, and just yesterday I got blackmailed into being your maid of honor, but since we’re all here and chatting, I also think you’re going to kill your dog, and it’s a bad, bad idea because people will find out and somebody will tell the press and they’ll use it in the election against Cash. America loves dogs and you’re going to be a dog-killer. Huge liability. Don’t off your dog. Give her to me and I’ll take care of it. Are we done now?” I looked from Lavender to Skye. “Good. See you at the rehearsal dinner tonight. Don’t let the car door hit you on the way out.” Then I had a happy thought. “Unless I’ve been so rude that you want to kick me out of the wedding.”

      “Not a chance,” Lavender said.

      I nodded to her and kept my phone clutched to my ear as I opened my laptop and clicked on the first of Anemone’s e-mails. The first one was more stuff about martinis. I should introduce her to Margot. They’d have so much to talk about—

      “Now what’s happening?” Anemone said.

      “I’m reading your e-mails, all ten thousand of them,” I said.

      “You know,” Skye said to me thoughtfully. “I was mad at you for a minute. But now I think I love you.”

      I looked up and she was surveying me again, that summing-up look that was really annoying. “Fabulous. Go away.”

      She nodded and got out of the car and closed the door, and I was alone with Anemone on the phone and Lavender in the driver’s seat.

      “Is there anything else?” I said to Lavender.

      “Cash said you never lie.”

      “I’m no good at it. I need to work now.”

      “Why did you really come back to town?”

      I thought about being rude, but it hadn’t worked before, so I said, “Because I had to drive to Chicago and Burney is on the way, and my Aunt ML lied to me and said my mother was in trouble, and it was my mother’s birthday, so I bought a two-hundred-dollar six-foot red bear and planned to drop it off and run. And then this car broke down and you asked me to be your maid of honor and my employer made me say yes. This is her on the phone right now, so she may be changing her mind since you’re making her wait.”

      “I love this town,” Anemone said. “Are you sure you don’t need me there?”

      “I’ll see you at the rehearsal tonight,” Lavender said and opened the door. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, not sure for what but grateful the door was open and she was leaving. “Don’t kill your dog.”

      “Of course not,” Lavender said, and got out and walked away, the wind whipping her coat open around her fabulous legs and streaming her platinum hair back.

      I thought for a minute how great it would be to look like Lavender, beautiful and slim and perfectly dressed.

      “Liz?” Anemone said.

      “She’s so beautiful. She looks like she’s selling shampoo on TV, she’s that gorgeous.”

      “Beauty has its drawbacks,” Anemone said flatly.

      “Really,” I said, switching my attention back to her. “Tell me about that.”

      “Just read my e-mails, honey. And save that dog, whatever it is.”

      “Long haired dachshund. Blonde.”

      “Did you ever sleep with the cop?” Anemone said, and I thought about places I could go where people wouldn’t be constantly quizzing me about my sex life and making comments.

      “Yes,” I said. “So, I’ve got this wedding stuff, and I have to get rid of most of my mother’s bears, but I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’ll be on my way to you Monday.”

      “How many bears does your mother have?” Anemone said, sounding annoyed. “You’re kidding about the three hundred, right?”

      “No. Actually almost four hundred.”

      There was a long silence.

      “Anemone?”

      “Is your mother all right?”

      “Aside from the bears, yes, she’s fine.”

      “All right,” Anemone said. “How was the cop?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “How was the cop in bed?”

      “Very efficient. He made the earth move, and then he got a call to go stop a speeder and shot the kid’s tires out, and then he took me home.

      “Ooooh,” Anemone said.

      “Was there anything else?”

      “I don’t suppose you’ll share any more details.”

      “No.”

      Anemone sighed and said, “Well, at least you had good sex,” and hung up.

      I locked all four doors on the car, got a KitKat out of my laptop bag, and went back to work.

      

      #

      

      At six, I drove home and made my mother chicken noodle soup for dinner, told her I’d be back late, and put my black pleated jacket on over my It’s Fine T-shirt. It went beautifully with my black jeans which is my version of formal wear since they have silver buttons and the jacket covers up most of the lettering on the tee. Tastefully attired, I headed out to my car to go eat overpriced chicken with the Montagues and Capulets. When I was in the driver’s seat, I realized I hadn’t actually asked where the rehearsal dinner was going to be held, so I called Molly to double check.

      “It’s at the Red Box,” Molly said.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope. Groom’s family pays for the rehearsal dinner, so Kitty opened the diner for tonight.”

      “Is Faye screaming?”

      “Yes, but nobody cares.” Molly hesitated. “My mother is coming.”

      I let me head fall back on the seat rest. All this and ML too. “Why? She’s not in the wedding.”

      “She and Faye are tight. I think they’re going to gang up on Kitty. Cutting remarks will be made. Sneers will be thrown. At least the food will be good. We’re leaving now.”

      “I’ll be right behind you,” I told her, and then sat and looked out the windshield and thought, Why does everything in this town have to be a fight?

      Except maybe it didn’t. Maybe it was just the company I was keeping. I mean, I’ve spent years with Molly, and we never fight. And then there was Vince. That was non-confrontational, although I wouldn’t say it was restful. And then he shot out Pitts’ tires. I really needed to get over that.

      I had to admit, now that I’d said yes to the maid of honor gig, that things were looking up for me. My mother was so thrilled she didn’t even mention my not wearing make-up. Anemone was so pleased, she sent me a new chapter edit which made me suspect she’d been holding back on me. And ML was so angry, I felt like I’d finally made a dent in her Iron Maiden facade. It was the most successful I’d ever felt in Burney.

      ML’s car went by and I turned car out of the driveway and followed.
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Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      At ten, even though I was finally off-duty, I made one last circuit of town and then ended at the place where trouble was most likely, JB's.

      No such luck. It was strangely empty. A couple of people I didn’t recognize, probably lost travelers, and Jill alone behind the bar, looking appropriately bored. She wasn’t even rubbing a dirty towel in a clean glass like bartenders do on TV.

      “Pretty dead tonight,” I said.

      “It’ll pick up shortly.” She drew me a Coke. “You going to the wedding tomorrow?”

      “I will be guarding the parking lot from all enemies, foreign and domestic. You?”

      “Nope. Senator Wilcox hates me and the feeling is mutual.”

      “What does Wilcox have to do with the wedding?”

      “Cash is her boy. In fact, I heard Wilcox is the one who pushed Cash toward Lavender. Told him she’d make the perfect mate for his political future. One of the reasons we had Lavender’s former fiancé in here causing problems the other night. The senator put the kibosh on that once she decided Lavender was for Cash.”

      “The senator has that much power?” I asked. Stupidly, which Jill nicely avoided pointing out.

      “Doesn’t Liz have a plus one on her invite?” Jill asked. “Given that she’s the maid of honor?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Jill laughed. “Right. Shame we’re closed Sunday nights. Business would have been good after that wedding. I don’t think it will be a joyous time at the rehearsal tonight, either, although Kitty had a nice spread earlier at the Red Box for the dinner, from what I hear.”

      How she’d already heard that when everyone involved had gone from the Red Box to the church was typical Burney. “I should just sit here and ask you if the grapevine knows if any crime is being committed in town.”

      Jill shook her head. “You know why Stephen King sets horror stories in small towns?”

      “Why?”

      “Secrets,” Jill said. “Burney gossip spreads like wildfire, but the real secrets? Some of those stay buried deep.”

      “Such as?”

      “They’re secrets. How would I know?”

      “You know everybody’s secrets,” I said, and then as an afterthought, I asked, “Is Navy’s death a secret?”

      Jill’s eyes narrowed. “We all know what happened to Navy. Drunk and that fucking turn on the hill road.”

      “We know what,” I agreed, “but not why.”

      “Your boss says it was an accident,” Jill said, phrasing it curiously.

      “You don’t think it was?”

      “Goddamn Faye.”

      “What does Faye have to do with it?”

      “I keep forgetting you’re new here, Vince. Everyone knows Faye was driving Navy crazy about money. She never had enough.”

      I didn’t, but then I was the relative outsider. “Do you know if Navy was financing Cash’s housing development south of town?”

      Jill stared at me, poker-faced. “If I knew about that, I’d have been invited to the wedding. Lots of people in town aren’t happy about that place being built. And the town council has to approve the dock thing and grant an exception since it’s set in the flood plain. The mayor is pushing it hard, but there’s lots of fighting going on behind closed doors, especially between ML Blue who wants it and her aunt-in-law Violet Blue who doesn’t, and a lot of it has nothing to do with the flood plain or the dock. It’s all about money and power.”

      Small town politics were as bad as big city politics. Probably worse, since more of the people were related. From what I’d seen of Mayor Patrick O'Toole and his lovely wife Honey, Burney’s politics were much worse, and that was before we got to Walter Crank, the octogenarian head of the town council who still wasn’t sure that women should have the vote, and Violet Blue, who as a Blue took a dim view of democracy. And all that was before O’Toole’s recent DUI stop that had been swept away.

      But if O'Toole was pushing the development along with MaryLou Blue, it sounded like Ken’s thinking that Cash’s pet project was a bad idea was pretty sound. I didn’t know what I was fishing for, asking about the development, and Jill wasn’t happy with my questions but it was drawing me in so I waited her out.

      “As far as financing?” Jill finally said. “Cash is marrying money. Lavender is a Blue. Cleve left a fortune when he kicked the bucket.”

      “Doesn’t Faye control that?”

      “Hell, no. Cleve didn’t get rich by being stupid.” Jill laughed. “Why do you think Faye is such a bitch and drove Navy crazy? Cleve left most of it in a trust that Navy controlled.”

      “Who controls it now?” My cop senses were tingling because if Faye got the—

      “Not Faye. She doesn’t have Blue blood. She’s a Pitts. A Blue by marriage, which isn’t the same as blood.”

      Which quelled my tingling. That left Lavender for money, which made the wedding make more sense as Cash was marrying into the fortune. Unless of course . . . “Do Cash and Lavender have a pre-nup?”

      “Geez, Vince,” Jill said. “I’m just a bartender. Not a lawyer.”

      “You didn’t answer.”

      She shrugged. “The lawyer who handles the Blue’s business was in the other night, pounding down Scotch. Lavender has a pre-nup. Cast iron.”

      “Pitts. Faye is related to that Pitts kid? The one who drives the Charger?”

      Jill laughed. “Oh yeah. I heard about you shooting the tires. That was smart. People will think twice about speeding now. He’s not that bad of a kid, other than being a Pitts and hard-headed. Had a rough start, lotta attitude, but not mean, you know?”

      “Yeah, he was a real charmer. Who are the Pitts?”

      Jill shook her head. “That’s a bad luck family. They’re from Over-the-Hill.”

      I’d learned that meant they were from the people who lived in the woods on the other side of the hill that the Blues had their mansion perched upon. The poorest of the poor, which in this part of Ohio wasn’t pretty.

      “Faye got out by marrying Cleve. Her brother Mickey went to prison, which was a blessing all around, and then his wife took Jimmy to Columbus. She died last year, so it’s just Jimmy now.”

      “Jimmy?”

      “That’s who you’re talking about, the boy. His name is Jimmy.”

      “Why does everyone call him Pitts?”

      Jill shrugged. “He’s the only male Pitts around.”

      “His father dead, too?”

      “Mickey’s still in prison as far as anyone knows.”

      I felt a twinge of sympathy for the little shithead, which I squelched immediately. “How did someone from over the hill marry a Blue?”

      Jill smirked. “What do you think? Navy was born six months after Faye and Cleve eloped.” She shifted. “Looks like the soiree is breaking up.”

      She was looking out the window as cars came down the street. I saw that one of them was a really beat-up oxidized red Camry.

      “I’m off-duty. Mind if I change in back?”

      “Knock yourself out.”
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Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Two and a half horrible hours after I’d followed Molly to the rehearsal dinner, she and I escaped the wedding rehearsal in my car so ML could use theirs to go home. We were both quiet, trying to process the nightmare we’d just watched. The only thing Molly said to me was, “How was Vince last night?”

      I thought about stonewalling her, but it was Molly. “The earth moved.”

      Molly nodded. “I love it when the earth does that.”

      Then we got to JB's and collapsed into a booth, and Molly summarized the evening, “It’s so good to know you can rehearse hell.”

      I was looking at the bar because Vince was there, coming out from the back with a bag over his shoulder and then leaning toward Jill, talking to her. I thought about trying to catch his eye, but then Jill handed Vince two beers and he brought them over to the table. He put them down in front of me and Molly, then dropped the bag with a solid thud.

      “No alcohol for me,” I said, having had too much two nights in a row already. “But you can sit down and tell me why you didn’t rescue me tonight, damn it.”

      He straightened. “Somebody attacked you?”

      “No, but I barely survived that rehearsal. If you’re going to be the hero in my life, you have to stay on call.”

      The door to the bar opened and the Porter boys, minus Cash but with Mac, came in, looking as wiped out as we were, and Molly slid out of the booth, took both beers, told him, “Sit down, Liz has some venting to do,” and went to join the pack.

      “Hang on,” Vince said to me and went to the bar and came back a minute later with two Cokes, one Diet given the straw in it. He sat down, shoving the Coke with the straw across to me. “Vent away.”

      “There’s going to be a murder tomorrow,” I said, only half kidding. “Faye’s going to kill Kitty, or Kitty’s going to kill Faye. Or Cash is going to kill Lavender or Lavender’s going—”

      “Don’t joke about that,” Vince said. “One of the reasons I came here is that there hasn’t been a murder in Burney since 1952.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. My friend Raina told me about it. A selling point for the job. Nobody’s killed anybody here for seventy years. At least not on purpose.”

      “Huh.” I thought about it. “That might change tomorrow. I should have known it was going to be bad when Faye brought Veronica in a pale purple satin brides-dog dress with a skirt of lavender and white cabbage roses because she thought the poor dog needed practice for the wedding. I thought about calling the ASPCA.”

      “Dog?”

      “Veronica. She was the only female there who was unhappier than Lavender.”

      The bar was filling up, and we were getting a lot of looks, the kind of looks I used to get back in the day: What the hell is Liz Danger up to now? Except now it was What the hell is Liz Danger up to drinking Coke with that cop? so I was taking Vince down with me.

      Well, the hell with all of them. “I need to get out of here.”

      Vince looked over at the table that Molly and the boys had taken. “Molly’s not ready to leave. I’ll take you.”

      Yes, thank you.

      No, wait, damn, I drove.

      I slid out of the booth. “You can walk me out to my car. The parking lot is dark; protect and serve.”

      “That’s my job.” Vince stood up, too.

      I told Molly I was leaving and asked if somebody could take her home when she was ready to go, and Mac’s hand shot up so fast, he almost took out Will sitting next to him. Vince checked in with Jill as we left—she grinned at him and waved at me, so I was missing something there—and I caught more glances from people who watched us go, and then we were out the door and down into the lot. I’d parked beside him—the Gladiola is hard to miss—so he leaned against his beast of a vehicle and I leaned against my poor old Camry.

      “Where to?” he said.

      “Probably home to Mom,” I said, which was smart, although what I really wanted was more time with Vince and the Big Chef. It has been a crazy evening and Vince was a large shot of sane.

      “There’s always my place.”

      His voice was light, but I needed to know I wasn’t just convenient, so instead of saying, Hell, yes, I said. “But if I go there, we’ll have sex and I’m a one-night stand kind of gal.”

      “We might not have sex,” he said, and I gave him a look, and he said, “Yeah, we’ll have sex.”

      I lifted my chin. “Well, I don’t do that.”

      “I’m pretty sure you do.”

      “I’m sorry, I am strictly a one-night stand.”

      “So last night was my only shot? You should have told me, Magnolia. I’d have broken out some of my special moves.”

      The awful thing was, I was starting to like him calling me that. I think it was the affection in his voice, a kind of no stress, low grade teasing. Not teasing, flirting. Or maybe I just liked him. “No need for special moves,” I told him. “You were the best one ever.”

      “Really.” He folded his arms. “We should talk about this. You could scream out somebody else’s name when you come.”

      He smiled at me in the glow from the bar’s lot light, so sure I’d have an orgasm if I went with him, and I had to smile back, pretty sure I would, too. “I might have done that last night. I was pretty drunk.”

      “Think of it as another one-night stand. Just with the same guy.”

      I squinted at him in the dark. “You know, guys usually don’t pursue me like this.”

      His expression shifted then, got a little more serious. “Cash might. If he wasn’t getting married tomorrow and Lavender wasn’t watching him like a hawk.”

      “Yeah, that’s slowing him down some.” But not much. I folded my arms, too. “The problem is I like you.”

      “And that’s bad?”

      “Well, two nights with a guy I like. That would be dangerous.” I shook my head and winced. “Ouch.” I’d forgotten I had a head injury. I put my hand up to forehead. No whipping the head around.

      “Come on, I’ll take you home,” he said, and something in his voice shifted again, as if he wasn’t kidding around anymore, as if he was just taking care of me.

      I wanted more of that. It was new. I like new things. And I liked him, so I stopped playing around. “But I am curious about these moves. So yes, I will go home with you.”

      “I’ll leave the lights on so you can see how good I am,” he said.

      I already know how good you are, I thought. And not just at sex.

      He straightened away from the side of the Jeep. “You want to leave your car here or follow me out?”

      “Follow you out,” I said and got in my car.

      

      #

      

      It’s funny what a difference twenty-four hours can make. When Vince turned down into the flood plain and I followed, I shivered in anticipation this time. When he pulled up in front of the Big Chef, I did, too, and then got out and spared a moment to look at the river rushing by. Then I turned and basked in the sight of the diner.

      I sighed.

      “You want this diner more than you want me,” Vince said, but he sounded amused.

      “No,” I said. “But it’s close. Do you ever turn on the lights on the sign?”

      “In the middle of the woods? No.”

      He sounded as if it were obvious, but if I had a diner in the middle of the woods on a big river, I would turn on the sign, just for me.

      “I don’t even know if I can,” he said, into my silence. “I’ve never looked for the switch. It must be hidden somewhere; they wouldn’t put it out in the diner where any kid could turn it on and off. Plus, it probably doesn’t work. It was a job getting the entire thing here. Although Will wired the place and he’s pretty thorough.”

      It looked like such a warm, safe place.

      Well, it was. Vince was there.

      “I may be mythologizing you,” I told him.

      “Whatever makes you happy.” He opened the door to the diner for me. “I prefer Norse. Vikings and Valhalla and Ragnarok and all that.”

      “Norse it is, Thor. Can I make my own Coke?” I said, and he said, “Sure,” and when we went inside, he moved into the bedroom, and I saw his shape moving around behind the glass block wall as I went behind the counter and took a can of Diet Coke out of the under-counter fridge. It wasn’t like working a real diner, but with the Coke glass and some ice and pouring the stuff so it didn’t foam up too much, I felt like I belonged.

      Also, there was Diet Coke in the fridge tonight. It’s the little things, you know?

      So, I made him a regular Coke, put them both on the counter and sat down on one of the stools.

      He came out and sat beside me and I pushed his Coke toward him, and since it was such a safe place, I told him what was making me uneasy.

      “I think something really bad is coming.”

      “Okay.” He took a drink of his Coke and waited, not upset with the change in mood.

      “I get these feelings sometimes. I used to think I was just nuts, but then I saw a therapist who told me that children of alcoholics are usually hyper-aware, reading the landscape for signs of trouble because they never know when things are going to go south.” He frowned a little, and I said, “My mom was never abusive, don’t think that, she loved me, but a lot of the time, she wasn’t . . . coping. I turned off the stove a lot. I locked the doors at night. And I watched other people watching her.” Like I watch other people watching me now.

      “I get it,” Vince said. “We had soldiers in the Rangers who were hyper-alert. They made great point-men. They’d alert on something, even though they weren’t aware of what it was, but they’d get this weird feeling. They were actually seeing a broken branch or the glint of metal, but not consciously processing it. They just knew it was danger.”

      “When were you in the Army?” I said. “Oh, wait, the Rangers?"

      “Before the police,” he said, nodding and dismissing it but there was a shadow in his eyes and I had a feeling it was closer to him right now than he was letting on.

      “Well, yeah, it’s like that. It’s probably one of the reasons I became a writer, watching people. So sometimes now I pick up stuff without realizing it. It’s not a superpower, it’s just a leftover from when I had to watch everything all the time. To make sure everything would be fine.”

      I may have put some bitterness into that last bit.

      “And you’re still doing that,” Vince said, nodding to my T-shirt, the one that said, It’s fine, I’m fine, Everything is fine.

      “Not as much,” I protested, putting my hand over the letters, but he shook his head.

      “Everybody at that bar last night knew Margot was too drunk to drive. You were the only one who stopped her.”

      “Not the only one.” I met his eyes. “That’s why you were coming out after her.”

      He frowned as if something had just occurred to him. His own little moment of enlightenment. “Maybe that’s because they saw me follow her out. Maybe they’re relying on me too much now.” He picked up his Coke again. “So, what made you uneasy tonight at the rehearsal?” He was actually interested in what I felt and wanted to say, not in a rush to get me into bed.

      “I don’t know, that’s what’s making me nervous. I mean there was enough tension there to cut a wedding cake, but I can’t pinpoint anything in particular. I know it was more than unpleasant, it was ugly, I know I saw something or heard something I didn’t register, but . . .” I trailed off, knowing I was making very little sense. “The rehearsal dinner was great, at least the food was. But Cash and Lavender were grim, so something was going on there. I asked Patsy after the whole thing was over, and she said Skye told Lavender something about Cash, and Lavender was so livid that Patsy cheered up because she thought Lavender was going to call off the wedding.”

      “That bad?”

      “Lavender was shaking. And Cash was furious, but I don’t know if that was at Lavender or Skye. Maybe both. Patsy’s sure it was about something Skye told her.”

      “And you couldn’t find out what it was?”

      “I didn’t ask.” I picked up my Diet Coke. “Since it was Cash, I figured he’d slept with Skye.”

      Vince shook his head. “Maybe. But he and the senator want this wedding pretty badly. He wouldn’t do something that would annoy Wilcox.”

      I looked up, surprised. “The senator wants the marriage?”

      “From what I hear, it was her idea.”

      “I don’t think that would stop Cash. He always gets what he wants, always has, so he’s got a skewed idea of how people will react to him because they usually just get out of his way, hand over anything he wants.” At least I always had.

      “You didn’t get a clue what the fight was about?”

      I shook my head. “No. But I’m pretty sure it’s the reason Skye quit the wedding. She and Lavender did some pretty intense whispering. You know, I’m not sure Cash and Lavender even like each other.”

      Vince shrugged. “They like what they can do for each other. For some people, that’s enough.”

      “It’s not going to be for them. They were still fighting during the rehearsal at the altar.” I said, remembering how pale they’d both looked as they hissed at each other. “It was bad. At one point, Lavender was whispering and called him a bastard, and we all heard it, so Mac said, ‘Oh, look, they wrote their own vows,’ and we kind of laughed, but . . . I wouldn’t be surprised if she called it off.”

      “Do you think that's a good thing?”

      I frowned at him. “Why would that be a good thing?”

      “Cash seems pretty ready to pick things up with you again.”

      “Oh, god, no,” I said before I could stop myself. What do you know, I matured while I wasn’t paying attention.

      He nodded. “Anything else happen?”

      “Faye and Kitty,” I said. “They really hate each other. There was something weird at the end of the rehearsal dinner, when Faye said something about Kitty’s boys and Kitty said at least she hadn’t killed any of her children. I think she was hinting that Faye drove Navy to kill himself.”

      “Was that all?” Vince asked, not surprised at that.

      “Oh, no.”

      “What else?”

      I frowned, remembering. “ML was there and she was furious with Cash, too. I heard her say, ‘I have to talk to you’ in that ‘do-this-or-I’ll-kill-you’ voice of hers, but then he ignored her and she just glared at him for the rest of the rehearsal. No snide comments, no shots at Kitty, hell, no shots at me.”

      “A bad night, but nobody was maimed or killed.”

      “Oh, don’t think you’re off the hook, our names came up.”

      Vince pulled back. “Our names?”

      “You and me. Faye said Kitty was lying about Jimmy Pitts’ arrest—the words ‘dumb cracker’ were used—so Kitty asked Will to back her up and Will said I could back her up, too, since I was in the Jeep with you, and suddenly all eyes were on us. Well, me.” I took a deep breath and drank some Coke. “And you never showed up to rescue me, so what the hell, Ranger?”

      “My bad, Magnolia. Anything else?”

      I sipped my Diet Coke and considered him, the guy I wanted watching my back. The guy who watched everything. He must gather information and store it away in case he needed it later. Kind of a hard drive for Burney info. Well, he was human, a soft drive. Then I glanced down and thought, Nope, hard.

      “Anything else?” he said again, a different note in his voice.

      “Faye Blue is a hag from hell,” I said, leaning closer to him.

      “Everybody knows that.” He leaned in and kissed me, softly, and then he said, “Is there anything else that got to you tonight?”

      “Just you,” I said, because there really wasn’t.

      “There’s a bed behind that wall,” he said, staying close.

      “I remember that.”

      “I’m warning you, though, if you go back there with me, I’m going to make you do something really disgusting things.”

      I leaned in closer. “Ooooh. Like what?”

      He put his mouth against my ear and started listing everything he planned, and my breath came faster and I grabbed his shirt because he was making me dizzy.

      When he stopped whispering and pulled back, I said, “I can do all of that.”

      “I know,” he said and kissed me, and it was very good, and then he took my hand, pulling me to my feet as he stood. “Come on, Danger. Let’s get busy.”

      “Just so you know, if you ever say ‘I’m moving into the Danger Zone’ before you go inside me, I’m leaving you cold.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, and I followed him the four feet into his bedroom.

      

      #

      

      The great thing about second one-night stands is that you have a pretty good idea of what you’re going to get.

      I took off my black jacket as he pulled his T-shirt over his head—the man had a nice chest, he must lift things on regular occasions, probably drunks and felons, but still, nice chest—and then I shucked off my black jeans and pulled my black t-shirt off and he looked at the pile of clothes on the floor and said, “So tonight you’re the angel of death?”

      I ignored him to crawl up to the head of the bed. He’d seen my ass enough last night to know whether he liked it or not, and given how many times he’d put his hands on it, he was at least accustomed to it. I rolled over when I got to the head of the bed and saw him naked at the foot and he looked good. Really, really good.

      “Thursday?” he said.

      “What?”

      “Your ass has ‘Thursday’ written on it.”

      “Oh.” I’d just grabbed the first black pair out of my suitcase. “Days of the week underpants.”

      “It’s Saturday, Magnolia.”

      “Okay, you wait here, and I’ll go get the Saturday pants.”

      “Never mind. You want lights on?” he said, and I said, “Not unless you’ve got curtains for this window.”

      “Moonlight it is, then,” he said and crawled up the bed to me, and that was pretty damn hot, too. Then he said, “You forgot a few things,” and unhooked my bra and tossed it toward the foot of the bed and got rid of my Thursday pants, and then it was just his mouth on me and his body hot and hard against me, and me licking and touching and biting everywhere I knew would make him moan—I’d learned a lot last night—and this time it was us, still new to each other but not strangers, friends with exceedingly good benefits, and I relaxed a little more and laughed with him as we drove each other crazy.

      Laughing when you’re having sex doesn’t get enough good press.

      And then he got serious and so did I and we stopped laughing and did some of the disgusting things he had planned, and it was so good, so good that when we were both sweaty and breathing heavy afterwards, I didn’t let go, I held onto him and felt his arms strong around me.

      “I love everything about this,” I told him. “Orgasms in a diner with a hot cop.”

      “That was one orgasm. Singular. Give me a minute here.”

      “There was one last night, too. And I am optimistic about the future.”

      “The future should be here in ten, fifteen minutes,” Vince said. “Want a Coke while you wait?”

      I laughed and snuggled in closer—I am not a snuggler but the moment called for it—and his phone rang.

      Vince said many words, some of which I’d never heard before.

      “Don’t answer it,” I said, holding onto him.

      “It’s not midnight.” He looked down at me, and then bent and kissed my mouth, and then my breast, and then he got up and went to find his cellphone.
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Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      Once more, Liz got dressed fast. I knew I shouldn’t take her along since our last outing had resulted in shot tires. That hadn’t been her fault, but she kept me off balance. Before I could tell her to stay and wait for me to get back, she was at the door with her jacket on and her bra in her hand, and I realized I really didn’t want her to leave me yet. I shrugged on my jacket and led her to the Jeep.

      We hit the highway and she hadn’t yet made any smart aleck comments about my Gladiola so that was good. I’ll give her credit that she rode along for almost five minutes before asking what was going on.

      “Domestic disturbance,” I informed her.

      “Domestic disturbances are dangerous, aren’t they?”

      I had a brief flashback of Patrick O'Toole hitting Honey at JB’s and then threatening to fire me when I arrested him. But she was talking about a different kind of dangerous. “Yeah. Unpredictable because they usually involve drugs or alcohol or both mixed with anger and assholes.” I sped up. “But I know these two idiots and it should be all right.” I could hear Rain laughing at my optimism. Another drawback to Liz Danger: she kept taking me to the bright side, which was a dangerous place in my profession.

      We headed around the hill and then I took a hard turn onto one of the side roads. Out of the corner of my eye I saw that Liz was hanging on to the grab strap again. Technically, Burney should call these people around-the-hill, since to get to where they lived, you didn’t go over the hill, because that road dead-ended at the Blue mansion. You went up part way and then around, like we were doing. When Cleve Blue moved the cardboard factory to Mexico, these were the people who’d lost their jobs.

      I yanked the wheel again and we turned into a dirt lane.

      “I grew up in this town and have no clue where we are,” Liz said.

      “That’s good,” I told her. “Because this is the ass end of Burney. I got lost the first time coming here. Now I know most of it by heart.” I took the last turn onto a rutted lane, rumbled through a narrow tree-lined track and stopped before an old cabin that could have used some paint. And a foundation.

      I grabbed the gun off the magnet, keeping it tight to my thigh and out of view of anyone in the house, then got out. The porch light came on and a tall, skinny guy came out, letting the screen door, sans screen, slap shut in the face of a shorter, thicker woman, who was yelling her head off. She followed the guy out, stepping through where the screen should have been, her face red with rage, and he started yelling back. I moved in front of the Jeep so the headlights partly hid me in their glare. They knew who I was. Their hands were empty of guns, knives or blunt instruments. They used tongues to lash at each other.

      After another minute of yelling, Liz got out of the car and came to stand beside me and I remembered that I’d forgotten to tell her to stay in the Jeep, but I also knew it wouldn’t have mattered.

      “Is this some kind of performance art?” she asked.

      “This,” I said, “is foreplay for dummies.”

      The man finally turned to me and demanded. “You gonna do anything about this, Office Cooper?”

      “Yeah, Bobby, I am,” I said. “You’re under arrest. Get your stuff, we’re going into town.”

      They both drew back, outraged. “It ain’t midnight yet, Cooper,” the woman said.

      “My watch says midnight, Shelly.” I turned to Liz. “Your watch say midnight?”

      “I don’t have a watch,” she said.

      “Her watch says midnight,” I told Shelly and looked at Bobby. “Get your stuff.”

      “You dumbass calling the cops, you are worthless,” Shelly said to Bobby, and took a step forward, and Bobby took a step back and turned to me as a better option.

      “Oh, now, you’re just mad ‘cause I busted up your date,” Bobby said to me. “Why don’t we forget the whole thing.”

      “Get your stuff.”

      Bobby looked at Liz critically. “I mean she’s kinda hot. Needs make-up and her hair is all messy—”

      “What are you, my mother?” Liz said to him.

      This was getting tiresome and not how I wanted to spend my evening. “Shut up and get in the Jeep, Bobby.”

      “You’re cranky tonight,” Bobby observed.

      “I think it was your abuse of 911,” Liz told him.

      “It’s before midnight,” Bobby said, outraged.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Liz asked.

      “Cooper arrests anybody who calls 911 after midnight,” Bobby said. “But it was only eleven-fifty-two when I called. I was just bluffing Shelly. I don’t know what the world’s coming to when you can’t trust the police.”

      “Hey, he didn’t shoot you, count your blessings,” Liz said and got back in the jeep.

      “It was before midnight,” Shelly said, her voice low and sharp now, breathing heavy.

      “It’s after now,” I said. “And I know you, Bobby. You’ll keep calling once you’ve made that first one.”

      Shelly got to the heart of the arguing. “Bobby’s paycheck bounced so he couldn’t get the groceries. Dumb son-a-bitch.”

      By groceries, she meant their evening case of beer, because both seemed unusually sober which made her more dangerous in my book. She didn’t look ready to mellow out with a few more cold ones that she didn’t have, which is the way it normally played out.

      I looked back at Bobby who was evaluating the powder keg that was now Shelly.

      I gave him a nudge. “Bobby. I think it’s best if I take you in.”

      Bobby saw what I saw in Shelly. He wasn’t smart, but he had the battered husband survival instinct to know when to retreat. “I’ll get my pack.”

      I got back in the Jeep but kept an eye on Shelly.

      “So, you and Bobby and Shelly go back a ways do you?” Liz said, putting on her seatbelt as we waited for the felon to join us. “Menage a trois, cop style?”

      “Give me a break. I answer this call every time because one time I’m not going to and someone is going to get seriously hurt.”

      Bobby eventually got in the jeep with a knapsack, Shelly still shouting at him, and I backed down the lane. Both Bobby and Liz were quiet on the drive into town which allowed me to get my blood pressure back to normal. I drove back to Big Chef so Liz could get her car, seeing as I wouldn’t be back for a couple of hours, thanks to Bobby and his lousy finances.

      “I’m sorry about this,” I said, but Liz shook her head as she unbuckled her seat belt.

      “We’re good. I have to let my mother know I’m alive and get some sleep for that damn wedding tomorrow anyway. Assuming it’s still on.”

      “Come to JB's after the wedding. I’ll buy you a Coke.”

      Liz grinned at me. “That’s why you want me at JB’s?”

      I leaned closer and whispered, “I might be trying for a three-night stand.” Then I kissed her again, and she kissed me back with enthusiasm and tongue, and I sort of lost my place in time, until Bobby in the back seat said, “Is this why you’re so damn mad? Because I can go back home—” and I pulled back and said, “Shut up, Bobby,” and exited to open the door for Liz.

      She got out and I got out and met her. I put my arms around her and took a deep breath, and felt a startling sense of calm, all her softness pressing against me. “Yeah, I’ll be trying for that third night.”

      Liz nestled in a bit and smiled up at me. “Well, just so you won’t be wondering, I’ll be saying yes. You’re the best time I’ve ever had in Burney.”

      “I get the feeling the bar is pretty low on that,” I said, and she laughed and kissed me again and then got in her car.

      I waited until she started back down the lane, and then I got back in the Jeep and looked in the rearview mirror, my mind back on business again. Bobby worked construction, when he could find the job and wasn’t binging. “Who do you work for Bobby?”

      “Cash Porter hired a bunch of us out at the new development,” Bobby said. “Good pay, excepting when the check bounces.”

      Cash Porter again.

      I really do not like that guy.
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Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting ready for the wedding was hell even before I got there late—sleeping on bear tombs is not comfy and I finally got my five mile run in, which wasn’t easy in a town as small as Burney, I had to make several loops—and then I had to trade my Sorry I Was Late, I Didn’t Want To Come t-shirt for that damn lavender bridesmaid slip dress with the botanical bosom and jam my feet into Margot’s too small slides (thank god, they weren’t pumps), and get my hair hot-curled. I had a momentary urge to rip all the flowers off and comb my hair back to normal, and then I remembered this was Lavender’s day and she was miserable, so if she wanted cabbage roses on my boobs, she would have them.

      Molly was quieter than usual, Patsy looked sullen, Veronica in her purple satin looked ready to bite somebody or at least pee on her cabbage rose skirt, but Lavender was calm and beautiful. I knew that was a pose, I’d seen how unhappy she was the night before, but it was a damn good pose.

      Peri, on the other hand, was having a wonderful time in that purple poofy dress that I’d told her made her look like a bath scrubbie. “I’m a purple bath scrubbie,” she announced to everyone, and everyone smiled at her.

      Good for you kid, I thought.

      Faye was explaining to everybody that Lavender wasn’t wearing Faye’s wedding dress because she was too large for it. “My dress was a size four,” she said, several times. “Lavender, of course, is an eight.”

      I looked at Lavender, stunning in her big poufy white dress in the sunlight from the big window, the Blue pearls roped around her neck, so I said, “She looks like a ten to me. You’re a beautiful bride, Lavender, a beautiful, beautiful bride.”

      She smiled at me, and then Faye said, “I don’t think she’s a size ten,” and Lavender sighed and we left for the church.

      The wedding was also beautiful if you didn’t look at the faces of the bridal party. The church was grey stone with a lot of amber in its stained glass, so there was a nice warm glow in the light. The flowers—white roses, lavender, and ivy—draped over the end of the pews and over the bridesmaids’ gloves—don’t get me started on the gloves—and the whole effect was magazine-spread worthy.

      And then there was the wedding party. Ken and Will stood at the altar beside Cash, both looking darkly handsome and annoyed as hell so Cash had probably said or done something to piss them off, and Mac looking anxious, probably because he had to be silent and couldn’t say something funny to ease the tension. Patsy upset, Molly quiet, and then there was me. ML stared balefully from a pew beside Uncle Day as I went down the aisle, Peri behind me humming “Birdhouse in Your Soul” loudly, drowning out the Wedding March, tugging on Veronica’s leash to get her cabbage-rose-covered butt down the aisle, and Lavender behind them looking beautiful and calm, bur not radiant. I think you have to be happy to be radiant.

      Veronica did not pee in the church.

      I just wanted to go home. Or go find Vince. He wasn’t chatty or charming, but he was strong and sure, and I felt good when I was with him, and my life could use a hit of quiet good right about now. Plus, there was all that good sex.

      I should be counting my blessings, first among them that I wasn’t Lavender.

      They got married. There was a moment when I thought it wasn’t going to happen, when Lavender looked at Cash with narrowed eyes and Cash looked back with his nostrils flared, the way he always looks when he’s furious, and really, if the minister had had any sense of calling, he’d have stopped the wedding. But no one objected although I’m sure there were many who wanted to, they said their I-do’s and Patsy burst into tears as they walked down the aisle, a truly beautiful couple, and the rest of us trailed in their wake.

      “The reception and then we’re free,” I told Molly and drove us to the country club.

      

      #

      

      “So this is my perfect wedding,” Lavender said two hours later.

      The pictures had been taken and the cake cut, all of us with frozen smiles, and Lavender had kept smiling through the effusive praise and hugs lavished on Cash by his family and the colder air kisses smooched past her. ML’s congratulations that were pretty much “My pearls look wonderful on you, Lavender,” (I wanted to say, “Molly’s pearls,” but I didn’t). And Lavender’s mother’s contribution was, in total, “You’re almost as beautiful as I am, darling.”

      The wedding guests had divided into camps that were whispering about the bride, ignoring her, or staring at her balefully (okay, that was just Patsy, but nobody at the Porter table was making her stop, so I blamed them all). There was a table of strangers and Lavender told me they were political people, friends of the Senator, here to give their blessing to the Cash-Lavender union, sort of like a mob wedding. I expected them to file by and drop envelopes, but they mostly seemed really bored and looking at the doors longingly, but the Senator was there so, no.

      At the moment, waiting for the toasts and speeches, the entire head table consisted of Lavender and me, which was just sad.

      I sipped my second glass of champagne and tried not to yearn for the table that Molly had commandeered with Jill and her husband and Mac and Ken (in flight from the seething darkness at the Porter table, avoiding the head table) and Ken’s boyfriend, Neil. That was a good table to be at. Of course, sooner or later, the Porters would have to join us at the head table, but since Cash had taken up permanent residence by the side of Senator Wilcox, that wasn’t going to be any time soon. They’d shown up for him, not for Lavender. I envied Vince, whom I’d spotted in the parking lot before coming in, looking smart in his uniform as well as extremely bored.

      “Well,” I said, “you know. Weddings. Aren’t they always awful?” Lavender looked at me, and I added, “Not that this is awful. It’s very beautiful. It even smells nice, thanks to all the roses and lavender. Weddings just seem to me to be so much about the production and not about the actual marriage. So, I think this is probably par for the course.”

      “With everybody loathing the bride?”

      “They don’t loathe you,” I said. “Just Patsy and she has issues.”

      “They don’t care about me, either.” Lavender picked up her champagne glass and drained it. She’d had several.

      “They don’t care about anybody.” I surveyed the crowd. “They’re all caught up in their own lives. Like us.”

      Peri climbed into the seat next to mine, clutching a glass of violet-colored Shirley Temple. “Want to hear my song that I made up?" she said, clearly avid to sing.

      I wanted to say, “No, this day sucks enough already,” but it was Peri so I said, “Yes.”

      She beamed at me, her narrow little face squinching up so that her violet-blue eyes almost disappeared as she took a deep breath. “I'm a little bath scrubbie, not just a purple bath scrubbie, I am a glowing bath scrubbie, not actually a bath scrubbie, but I am . . .” She bobbed her head hard for several beats and then went on. “A bath scrubbie in the church for the wedding who watches over you, make a little scrubbie in your soul . . .”

      The rest of it was pretty much There Might Be Giants, but I’ll give her points for making “bath scrubbie” work in a song that was already weird as hell.

      Then she finished and sat back and waited for applause.

      “I liked the scrubbie in your soul part,” I told her. “It’s a good start. Keep working on it."

      She looked exasperated again. “The wedding's over. I'll never wear this dress again. It's a wedding dress.”

      The waiter went by and put another glass of bubbly in front of me and I picked it up. This was not an occasion I was going to survive sober. I looked back at Peri and said, “No, it used to be a wedding dress. Now it's the scrubbie dress that goes with the scrubbie song. It's a scrubbie song dress so you can wear it whenever you sing the scrubbie song.”

      “Oh.” Peri thought about it.

      “Context is everything, kid.”

      Peri wasn't buying it. “Maybe.”

      Lavender leaned over. “That’s Ken’s chair, honey,” she said to Peri, and Peri picked up her Shirley Temple and moved down to the end where Will and Patsy had finally joined the head table and were deep in conversation but were about to hear the Scrubbie Song. Probably twice.

      Lavender poured herself another glass, the bottle unsteady in her grasp, and knocked back half of it while keeping her hand clutched around the neck of the bottle so I couldn’t move it out of the way, and I decided that if she wanted to drink herself senseless at her wedding, that was her business.

      “The thing is,” she said, still enunciating clearly, “the thing is, I don’t like them, either. They all act like they’re so great and they all have secrets. Patsy Porter acts like I’m the anti-Christ, but if people knew—”

      “Everybody’s got secrets,” I said.

      “You don’t.”

      “That’s more about my boring life than it is about me.”

      Lavender looked at me appraisingly, pulling her head back a little and squinting. “I bet you don’t know half the stuff about your family that I do.”

      “That’s possible. It’s also possible that I don’t care.”

      “You’d care. If you knew, you’d care.”

      She poured another glass of champagne, and irritation made me say, “Might want to go easy on that.”

      “Why? I don’t have to make a speech. The bride just sits down and shuts up while the best man does all the talking.” She looked over at Ken, laughing with Molly and Mac and Will and the rest of the table. “He probably is the best man, too. Better’n the groom.” She looked back at me. “I like you.”

      “I cannot imagine why.”

      “You don't want anything from me.” Lavender sat back in her chair, looking at me with those cold violet eyes. “You're not trying to snow me into anything. People lie to me all the time. But you don't.”

      “Lying is for sissies.”

      “Cash is in love with you.”

      “Cash is in love with whoever's standing in front of him. Bonus points if she's naked.” I started to take a drink and then remembered that Lavender had just married Cash. Maybe I'd had enough champagne. “Sorry, that was tactless.”

      “But true.” Lavender knocked back half of the other glass of champagne. That was good, she was pacing herself now, only half a glass at a time.

      “But you knew this,” I said.

      Lavender nodded. “I didn't know he loved you.”

      “He doesn't love me,” I said, tiredly. “Trust me. He had me three times and dumped me three times.”

      “In high school,” Lavender said, oddly not upset with me. It was as if she was working something out, looking at her new husband as a puzzle to be solved instead of a problem to be annulled before she cut the cake.

      “He hasn't changed. They don't change.” I know, cynicism is easy. It's also the fastest path to the truth.

      “You didn't sleep with him last night.”

      I scowled at her. “He was marrying you. It didn't seem like the time. Also, what am I? Charlie Brown? After three times, you do not kick the football.”

      “You slept with Vince instead. I could tell you were going to. And he wouldn't say no.” Lavender sipped her champagne this time. Pacing herself. “Good choice there. Vince won’t lie to you.”

      “So why are you marrying Cash instead of Vince?”

      “Oh, I wouldn't marry Vince.” Lavender laughed and Team Lavender lost its only member. “Vince is in the parking lot directing traffic. Cash is heading for the state senate and eventually he’ll go national. Cash is what I need in a husband. Thanks for not sleeping with him last night.”

      I thought about saying, “I didn't want him,” but again, she'd just married him so . . .

      “Everybody in this room has a secret,” Lavender said, and her smile was cat-like.

      “Well, they're human.”

      “Not really.” Lavender drained the rest of her glass, tried to pour more and found out the bottle was empty, and motioned to a waiter passing by. He brought the tray of filled glasses over and she took two glasses for herself and then put two more down in front of me. Then she lifted her glass. “A toast. To my wedding. Look around you. It's beautiful.”

      I picked up my champagne glass, one of them, and looked around and it was. The copious champagne was doing its work and people were laughing everywhere. The lavender and white color scheme which could have been ghastly was lovely, pale and cool like the bride, roses and lavender and white satin ribbon everywhere. And the champagne was damn good.

      “There won't be another wedding like this in Burney until Peri gets married,” Lavender said.

      “Peri's gonna elope with a biker,” I said, and Lavender laughed, choking a little on her champagne.

      “She will, won’t she? A biker.” She laughed. “She won’t be the first Blue to go for a biker.”

      I had no idea what she meant by that.

      Lavender scanned the crowd. “ML’s not happy. She wanted her money back from the development, but Cash is tapped out. I imagine that’s partly why today is happening. I’m the new bank.” She met my eyes. “Hi. I’m the new bank.”

      I had nothing to say, the look in her eyes was awful, so she went back to looking at the crowed until she found Margot, sitting alone at a table at the back. “Margot looks like hell.” Her beautiful lips curved in an ugly smile. “Poor Margot.”

      The satisfaction in Lavender's voice as she said, ‘Poor Margot’ was sour enough to curdle milk.

      Cash sat down next to Lavender, looking handsome and annoyed. If you didn’t know him, he just looked handsome, but I could see how hard his jaw was set. “You’ve had enough to drink,” he told her.

      She knocked back her glass and tried to pick up the second one, but he put his hand over hers.

      Oh, crap, I thought, but she just smiled at him beautifully—the entire room was probably thinking what an attractive couple they were—and said, “I want more champagne. I’m going to have more champagne. If you want to wrestle the glass away from me in front of all these people and their camera phones, go right ahead.”

      He flushed, but he let go and she drained the second one. “Do you need a refill, Liz?” she said, waving at the waiter with drink tray.

      “No, thanks. I still have these two. And I’m driving.” No, I’m not, I thought, pretty sure I’d seen Annie’s taxi in the parking lot. There was also a hot cop.

      Lavender picked up my other glass. “You should stay here tonight. No, we’re at the club, go up to the Blue House. My bed. I took your man; you should have my bed. It’s in the tower and the door locks so Faye can’t get to you.”

      “Not my man,” I said. “All yours. Congratulations.”

      “Yeah,” she said, looking at Cash sadly. “I win.”

      “That’s enough,” he said through his teeth. His smile was pasted on now. If he was going further in politics, he was going to have to work on his fake smiles.

      The head table was filling up, Ken sliding in beside me and smiling at me, a real smile. Patsy was down at the end of the table, smiling at no one, but I heard Will laugh with Peri, and then Molly sat beside Ken, Mac at her side.

      “How’s it going?” Molly asked.

      “Oh, not well,” I said, but then things got back on track. Cash and Lavender did their first dance to ‘God Only Knows’, which made Molly laugh because, as she said, God only knew how long the marriage would last. The song is beautiful, but Lavender and Cash were palpably tense as they danced, saying things to each other with rigid smiles on their faces that fooled no one. I wouldn’t have given odds of them making it to the end of the reception. Then they came back to the table to applause, and Ken got up to speak, tapping his fork again his champagne glass and the crowd quieted. He did a nice job sincerely welcoming Lavender to the family, and I thought Lavender would relax then, but she was wired on champagne and whatever had happened during the dance.

      Then Ken turned to me and said, “Liz?” And it took me a moment before I realized he thought I was going to do a toast, too.

      Nobody had told me there was a maid of honor toast. But okay, I’m a writer, I can fake this. I took hold of my empty champagne glass and started to rise, but Lavender beat me to it.

      “I have a few words to say, and I’m sure Liz won’t mind,” she said, and the whole place froze in fear.

      Well, I froze in fear and I was pretty sure it was a shared moment. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      “First,” Lavender said, “I want to think my little niece, Periwinkle, for being my flower girl. You were perfect in every way, Peri, and I’m so glad you were in my wedding. And I love your bath scrubby song.”

      I relaxed a little, and Peri beamed. Maybe Lavender wasn’t going to—

      “And then there’s my mother, Faye, who spared no expense in trying to make this wedding as good as hers. Well, my expense, but she was in there telling me what she wanted every minute. Thank you so much, Mother. I could have done this without you.”

      Please let everybody have heard “couldn’t” and not “could,” I thought, but Lavender had already moved on.

      “And if my brother Navy were here, I’m sure he’d say the same.”

      Faye stiffened and went white, and beside her, Margot’s face crumpled, and she got up and left the room.

      “And to my new mother-in-law, Kitty, that rehearsal dinner was magnificent in every way, and that lavender cake was brilliant. And in return I promise you’ll have grandchildren in your back yard instead of Patsy’s parts.”

      Kitty glared at her, Will winced, and Patsy turned red and looked ready to kill. I was missing something there.

      I tugged on Lavender’s dress. “Don’t do this,” I whispered.

      “And then my aunt ML,” Lavender said. “Thank you so much for lending me these beautiful pearls, they are really gorgeous. I shouldn’t have them since they’re passed down to the oldest granddaughter in each generation, but I’m grateful for the loan. As Aunt ML said, something old, something borrowed and something definitely Blue.”

      Then she turned to me. “And I must thank Liz Danger, who saved my day by agreeing to be my maid of honor, a role she has carried off with true honor.” She turned to me smiling and took the pearls off and held them out to me. “Thank you for being there for me.”

      I frowned, confused. Those pearls were Molly’s as the oldest Blue granddaughter, even if ML wouldn’t let go of them. They’d never been mine. When I shook my head, she said, “No, I must give these to you, you’re the one who should have them,” and dropped them around my neck. “Thank you so much for standing by me today, Liz, it means the world to me.”

      I knew she was up to something, but aside from making ML go so rigidly pale she looked dead, I couldn’t think what giving me the pearls would accomplish, especially since ML was going to grab them right back. Plus, from what Lavender said, ML wanted her money back from Cash, which meant she’d want it back via Lavender now. I wonder if Uncle Day knew she’d loaned Cash money?

      “And then there’s my new husband,” Lavender said, turning back to the microphone. “A man full of surprises. My sister Skye tells me—”

      The mic was jerked out of her hand and I looked past her to see Cash, furious. “Honey,” he said, “you’re holding up the reception. People want cake.” He turned, smiling, to the confused looking audience. “Right? Cake!”

      Some people nodded, trying to play along, while Cash held the mic out of Lavender’s reach. “We’ll be right back,” he said, put the mic down, and dragged Lavender from the room.

      

      #

      

      Like everybody else, I deserted the head table. Really, the only thing to do at that point was drink, so most of the guests were diving headfirst into the champagne, and as I walked past, I heard "won't last the summer" and "my God, did you see that look she gave him?" and one "dumb fuck deserves it."

      I sat down at the table with Molly, Mac, Will, Ken, and Neil and took the glass of champagne Ken handed me as they discussed how long the marriage was going to last. “I say she’s out the door now,” Neil said, and Ken said, “They’ll be together forever, it’s Cash’s career at stake.” Then Mac started talking about the danger of the candles in the church—being a firefighter has evidently made him cautious in his thirties—until somebody knocked over one of the heater candles on the buffet table and he sighed and went to put it out.

      After that, conversation died and more people left, and I stopped drinking because I was definitely on my way to drunk. Well, so was everybody else, but they could take care of themselves. Mac wasn’t drinking, so at worst, he could haul us all home. Plus, Annie was in the parking lot. Or I could go out and find Vince—

      Faye walked up, a sullen Veronica under her arm, and said, “Lavender wants to see you in the Blue Room.”

      “What Blue Room?” I said, and Molly said, “Cross the lobby and go down the hall to the room with the double doors. It’s a meeting room.”

      “Great.” I got up, patted Veronica on the head, and looked at all of them. “I’ll be right back.”

      I headed across the front hall to a narrow hallway that took a sharp left turn when it arrived at double doors that had ‘Blue Room’ etched on a brass plate beside them. The Blue Room in the Blue Country Club. A bit of overkill.

      A beefy guy in a suit wearing aviator sunglasses indoors was standing in front of them, and he stopped me when I tried to go around him.

      “That’s off limits,” he told me, and then the door behind him opened, and Lavender said, “That’s my maid of honor, you meathead, let her in here or I’m going to start screaming.”

      He looked from her to me and back again and stepped aside.

      I went in, and Lavender slammed the door and locked it.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      “The senator’s bodyguard.”

      “Why does the senator have a bodyguard? And why is the bodyguard guarding you?”

      “Cash is holed up with the senator talking damage control.” She shook her head. “They really mean Lavender control.” She looked me straight in the eyes. “They actually think they can lock me in a room to keep me from talking.” She leaned close. “I need you to help me escape. I have a plan.”

      “And I thought things couldn’t get any worse,” I said, and took her away from the doors so Meathead wouldn’t hear her.
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Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t raining.

      That was me looking for the upside of working the parking lot for the wedding reception. Everyone who was anyone was inside, so some nobodies, like me, were outside, including Alex Junior, Senator Wilcox’s son, who was apparently in the doghouse and relegated to being a nobody for the day. He had on black pants, white shirt and black vest and was playing at being a valet. His friend Sun Lum was also on the job in black and white, parking cars. And Jimmy Pitts was low man on the totem pool, cleaning the parked cars’ windows as if that were a wedding gift to the attendees. Someone had gotten imaginative with his punishment. Somehow it felt karmic to me that I was with them, watching people already tipsy wander into the reception. I’d already alerted Annie to have the bus ready and she’d recruited some friends and their cars to help with the overflow.

      I’d seen Liz briefly on her way in, and she’d shared a wave and an eyeroll so that made me feel better about being outside.

      “Must have been one hell of a wedding,” Alex said.

      “Why aren’t you in there with your mother?” I asked.

      “She’s punishing me for showing poor judgment.”

      “Getting in a car with Pitts?”

      Alex laughed. “That. And some other things. Mother has high standards.” He nodded at Pitts. “They won’t let him park the cars.”

      Who the hell called their mom, ‘Mother'? I’d seen it in some movies and it was never a sign of true respect.

      “Are you going to follow in your mother’s footsteps?” I asked him as Sun came over and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, offering them. I demurred, but Alex accepted. Pitts glared at us as he squirted cleaner on a Cadillac windshield that really didn’t need to be cleaned. As near as I could tell he was mainly smearing them and making them dirty.

      “No way,” Alex Junior said. “I’m going to beat feet as far away from Ohio as I can. And cover my tracks so she can’t find me.”

      Not a bad idea. “I think as far away would be Australia. Opposite hemisphere in latitude and other side in longitude.”

      “Really?” Alex was interested. “Australia looks pretty cool on those nature channels.”

      “Lots of things in nature there that can kill you,” I said. “And flies. Lots of flies.”

      “Are you always this upbeat?” Sun took a deep drag.

      “Only at weddings. I’m worse at funerals.” Which was the wrong thing to say as I remembered the last funeral I’d attended with Margot Blue looking shell-shocked and her daughter Peri looking sad and confused. And the funerals before that. Far too many.

      The two kids exchanged a glance at the sudden change in my demeanor.

      “I am sorry about the other night,” Alex said.

      He sounded sincere, but I’d heard guys who’d just shot someone sound just as sincere, protesting their innocence. Which made me wonder if I was a tad cynical?

      “Why didn’t your lady friend take you to the wedding?” Sun asked. “She’s the maid of honor, isn’t she? That should get a plus one invite.”

      “She likes me too much to do that to me,” I replied and they both laughed.

      “No shit,” Alex said. “This is like one of those pre-arranged marriages. Only thing missing is the shotgun.”

      “Who’d be holding it?” I asked.

      “My mother, of course,” Alex said. “Another reason for me to get the hell out of here. She’s got plans for everyone. Cash is like the son she already has, except she likes Cash.”

      “Are you saying Lavender and Cash don’t love each other?” I already knew the answer to that, but Rain had told me that asking obvious questions often brought not-so-obvious responses.

      Sun and Alex smirked. “Dude,” Alex said, “they both love money and power. So, yeah, in a sense, they love each other. Or rather, what the other brings to the table.”

      “Or looks like they bring to the table.” Sun slouched back against the crash fender of the Gladiator and I wanted to tell her to get off, but I figured if it could handle a crash, it could hold her weight, which was probably around a hundred pounds.

      “‘Looks like’?”

      Sun waved her hand with the cigarette in it at the country club. “These people? A lot of them are all about show. Up to their eyeballs in debt.”

      “You mean Lavender?” I asked. “Or Cash?”

      Alex shot her a warning look and Sun got real interested in lighting another cigarette even though her current one was only half smoked.

      “The thing is,” Alex said, “that these people. These adults—“ he said with a dismissive sneer—“talk around us like we’re not even there. As if we can’t hear their bullshit. Sometimes they fight when we’re around and say things they shouldn’t say.”

      “Like?” I prompted.

      Alex shook his head. “Secrets.”

      “Right,” I said. This was one of those times I missed the Big Apple because everyone there had secrets too, it was just that no one cared. The city was too big. You could wear a clown suit on the subway and stand on your head and it was business as usual. I’ve actually seen that. As performance art it’s not very imaginative.

      I didn’t get a chance to pursue it further because I saw a car pull into the service entrance for the country club and disappear to the far side. I walked away from the two juvenile delinquents and around the side of the big building to the back. The car was parked, engine idling, near the dumpsters outside the fence surrounding the loading dock. I recognized the driver who rolled down his window as I approached.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” Paul Matson protested.

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Lavender called me. She wants me to help her escape.”

      “The wedding?”

      “The marriage.”

      Curiouser and curiouser. But who was I to meddle with fate?

      I gave him a stern finger point. “Do not get out of this car. I catch you inside, I will rain the wrath of the righteous down upon you.” I had no idea what that would be, but it sounded good.

      “I’m just waiting where she told me to be,” Matson assured me. “I’m not going in.”

      The guy was whipped, no doubt about it, but I really didn’t care if Lavender eloped from her wedding, and I didn’t think Matson was a threat to anyone but himself. And it might be Lavender just seeing how much she could make Matson do. I could see her and Cash drive by in their limo, laughing at him.

      I heard cars starting up in the lot and realized that a lot of people were leaving, all at once, which seemed kind of abrupt. I glared at Matson one last time to put the exclamation point on my warning, then headed out to redirect the drunkest to Annie’s bus and her waiting friends.
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Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      Lavender told me her awful story. Cash was furious with her for her speech which should have been about how happy she was to marry him, but Senator Wilcox was the one who had Meathead shove her in this room and guard the door.

      “I’m not allowed out,” Lavender fumed. “I thought I could deal with this, I’d be a great senator’s wife, but not this, not them ordering me what to say and locking me up when I don’t do what they want. I thought I’d have a say in things.”

      If her talk at the reception was any indication, having a say wasn’t a good idea. “Cash wouldn’t do that,” I said, pretty sure he wouldn’t personally; in my experience he was only too glad to let somebody else do the work, like the Senator who did it via Meathead.

      “That bitch Wilcox would,” Lavender said. “And Cash does whatever Wilcox wants. I have to get out of here. I called my ex-fiancé and he’s coming to pick me up. I just need to get by Meathead.”

      “There are still some people out front,” I pointed out. “Someone will see you.”

      Lavender smiled. “I’m not going out the front. I’m going out Cleve’s door in the back to Paul, and then I can get this mess annulled tomorrow.”

      “’Cleve’s door’?”

      Lavender gave a wry smile. “My father built this place. He had them put in a back entrance, away from the loading docks, where he could come and go without having to use the front and deal with people. He had one key made and no one has used it in years. He always liked having his own way in and out of places.” She held up a key. “I just need to get out."

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said, thinking that Meathead would never let her go and it wasn’t much of a plan and wondering why Lavender had brought the key to a secret door as if she’d known it was going to be a disaster. “Not seeing where I come into all of this. Or how you get past the guard.”

      “You’re switching clothes with me. I’ll take my hair down and you put yours up, I’ll wear Margot’s dress and you wear my wedding dress. When I leave, he’ll think I’m you if I keep my head down, and if he looks in here, if you have your back to him, he’ll think you’re me. After I go, give it some time before you leave. Fifteen minutes. Then when he figures it out, you tell him I left earlier, and I said I was going home. To Columbus. Where Cash should come and apologize to me.”

      Didn’t sound like much of a plan. “And when Cash comes?”

      Lavender shook her head. “I’m not going to Columbus. I’m going to Cincinnati with Paul. Then I can get an annulment and this nightmare will be over.”

      I could think of any number of problems there, but she was intense, her eyes glittering at me feverishly, and I was tired of this whole mess. Plus, it would serve Cash right to experience getting dumped, and the only thing I had to do was change dresses. So, I said, “Sure.”

      I mean, if I was her, I’d have climbed out a window, but this masquerade was probably more Lavender’s style and I figured it wouldn’t work anyway.

      I pulled the slip dress over my head, smacking myself in the face with those damn cabbage roses, and handed it to Lavender.

      “Unzip me,” she ordered and turned around, and I pulled the long zipper down through the layers of tulle and lace. It was a ridiculous gown, Princess Diana level of ridiculous, so once the zipper was down and Lavender shrugged it off her shoulders, the weight of the thing made it drop to the floor. She stepped out of it, pulling pins out of her hair. “Put it on,” she said, and I stepped into it and pulled it up.

      First of all, I am larger than Lavender, so getting that sucker zipped up again was not easy. And the weight of that thing, my god, and she’d danced in it. She was a better woman than I was, or at least a stronger one. I took it back about her climbing out a window. It was a miracle she could walk in that dress. “Did they sew iron bars into this thing?” I said, and Lavender said, “It’s all the layers. And the crinoline.”

      She came around behind me, zipped me up by forcing all the air out of my lungs, and then took my hair, twisted it up, and stabbed about forty pins into it. “Easy,” I said, worried about one going through my skull, which already had a dent in it.

      She had the bridesmaid dress on now, looking better than I had in it, and she took Margot’s slides that I’d kicked off. “What do you think?”

      “I think nobody will ever think you’re me.”

      “They will if they only see me from behind. Men only see what they want to see. Oh, give me the pearls.”

      I pulled the pearls off over my head. “Send them back to ML.”

      “I’ll send them back to you, they belong to you,” she said, as she looped them over her head. In exchange she plopped the veil on top of my head.

      It covered everything.

      She nodded. “Face the window so Meathead can’t see your face, I’m going out.”

      “Good luck,” I said and faced the window.

      “And thank you,” she said, softer now, behind me. “I’m sorry I never met you until now. I would have very much liked a friend like you.”

      I didn’t know what to say, and by the time I’d thought of something, I’d heard the door close. I didn’t hear screams or Meathead shouting, so I waited fifteen minutes, which I thought was pretty generous given how fast people were abandoning the reception when I’d been pulled away. There’d probably be no one left. Finally, I opened the door.

      “I’m leaving,” I said to Meathead.

      “No, you’re not,” he said. “Senator Wilcox said you stay here.”

      I pulled off the veil. “She didn’t say I stay here; she’s never met me. Get out of my way, please.”

      He looked at my face, and then pushed past me into the room, probably to check to see if Lavender was hiding in a closet, and I padded down the hall in my bare feet.

      Meathead caught up to me. “Wait. Where’s Mrs. Porter?”

      I had to think for a second to realize he meant Lavender.

      “She ran away. Back home to Columbus. She said if Cash wants her, she’ll be there, waiting for his apology.”

      “Serves him right,” Meathead said, not overly concerned, and pulled out his cell phone.

      I padded back to the reception sure my part of this farce was over.

      And that there was a cop waiting for me in the parking lot.

      

      #

      

      “What the hell?” Molly said when I went back to her table in all that tulle and lace.

      “So, it’s a double wedding now?” Mac said. “Cash, the Mormon senator.”

      “I’m leaving,” I told Molly. “You’ll have to get yourself home.”

      “I’ll take her,” Mac said, and then added, “Molly, you would look good in that dress.”

      “I am never getting married,” Molly said, “and if I was going to, it wouldn’t be in a dress that looked like a wedding cake threw up on me. Have some champagne, Liz. There’s a lot of it here since most everybody left. Now, why are you wearing Lavender’s wedding dress?”

      I looked around. Almost all the people had gone, probably because they’d been confused by Lavender’s payback speech and wanted to tell everybody else in Burney how confused they were. Aunt ML, Kitty, Skye, and Patsy were all missing. Peri and her mother were gone. Veronica didn’t seem to be underfoot. Anybody under twenty-one had absconded since Faye wouldn’t let the underaged drink. That left a few scattered singles-over-twenty-one and a helluva lot of champagne lined up in bottles on the table by the wall.

      “No, I’m out of here,” I said. “But I am taking one of those bottles of champagne with me. Think anybody’ll stop me?” I couldn’t see Meathead wrestling me to the ground over booze.

      “There’s a cop in the parking lot but he’s off at six.” Ken checked his watch. “Give it another five minutes and you can take the silverware, too.”

      I smoothed down a lot of white ruffles. “I’ll leave now then.”

      “Tell him I said hi,” Ken said, grinning, and Will looked at me and said, “You’re not driving, are you?” and Ken said, “No, I’m pretty sure the cop is taking her home,” and Will said, “Oh, right,” and I wondered how Vince and I had gotten to an “Oh, right” situation but it was Burney and I’d had enough drama for a lifetime tonight, I didn’t need to go looking for more.

      I snagged a bottle of the best and glided out through the French doors onto the flagstone to find my cop.

      

      #

      

      When I got to the parking lot, there were very few cars left, so I had no trouble seeing mine. Especially since it had a large officer of the law leaning on it.

      “Are you guarding my car, Thor?” I called and then tripped on the flagstone steps and staggered sideways, doing what I was told later was a very graceful loop-de-loop with the arm that held the champagne bottle to keep myself from falling over. I heard snickering and turned to see Alex and Sun leaning against Vince’s Jeep. I waved. Then I turned back to the guy guarding my transportation.

      Vince had his arms folded, frowning, until I got closer, and then he said, “Cash switch brides at the last minute?”

      “Lavender made me trade so she could run. Some guy named Paul is picking her up.” I gestured to the car with my champagne bottle, and he moved back a little. “You’re standing in front of my vehicle.”

      “You are not driving.”

      “Then how am I going to get to the Big Chef?”

      He sighed. “Get in the Jeep and I’ll take you home to your mother’s house.”

      I looked at the bottle in my hand. “I thought we’d drink this and then rip off each other’s clothes.”

      “I need this shirt.”

      “And then we’d have sex like crazed animals, all our inhibitions removed by tiny bubbles.” I swung the bottle again.

      “We had inhibitions?”

      “Of course.” Men were so obtuse. “I hardly know you. I’ve been keeping myself in check. But after this nightmare of a day, I could use some unchecked.”

      “I barely survived the last two times. Get in the Jeep.”

      I sighed. “Well, this is a sucky end to a sucky day. Let’s go.” Alex and Sun scattered, grinning as we walked toward the Jeep, and I got in and slammed the door, catching the train of Lavender’s dress so that Vince had to open the door and throw the rest of the dress inside.

      “Nice winch,” I said when he was in the driver’s seat, not sure why I thought that was an insult, but annoyed enough with him to try it.

      “Thank you,” he said as if were a compliment, and pulled out of the parking lot.

      I kept looking at his profile all the way down the hill. He has a good profile, I thought. Chiseled, I thought. And Jesus, he’s good in bed. “We had plans, Vince. And you changed your mind? It’s not like I want to get married. I’m wearing this dress as a favor, not a hint. It’s not like we were going to see each other again, I’m leaving tomorrow. So, I don’t see what horrrrrible thing one more one-night stand would do—”

      “You’re drunk. And every time I get you naked all hell breaks loose.”

      “I’m not that drunk. And I thought you liked all hell breaking loose.” I stopped. “Oh, you mean the phone calls.”

      He pulled into the driveway of my mother’s house. “You’re home.”

      “Okay,” I said and sat there for a moment. This was not what I wanted. Then I met his eyes, and thought I saw something familiar there. “You know, if you really wanted me out, you’d have walked around and opened the door for me by now.”

      He closed his eyes. “Yes.”

      “So am I getting out of the Jeep here?”

      “No,” He put the Jeep into gear. “You’re coming back to the Big Chef with me and screwing my brains out.”

      “Tell me you want me,” I said to him, needing to know that.

      “I’ve wanted you since I saw you with your head in that bear’s crotch.”

      “Oh.”

      “I looked through the window and thought, ‘Great ass and she goes down. My lucky day’.”

      “Oh.”

      “I have wanted you for the last four days.”

      He was dead serious as he said it, and suddenly I wasn’t sure. I don’t do serious.

      “So you coming home with me?” he said.

      You’re leaving Burney tomorrow, I told myself. Keep this simple, say no to the hot cop, go inside, sober up, get some sleep, and leave town.

      He just sat there, patient as always, the most stable thing in my life.

      “Of course I’m coming home with you,” I said, and he backed out of my mother’s driveway.

      

      #

      

      He did come around to my side to open the door once he’d parked in front of the Big Chef, so I knew he really wanted me to get out there. He held my arm like a gentleman, too. He opened the door to the diner, but did not carry me over the threshold, which was okay. He sat me down on one of the leatherette topped stools and then locked the door behind us.

      “Champagne?” I said, slamming the bottle down on the counter.

      “Good idea. If I get you drunk, maybe I’ll get lucky.” He took the bottle away from me.

      “Do you want me to play hard to get?”

      “Nope,” he said, and took off his uniform jacket and shirt, leaving just the t-shirt.

      “Or you could be a pirate and I could be a captured maiden.”

      He took off his T-shirt and there was that chest again. I’d had some good times on that chest. “Pass.”

      “Or I could be the pirate. Yar.”

      He swiveled the stool I was on around until it faced away from him and toward the end of the diner with his bed. “Avast.” He gave me a gentle push on my lower back, and I slid off the stool and onto my feet. “Keep going there, kid, don’t stop now.”

      I went forward about six steps, slowed by the weight of the dress, and he stopped me at the foot of the bed.

      “It’ll be better for both of us if we take this dress off now.” He unzipped me and stripped the mass of frothy white stuff down over my shoulders to the floor, and I took a deep breath because I finally could.

      “Oh, yes.” I stretched. “Yes, yes, yes.” I was still wearing Margot’s purple underwear, but at least I was out of that damn wedding dress. I wasn’t Lavender any more.

      “You want to wait for me or play this one by yourself?” He reached around me to pull the covers back on the bed.

      “Both.” I turned so my back was to the bed and flopped backward onto that lovely, lovely mattress. “You know,” I said, staring at the ceiling, “you don’t have much stuff, but everything you have is really good.”

      “I could say the same about you,” he said, looking down at me.

      “Hey, I am voluptuous.”

      “Scoot up, will you? Your legs are hanging off the end here.”

      “I think the romance has gone from our relationship,” I said, staring at the ceiling.

      “We don’t have a relationship.” He took off his pants and crawled past me to the head of the bed. “And there never was any romance.”

      “Remember how we were in the beginning?” I sighed.

      “It was four days ago. Of course, I remember.” He hooked his hands into my armpits and hauled me up to the pillows. “I can’t believe nothing’s written on your underwear.”

      “The pants came with the bridesmaid’s dress. It’s all Margot’s. Boring, huh?”

      “No,” he said and I looked up.

      He was sitting up, with his back against that pile of pillows and the bookcase behind that, looking down at me and smiling.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You, Magnolia. Drunk.”

      “I’m not drunk, I’m tipsy. What’s funny about that?”

      “It’s just like you sober. Only more so. You really don’t lie, ever, do you?”

      I closed my eyes as my head swam. “Too much trouble.”

      “Go to sleep.”

      I opened my eyes and focused on him. “Now?”

      “Before you pass out,” he said, the smile was still in his voice. “I’ll get you in the morning.”

      I pushed myself up on one arm. “I don’t think I can wait that long.”

      “Really,” he said. “And why is that?”

      I leaned forward and whispered, “Because you are one great fuck, Thor.” I wrapped my arm around his neck and pulled his face down to mine and kissed him, and he kissed me back, and I bit his lip, and after that it was just us doing things to each other, a little more sloppily than usual on my part which made him laugh, a little more intent on his part which made me gasp, and in general a whole lot happier than we’d been before. Because we knew each other this time. Because it’s us, I thought.

      Of course, if I’d had that thought sober, I’d have run screaming from the Big Chef, but tipsy, I was fine with it, just like I was fine with everything we were doing, fine with doing more, going farther, rolling wilder. His cell buzzed in the kitchen while we were writhing in the home stretch and he never faltered, all that energy, all that strength, all that power, all of it focused on me, driving into me, holding onto me tight while I twisted under him and came my brains out, and then pulling me on top of him, his hands tight on my rear as he pushed himself over the edge. Then we lay there gasping, the damn phone still buzzing until he finally swore, let go of me, crawled off the bed, and went to get his phone. I let him go, steeping in the aftermath of a good solid orgasm, and I heard him snap, “What,” into the phone, his voice raw and breathless.

      He listened for a minute, and then he said, much calmer, “Yeah, I know where she is. Why?” He listened again and then said, “We’ll be right there.” He clicked off his phone and came back to the foot of the bed. “I knew it,” he said, looking down at me.

      “What?” I said, still slow from too much champagne and just enough sex.

      “I see you naked, the universe goes to hell.”

      “What?”

      “Lavender Blue is dead.”

      “What?” I said, struggling to sit up.

      “And you were the last person to see her alive. The chief would like to see you up at the country club.”

      “Wait, she’s dead?”

      “Get dressed,” he said.

      “Wait, what—”

      Lavender’s wedding dress hit me in the face.

      “Hey,” I said, but I scooted down to the end of the bed and pulled it over my head.

      Vince turned to go and then turned back, turned me around, zipped me up as far as he could get it to go, turned me around again and kissed me hard.

      Then he went to get the rest of his clothes and I sat on the bed and tried to sober up.

      This can’t be happening, I thought, and followed Vince out to his jeep, dragging the train of Lavender’s wedding dress in the dirt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 36

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s dead?” Liz asked again as I drove up the hill to the country club.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She gave me a look which I couldn’t interpret, but thankfully stopped asking me questions I couldn’t answer because I really didn’t know. George’s phone call had been brief and to the point: Lavender Blue, now briefly and forever, Lavender Porter, was dead. Get my ass up there and bring Liz Danger with me.

      Accident? Homicide? Act of God? Choked on her wedding cake?

      We pulled into the parking lot of the country club and there were flashing red lights everywhere, clustered to the side where Matson had been waiting for Lavender to abscond from her marriage. Even the fire department was there. Marvin, our one detective, was standing still, looking like a deer in headlights, waiting for some direction. Any direction. There were people who were not police or fire milling around outside the tape.

      It was the clusterfuck I knew it was going to be. My choosing Burney partly because it hadn’t had a homicide in fifty-two years had a negative side to it. It felt Keystone Kops bad. I parked to the side, away from all the hustle and bustle.

      “What are you doing?” Liz asked after I cut the engine.

      “Looking.” There was no suspicious looking character hiding on the roof of the building which really would have made life easier at the moment. “When did you last see Lavender?”

      “When we changed dresses.” Liz looked like the Stay Puff Marshmallow Man in the passenger seat with the wedding gown poofed up around her. Getting the seatbelt buckled had been a chore. “In the Blue Room.”

      “And she left first?”

      “Yes. She got by Meathead who—“

      “‘Meathead’?”

      “A security guy. She said he worked for the senator. She called him Meathead.”

      I’d seen him. Big guy who’d driven the Senator’s black Cadillac SUV and opened the door for her. He’d tossed the keys to Alex with a smirk, and the senator had ignored her son and gone directly inside. That didn’t seem abnormal to Alex, although he had burned some rubber pulling away to park the large SUV. The security guy had struck me as an ex-Marine type, still boasting the high and tight as if hair were dangerous. My take was that like many security types, he was more for show than a real deterrent.

      “Why was he there?” I asked.

      “She said it was to keep her there until she was sober, to keep her from insulting anybody else. She’d had a good look at her future and she didn’t like it.”

      “And he didn’t realize it was her when she left?”

      Liz indicated the big dress. “From behind, we look sort of alike.”

      Liz looked nothing like Lavender in my view, but the dress was rather overwhelming.

      Liz quickly updated me on what had happened from the time she’d been called to the Blue Room to meeting me in the parking lot. The part about Cleve having built his own door in the back of the country club struck me as just right for Burney. It wasn’t enough that Cleve built the country club, he had to have his own special door.

      My cell phone rang. Caller ID indicated it was the chief, which meant he was getting ready to blow a gasket. “Stay here,” I ordered Liz and for once, I sensed she was listening. She was pale and her eyes were a bit unfocused. “Stay here,” I repeated. “I’ll be back,” then got out without answering the phone.

      I walked to the large cluster of emergency vehicles. Someone had taped off the fenced area around the service dock, but not well. The tape drooped listlessly, which reminded me of the Burney Police Department.

      No one was manning the tape, which made it symbolic, but people here in Burney respond to that. A handful of wedding attendees, the curious, and firefighters stood outside of it, speculating. Matson’s car was parked inside, but he wasn’t in it. I lifted the tape and didn’t have to duck to walk through.

      Turning the corner on the white-painted fence I didn’t see anything nefarious. There was more tape on the far side where a thick, somewhat unkempt hedge, ten feet high, extended twenty feet from the building to the road that went around the club. I’d never been back here before but that had to be Cleve’s private entrance. I walked around the hedge and stopped. A stone walkway was bounded on both side by the tall greenery that hadn’t been trimmed in a while. Where the walkway reached the club, stairs went up to a steel door that was propped open.

      Lavender lay on the stairs. There was blood everywhere. The body had that unnatural listless look of the dead that I’d seen too many times before. Her feet were on the next to last step at the bottom and her head rested on the top step, her neck a bloody mess. I took a moment to process, accept that it was Lavender, that she was dead, and it was time to do the job.

      Blood had waterfalled down the stairs with quite a bit of splatter which indicated arterial bleeding. George was at the bottom of the stairs looking upset. Mac stood halfway down the walkway, his EMT kit at his feet. Lavender was long past EMT help. George couldn’t hide the relieved look on his face as he saw me.

      “What took you so long?” He asked.

      I didn’t reply to that since I knew he’d get around to Liz soon enough.

      “Did you call in the county homicide investigator?” I asked George as I carefully got closer, making sure I wasn’t stepping on anything that might be of important. Like evidence or blood. I did see bloody footprints around the body and a set leading into the building.

      George looked uncomfortable. “Senator Wilcox wants this to stay within the town. It’s not a homicide, Vince. Accident. She fell and hit a broken part of the railing, there’s a sharp part sticking up there, and it tore her neck.”

      Accident because the senator wants it that way, I thought. I wasn’t surprised the senator had weighed in since she’d been at the wedding. And Cash was her boy. Politics instead of doing the right thing. I try not to be cynical but sometimes the water in that half full glass tastes crappy. This was why chief wanted me here. Marvin was our detective on the force, but he was just hanging around padding his retirement and had never worked anything bigger than felony larceny. He was one of those guys it was better not to call when really needed. Plus, he had a big mouth.

      The railing on the side of the stairs was old and rusted and the hand part had fallen off a post near the top, leaving a jagged metal top to the pipe. It was smeared with blood. There was a deep gash in Lavender’s neck. Her carotid had been ripped open. She’d died fast.

      “What if it turns out not to be an accident?” I asked.

      “How?” Chief asked. “No one could have hit her with the fence post. And she was drinking hard at the reception. Hell, no one’s used this door in years.”

      “Someone could have hit her or shoved her and she hit the fence post on the way down,” I said.

      Chief frowned. “Yeah, but then it would still be an accident.”

      “No. It would be manslaughter.”

      “You’ve done this kind of thing in New York City,” Chief said.

      I had done neither accident investigation nor homicides. “I came upon bodies,” I corrected him. “But I was a beat cop.”

      “But you saw them.”

      I’d also watched an episode of Murder She Wrote. By mistake. I’d been so exhausted after a double shift during a riot to push the button on the remote to change the channel. But I’d also fallen asleep before the resolution, so that didn’t do me much good.

      I decided to do my best Jessica Fletcher. “She was moved, right?”

      Chief nodded. “The man who found her said she was lying on her side. He checked to see if she was alive.” He indicated Mac. “And then Mac had to check her.”

      “Who found her?” I asked.

      “A guy named Matson,” Chief said. “Apparently he was her ex-fiancé.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “He was here earlier.”

      Chief was surprised. “You talked to him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he angry? Here for revenge?”

      “He said he was here to help her run away. That Lavender had called him. Liz Danger backs that up.”

      Chief’s eyes narrowed. “When did you talk to Danger?”

      “Ten minutes ago. She’s waiting in my Jeep.” I distracted him by pointing. “Whose footprints in the blood?”

      Chief indicated the ones going inside. “That’s Matson. He’s inside. Held as a witness.” Pointed at another set. “That’s the first EMT here until I got hold of Mac.”

      “She was on her side when Matson founded her?” I asked.

      Chief nodded.

      That made sense given the wound was on the side of her neck.

      “Was she alive when Matson found her?”

      Chief shook his head. “No.”

      Mac spoke up. “She wouldn’t have lasted long with that wound. She’s been dead a while. At least an hour. She’s cold. And see how congealed the blood is?”

      Not long after she left Liz to make her escape.

      “Where’s Cash?” I asked.

      “Inside,” Chief said. “We’ve got them all in the Blue Room.”

      I was shocked. “Together?”

      George frowned. “Yes. We can keep an eye on them.”

      One of Rogers Rules of Rangering: ’If we take prisoners, keep ‘em separate ’til we’ve had time to examine so they can’t cook up a story between ‘em.’ But it was too late for that. Especially if Marvin was in charge of the room.

      I knelt and looked closer. There were pearls scattered throughout the blood from a necklace that had broken. The remains of the chain and pearls were under her. I leaned close and checked the other side of Lavender’s neck that hadn’t been punctured. There was a thin, red line.

      “What do you think, Vince?” Chief asked.

      “I don’t know, Chief. She could have slipped and fallen on the rail, punctured the carotid, and the necklace broke on the post. Or someone grabbed that pearl necklace from behind as Lavender was going down the stairs. Jerked her back and she fell, hitting her neck on the post.”

      “What?”

      I showed him the mark.

      “Matson?” Chief asked.

      He wanted me to name suspects based on a two-minute examination of the crime scene? “Not likely. I didn’t pick up an angry vibe from him. Unless, of course, he met Lavender here and she had changed her mind and was going back in. But he called it in. Was he covered in blood?”

      Chief shook his head. “He had some on him, but not much.”

      I had a vivid memory of Rain in Afghanistan, desperately trying to work through the blood spurting out of a wound while calmly telling the wounded man he’d be all right.

      “Yeah, he’s a suspect but not a likely one. You always start with whoever is closest to the victim.”

      “Cash,” Chief said.

      “Cash,” I agreed.

      But then Chief raised the issue I’d hoped he wouldn’t. “What about the last person to see Lavender alive? Wouldn’t that person be a suspect?”

      Which, of course, was Liz Danger.

      Who, of course, walked out onto the loading dock right then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Vince had been gone awhile, probably straight to George Pens. Finally, I got out of the Jeep and went into the building, down the hall to the Blue Room. It had people in it, none of whom I wanted to talk to, and some semi-official looking guy was inside the door, watching them, so I turned left and went down to the end, heard echoing voices that I followed to an open steel door at the back of the club.

      I walked out and stopped abruptly.

      Lavender Blue was sprawled on the steps. Her head was close to the top, a huge pool of blood under her neck and splashed down the stairs, her blonde hair soaked and matted as the blood dried. Her eyes stared at the sky, her skin blue-white from loss of blood and death. There was blood all over the bridesmaid dress, all over the place.

      I’d never seen so much blood.

      I felt faint. I don’t faint, ever, but it was Lavender and she had been so perfectly beautiful, a piece of work, yes, but so intense and alive. I thought of her saying she’d have liked a friend like me, and I thought of myself unknowingly leaving her to bleed to death alone, so much blood, while I had sex with a hot cop, and I thought of what might have happened if instead of going out to Vince, I’d gone down the corridor the other way to check on her, to make sure she made it out to the ex’s car, that I might have saved her, that—

      “Liz,” Vince said from the bottom of the steps.

      George was whispering something into the radio clipped to his shoulder.

      “I’d have checked on Molly,” I told him, and then I must have swayed a bit or something because he said, “Go back inside.”

      “What now?” I heard George say, and Vince said, “Give her a minute, she just saw the body,” and I was not going to look weak in front of George Pens, so I backed up inside and said, “I’m okay,” which was a flat-out lie, and then Steve Crider was there and took me back to the lobby of the club, leaving Lavender on her own again.

      I should have checked on her.

      Steve put me in a chair and then George came in.

      “What happened?” I asked before he could start in on me. “Did she fall?”

      “Looks like it.”

      I should have helped her. She’d had so much to drink.

      George started in on me. “You were the last to see her alive.”

      “And?” I didn’t understand why he was asking me that.

      “There is a chance it wasn’t an accident,” George said. “And since you were the last person to see her alive . . .” he trailed off as if awaiting a confession or some great revelation from me.

      I wanted to say something smart and funny, but it just wasn’t in me. “If it wasn’t an accident, then no, the person who killed her was the last to see her alive.”

      “Most likely nobody killed her on purpose,” George said. “Maybe she fell while she going down the stairs. But if it wasn’t an accident, nobody else had a motive. You’re looking to be a suspect, Danger.”

      “She was alive when I last saw her,” I said as Vince came in with a bottle of water and handed it to me. I unscrewed the cap and drank without thinking. “I’m having a little trouble here,” I said to Vince. “She’s really dead and George thinks I killed her.”

      “Chief,” Vince said in a very calm voice. “Liz wasn’t the last to see Lavender alive. The Senator’s bodyguard was. And he’s in the Blue Room, so I need to talk to him. Here’s the deal. We don’t know quite what we’re dealing with here, but we need to proceed carefully. The senator would want that, wouldn’t she?”

      I could see that last part got through to George, who nodded. “Yes.”

      “All right.” Vince nodded at me. “We’ll do questions with Ms. Danger in the morning.”

      George scowled at him. “You got yourself a conflict of interest, Cooper.”

      “No, sir,” Vince said. “If she was guilty, I’d have a conflict of interest, but we don’t know what happened to Lavender. We don’t know if anybody’s guilty. What I have is a need to protect the Burney Police Department from a suit for false arrest, which I’m confident we’d have by tomorrow because this woman has a temper. But here’s what I suggest we do. I’ll take her into my custody for the night. She will not leave town. I guarantee it. And tomorrow, in the cold, clear, sober light of day, when she’s not still in shock over seeing somebody she knew dead, we can question her with an attorney present if she desires. We’ll do it by the book.”

      He kept talking to George, talking him out of arresting me, and all I could think was that Lavender was really dead and I hadn’t helped her. I was having trouble with that.

      Vince and George were still talking, not arguing but clearly in two minds about what to do with me. I heard Vince say, “She’s had too much to drink to question, and she has no motive,” and George says, “She has means and opportunity,” and Vince say, “So does everybody in the building,” and eventually Vince came to stand in front of me and held out his hand. “We’re leaving,” he said, and I gave him my hand and he pulled me to my feet, and I said, “I never checked on her,” and he walked me out to the Jeep. When we got there, he opened the door and said, “Get in there and stay in there. I’ll take you to the Big Chef in a bit.”

      “I need to go see my mother,” I told him. “She’ll have heard the sirens.”

      “Get in the jeep,” Vince said. “I’ll take you to your mom’s later.”

      “Look,” I began, “I’m not that drunk, in fact right now, I’m pretty damn sober.”

      He looked at me, evaluating me as a cop, not as the guy who’d just screwed my brains out. “You’re complicating things and I need to straighten some of it out. Are you sober enough to drive to your mother’s?” I nodded. Seeing Lavender in all that gore had pretty much finished my high. “All right. Go there. Get out of that outfit. I’ll pick you up in an hour.” He paused, then kissed me, softly, and I hung onto him for a moment. “It’ll be okay, Liz,” he said, and then I let go and he turned and went back to the county club.

      I went to my car and stuffed myself in, which was as hard to do with the wedding dress as getting the big red bear in had been four days ago. I even managed to get the seat belt on. I really wasn’t drunk any more, just kind of dazed, and I didn’t know if that was the leftover from the alcohol or from the shock of seeing Lavender, blue-white on top of all that blood.

      Icy blue.

      On the way back down to my mom’s house, I remembered that I hadn’t checked in with Anemone that day. Anemone was normal. Well, no she wasn’t, but she was my normal. I parked at Mom’s and called her, and when it went to voice mail, I said, “Anemone . . .” and took a deep breath. “Listen, I won’t be in Chicago with you tomorrow because Lavender Blue just died and the chief of police thinks I did it, and maybe you should find another ghostwriter.” That’s when I realized I was crying, so I said, “I’m sorry,” and shut off the phone and put my head on the dashboard and just wept because everything was so wrong.

      After a couple of minutes, the futility of the whole thing got to me, so I straightened up and used some napkins I had stashed in the glove compartment to mop my face.

      Then I went inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 38

          

        

      

    

    
      Major Rogers, author of Rogers Rules of Rangering. wouldn’t have had to worry about the crew of suspects in the Blue Room cooking up a story between them. Cash was in one corner of the room, on his cell phone, his face haggard, arguing in a harsh whisper with someone. The senator and Meathead were in another corner. The senator looked irritated that a death was disturbing her day, while Meathead was eating a big slice of wedding cake. Seriously. If Lavender wasn’t dead a hundred feet away it would have been funny. Definitely an ex-Marine.

      Matson was by himself, the only one looking appropriately distraught, staring off into space. He must have gotten his hopes up when Lavender called him to help her. A beautiful woman like Lavender could make a man do strange things.

      Including murder.

      I stood in the doorway considering them. There were faint blood stains from Matson’s shoes. He also had blood on his shirt. I wondered if he’d hugged her one last time. None of the others had traipsed through the crime scene. Technically, Chief should have called everyone back who’d been at the reception and kept them here, but the Burney police department didn’t have the manpower to do that many interrogations. He’d focused on the key players. Plus, Chief wanted it to be an accident and right now that seemed likely.

      The senator was eyeing Cash as if she’d hooked a small fish on her line and was considering whether to throw it back. Her power couple was now minus one. Cold, but that was politics.

      This was already a mess since Chief hadn’t called the county in. I’d intervened for Liz and if Chief was more up to speed on this kind of event and not disoriented by Lavender’s death and the Senator’s intervention, he wouldn’t have bought my putting off her interrogation until tomorrow for a second. It violated procedure. Talk to everyone as soon as possible. But this was Burney.

      The Senator came toward me, exuding control, Meathead tossed the paper plate into a trash can and followed her.

      “Why was I called here, Officer?”

      “For the wedding?” I knew it was the wrong reply, but I didn’t like her attitude.

      “You pulled my son over the other night, Cooper. But you kept it quiet. I appreciate that, so I’ll let that comment slide. From what George told me, the poor girl slipped and fell. A tragic accident. George asked me to come back, but really, I don’t see why.”

      “Your man there,” I said nodding at Meathead, “had Lavender locked in this room on your orders.”

      “She made a fool of herself at the reception,” Wilcox said, obviously not worried about speaking ill of the dead. “We were giving her some time and space to calm down.” She stared at me, as if daring me to try another smart-ass comment.

      A man has to realize his limitations.

      “When did you leave the reception?” I asked.

      “Five minutes after we learned Lavender had run away.”

      “You didn’t care?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “It was Cash’s problem.”

      “Bigger problem now,” I noted.

      She shrugged. “Depends on your perspective. A widower has appeal.”

      I stared at her, not surprised that’s what she thought, but that she’d said it out loud.

      “Come on, Cooper,” the senator said. “I told you. I know about you. All about you and your father.”

      She waited to see if I had any reaction to that and when I didn’t, continued. “You know, of course, that George is getting on in years. Burney is going to need a new chief. Someone younger with wider experience.” She paused, waiting to see if I’d bite the morsel on the hook.

      I remained silent.

      Finally, she nodded. “You’re discreet and loyal. I like that. I’m sure we’ll be able to put this most unfortunate accident in the past and move forward as quickly as possible.”

      Lavender’s body was still lying outside and she wanted it to be over.

      “Now,” she said, putting her sunglasses on, “I’m going home.”

      I was pretty sure George didn’t want an angry senator on his ass. “I need to question your security man. He was one of the last to see Lavender Blue alive.”

      “Lavender Porter,” Senator Wilcox corrected me. We both turned and looked at Cash, who felt our eyes upon him and hung up.

      Wilcox sighed. “Give me the keys, Franco.”

      Franco Meathead handed them over.

      “Have George give me a call later,” Wilcox ordered me.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, like the good Ranger I had once been.

      The senator departed, ignoring an imploring look from Cash that indicated he wanted to talk.

      “Have a seat, Franco,” I said.

      Franco grabbed a chair and turned it around. He sat with the back of it between the two of us. I’m sure an experienced interrogator would make something of that. He was being defensive, perhaps? Or he just liked sitting like that? Or he didn’t know how chairs were supposed to work?

      “You were one of the last to see the deceased,” I began with, searching for my cop speak. “Alive,” I added, remembering Liz’s addendum. “Tell me about it.”

      He shrugged, his muscular shoulders rolling under his well-cut suit. “I was watching the door.” He nodded toward the door. “Outside the room. Mrs. Porter was inside.”

      “Why were you watching the door?”

      “Senator Wilcox told me to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she told me to.”

      He’d have made a good grunt. Don’t question orders just do it, Ranger.

      “Lavender was alone?”

      “Yeah. Until some woman in a bridesmaid outfit went in.”

      “Why’d you let her in?”

      “She wasn’t the kind of dame you say no to. Plus, Mrs. Porter said to.”

      ‘Dame’? And, no, Liz Danger wasn’t the kind you said no to. At least I hadn’t managed to so far. “And then?”

      “Then a blonde wearing the same purple dress left. I figured it was the same one who’d come in. I didn’t see her face.”

      “But she wasn’t.”

      He shrugged again. “I didn’t realize that until that same dame came out in the bride’s outfit. She told me Mrs. Porter had run away back home to Columbus and that Mister Porter would have to go there and beg her to take him back.”

      “What did you do then?”

      “I called the senator and told her that.”

      “And then?”

      “I waited on the senator. She talked to Mr. Porter for a coupla minutes. Then we left and were on the road when Chief Pens called and told us to come back because they’d found Mrs. Porter and there had been an accident. And now we’re here, talking.”

      About all this gave me was that Liz was a dame and it corroborated what she’d told me about switching dresses with Lavender and the order in which they left. I was no longer surprised they’d pulled it off considering this guy’s power of perception.

      “How long between the first woman leaving and the second?”

      Franco shrugged. “Fifteen minutes maybe.”

      “Okay. You can go.” I wanted to add something like ‘don’t leave town’ or some such nonsense but he was tied to the senator. He’d be easy to find. He hustled out, probably to try and catch the Senator before she left.

      I walked over to Matson, ignoring Cash who was staring at me. “Paul? It’s Paul, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Tell me what happened after I talked to you in the parking lot.”

      It wasn’t much of a story. He’d waited.

      “How long?”

      He looked down. “Too long. She’d told me to be there. That she was going to wait until most of the people had left the reception before coming out the back. So, I waited.”

      He’d made the 911 call at 6:59. “Why’d you wait so long?”

      “I figured she was doing something,” Matson said. “Lavender is very—“ He caught himself. “Was very organized and wanted things done a certain way.”

      Her way, I thought.

      “And she told me not to come in. To wait. So, I waited. But then, I started getting worried. People were leaving and I didn’t see her. Almost everyone was gone out front when I walked over and looked. Plus . . .”

      “What?”

      “I had to use the bathroom. She’d told me there was a door behind the hedges where she’d come out. I figured maybe I could sneak in and hit the bathroom. I saw her right away.” He shook his head. “There was so much blood. I’ve never seen so much. She was covered in it.”

      The average person had six liters of blood. If half of that exits the body, death ensues and the heart stops pumping the rest of it out.

      “What did you do when you saw her?”

      “I checked to see, you know, if she was alive. But there was no pulse. And she was so cold. And her eyes. They were open. But they were . . .”

      I waited. “Tell me how she was lying when you first saw her.”

      “On her side. Her hands were—“ he put them up toward his throat. “There was blood. Everywhere.”

      I figured he didn’t need to know the blood capacity of the average person.

      “Was the door behind her closed?”

      He frowned in thought. “It was stuck open.”

      “The other night at the bachelor party you were upset with Cash.”

      He looked up at me. “She dumped me for him, man. That hurt. What was I supposed to do? Tell him how much she hurt me?”

      “Did she hurt you bad enough to kill her?”

      His eyes went wide. “‘Kill her’? She fell, didn’t she?” His voice went up. “You mean someone killed her?”

      I should’ve gotten Cash out of the room because he was leaning towards us, trying to catch our conversation. But I was working with limited resources. Cash definitely heard that last bit. His surprise wasn’t as great as Matson’s but it was there. Or he’d spent the time since her death preparing his surprised look.

      “We don’t know,” I said to Matson. “We’re keeping our minds open to any possibility. Did you see anyone come out from behind the building?”

      “No.” Matson’s shift was as sudden as his sudden awareness. He twisted in the seat and pointed at Cash. “You asshole. You killed her. She was trying to leave you and you fucking killed her!”

      I anticipated his lunge and grabbed him before he got halfway out of the seat. I spun him about and secured him. More for his safety then that he was a threat.

      “What the fuck are you doing here anyway?” Cash demanded of Matson as he got to his feet. “Lavender would never have left me.”

      I marched Matson to the door. “Come to the station tomorrow and give a formal statement. Okay?”

      He nodded.

      I shoved Matson out, closing the door. That left me with Cash.

      “Sorry for your loss,” I said to Cash.

      He blinked in surprise as if he were trying to process what loss I was talking about. “Thank you,” he managed, and pointed at the door. “He did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “Killed her.”

      “How?”

      Cash blinked. “What?”

      “How did he kill her?”

      He didn’t fall into that trap. “I have no idea. I wasn’t allowed to see her. Steve Crider wouldn’t let me look. How did she die?”

      “We’ll have to wait on the coroner’s report.”

      I folded my arms and stared into his eyes. He met my stare for several seconds then shifted.

      “You said murder,” Cash pointed out. “Was she shot? What happened to her?”

      I was supposed to be the one doing the questioning. “Where were you when Lavender was in here after the wedding?”

      “’In here’?”

      I hated him pretending to be ignorant. “She was in here with Meat—Franco—guarding her.”

      “I was with the senator for a while,” Cash said.

      “On your wedding day?”

      “Lavender was pretty upset at the reception,” Cash explained. “We thought it best to give her some time to cool off.”

      “You locked her in here with a guard at the door?”

      “I didn’t do anything. That was the senator’s decision. And she wasn’t locked in. It was for her own good.”

      “But she couldn’t leave, and you knew she was in here. You just acted like you didn’t. When did you know Matson was here to help her run away?”

      “I didn’t know that until Crider put us in this room. If anyone hurt Lav, it was him. You saw him at JB's. He couldn’t let go of her. She said he was obsessed with her. Stalking her.”

      Cash was giving off weird vibes but it might just be because his brand-new wife was dead. People react to death differently. I’d seen family members keep asking about their loved ones as if they were still alive, not processing the fact they were dead. Cash wasn’t in shock. If anything, I’d say he was angry. At Matson? At the death of his wife? Or something else?

      “Who were you talking to on your cell phone?”

      “What?”

      He was going stupid on me which meant he didn’t want to answer. “Who were you talking to on the phone, Cash? I can find out.”

      “My lawyer.”

      “Why?”

      “To just, you know, find out what I should be doing about Lavender’s affairs. Making arrangements. For her.”

      He was checking on his fucking inheritance. He and the senator made a great team.

      “When did you leave the reception? And where did you go?”

      “I left right after the senator,” Cash said. “Her man told me Liz told him that Lavender told her that she was going to be in Columbus and I needed to meet her there.”

      I’m surprised the message made it through all the tellings.

      “I was on my way to Columbus to apologize when the senator called me, saying she’d heard from George that Lavender had an accident here.”

      “Were you surprised?”

      “What?”

      “You thought Lavender was heading to Columbus, but then you found out she never left here. Were you surprised?”

      “Of course.”

      The other possibility was that he’d killed Lavender, then hopped in his car and was heading to Columbus as an alibi.

      “How pissed were you at her?”

      “I loved her.”

      He didn’t say that with either enthusiasm, present tense, or sadness. What was he going to inherit from Lavender?

      I needed to know more before I pushed Cash. The biggest thing? Had it been an accident? Or had someone caused the fall. And for that I would need an expert.

      “Get out of here,” I said to him. “We’ll be talking again.”

      I really did not like Cash Porter.
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Chapter 39

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom was sitting at the kitchen table when I came in. There was a bottle in front of her.

      Vodka.

      Fuck me, ML had been right. I dropped my bag on the counter and sat down carefully across from her in that damn wedding dress, trying not to scream, How could you?

      She lifted her head and her eyes were all dark and puffy in the green light. “What are you wearing?”

      “Lavender’s dress.” I gestured to the bottle in front of her. “Bad day?” I said, trying to keep my voice non-accusing.

      “People think I’m crazy.”

      “Nobody’s said that to me.”

      “Well, they wouldn’t, would they?”

      “In this town? Hell, yes, they would. But nobody’s said anything.” I nodded toward the bottle. “They don’t even know you’re drinking again.”

      “I’m not,” she said.

      I picked up the bottle. It was still full and the seal was unbroken. I felt a surge of relief.

      “Your Aunt MaryLou stopped by on her way to the wedding. She says the whole town thinks I’m crazy because of the bears.”

      “Well, Jesus, consider the source.” I got up and took the bottle out to my car so I could get rid of it in the morning. I thought about Lavender—I couldn’t stop thinking about Lavender—but now was the time to concentrate on the living. And sober. I went into my old bedroom and shucked off that horrible dress and put on my jeans and a t-shirt. I didn’t know what to do with the damn dress. Burning it seemed like a good option. I was pretty sure Lavender wouldn’t want to be buried in it.

      Lavender was dead. I’d seen her body and it was still hard to believe.

      But right now, my mom.

      I went back to the kitchen and sat down across from her again. “You have to cut ML off. She’s dangerous for you.”

      “She’s my sister,” Mom said.

      “She’s been using you your entire life. For as long as I can remember if you got something she liked, she took it, and if she got something you liked, she gloated.” I thought about it a minute and then added, “If she came by to tell you you’re crazy because you collect bears, it’s because she wants the bears. Or something.”

      Mom snickered, and then she started to laugh, and then it turned into crying, and I thought, Oh, Christ.

      I moved to the chair beside her and patted her back, and she said, “Who the hell has four hundred bears?”

      “You?” I guessed and she laughed and cried again.

      “I really hate that big red bear,” she said, sniffing a little after she stopped. “I’m so sorry, but--”

      “Don’t be sorry,” I said, keeping my arm around her. “I was trying to buy you off with size so you wouldn’t yell at me for not coming home.”

      “Well, size counts,” she said, and I laughed, and then she did, too.

      “I’ll get rid of it tomorrow,” I promised. “Peri Blue wants it.”

      She nodded. “Okay. That would be good.” She frowned and sniffed again. “Am I crazy, Lizzie?”

      “No, Mom. You just like bears.”

      “You know, I’m not even sure I do.” She got up and turned on the kitchen light. “MaryLou made me get them all out and I looked at them, and I just don’t know.” She stared into the living room, looking perplexed and miserable and almost frightened, and I turned and thought, Holy crap.

      It was a damn good thing I hadn’t tried to come in the front door because it was blocked by bears. Bears sitting on the floor, bears on tables, bears on the couch and chairs, bears on bears. Boxes of bears. Bags of little bears hanging from the coat rack, their little faces pressed up against the plastic. And of course, my stupid ass big bear in the middle of them.

      And Lavender was dead. Fuck.

      “I don’t want them anymore,” my mother was saying. “Not if people think I’m crazy. Who collects stuff anyway? Crazy people.”

      “No.” I looked at the bears again. “We can get rid of a lot of them, but you’re not crazy for collecting them. It just got away from you.”

      “MaryLou said collecting anything is a symptom of a deranged mind.”

      “MaryLou can bite me.” Then I had a brilliant idea. “Sit down. I’ll be right back.”

      I went back to my bedroom and opened my duffle. When I went back out to the kitchen, I dumped two armfuls of T-shirts in front of her.

      “I have thirty-seven of them,” I told her. “I’d have more, but I don’t have a house to store them in.”

      “Thirty-seven.” My mother looked stunned, staring at the pile of tees.

      “I try to wear each one at least once a year, but some of them get a lot more wear. Like this one.” I picked up my Spamalot tee, the black one that said, ‘I’m not dead yet’, and held it up for her.

      She laughed.

      “Somedays I just need to remind myself, you know?” I told her. “And this one.” I picked up another black one.

      “Wing Kong Trading Company,” she read, frowning. “I don’t . . . oh!” She smiled again. “Big Trouble in Little China! We loved that movie!”

      “I still do,” I told her, and went on holding them up, showing her vintage city T-shirts like my ‘Atlanta Nice’, and vintage cartoons like Betty Boop and Tweety, and the heroines T-shirt with all the female superheroes, and the Emily the Stranges and the Invader Zims, and with every one she smiled, and I thought, I screwed up here, I should have been here, that bitch has been making her feel like hell and I wasn’t here to protect her.

      I know, she’s the mom and I’m the kid, but ask any kid whose mom was an alcoholic: she needs protected.

      When I got to the end, I said, “Pick one.”

      “What?” she said, startled. “Me? I couldn’t. This is your collection.”

      “And I want to give part of my collection to my mom,” I said, and my eyes felt hot for a minute because you know, I really did want to give her one.

      “Which one?” she said, looking at the piles in front of her. “You pick.”

      I thought about it for a minute. The ‘I’m not dead yet’ tee was too close to home, so maybe the Wing Kong except that was about me not her. The key was which one would make her happy, would make her feel strong and not crazy and—

      I dug through the pile until I found the super-heroines tee. “This one,” I said. “I know it’s gray, which is a little depressing, but you’ve always been my heroine, raising me alone like you did, and--”

      She put her head down on the pile of shirts in front of her and cried, really wailed this time, and I put my arm around her and patted her and tried really hard not to cry, too, because I am not a crier, but Lavender was dead, she wasn’t even thirty yet and she was dead, and Jesus, how did life get so fucked up?

      Eventually, Mom slowed down and sat up again, and I gave her my Invader Zim tee to wipe her eyes on.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just so tired.”

      “And you got mugged by your sister. Don’t let her in the house anymore.”

      “She’s family,” Mom said, but she took the heroines tee and held it to her for minute, and then she stood up and went to look at the bears again. “I have to give you a bear now.”

      Oh, boy. “Okay.”

      “Which one? You can have any of them.”

      “You pick,” I said.

      She turned to survey them again, and then waded into them and brought me back an expensive looking muscular bear in a white T-shirt and jeans with sunglasses and a heart-shaped appliquéd tattoo that said Mom. “This one.”

      “Okay.” I took it from her. “Cute. Macho but cute.”

      “It’s a Loverboy bear,” she said. “That’s what the company calls him.”

      “What do you call him?”

      “Well, I did call him Loverboy, but now . . . I think he’s Vince.”

      “Vince?” I said and looked at the bear again. It was Vince-like. I laughed. Vince. “Yes.”

      “See?” she said, smiling, too. “I didn’t think I had a bear named Vince, but it turns out he was there all along.” Her smile faded a little. “Do you like him, Lizzie?”

      “I love him,” I said, smiling at the bear. He was going to look great riding shotgun in the Camry.

      “I mean Vince,” Mom said. “The real Vince. You were with him at the wedding?”

      I put the bear down. “No, he was doing the parking lot.” And investigating Lavender’s death. “Mom . . .”

      She looked up at me, her eyes shiny with tears, and I just couldn’t tell her about Lavender. Not now.

      I picked up Vince Bear again. “Well, this Vince is going with me everywhere now. Thank you very much.”

      “What about the real Vince?”

      “Two-night stand,” I said. And an afternoon.

      “Oh.” She held out her heroine’s T-shirt to look at it. “I love my shirt.”

      “I love my bear,” I told her.

      “I love you, Lizzie,” she said, her voice catching.

      “I love you, too, Mama,” I said, and meant it.

      She came closer. “I’m so glad you came home.” She hugged me and I hugged her back and for once I wasn’t waiting for the criticism. “Well,” she said when she let go, her voice bright and happy. “We should get some sleep.”

      “Yes,” I said, not wanting to spoil the moment. Then I spoiled it anyway. “Mom, don’t buy any more booze. If you want to talk, call me, but don’t start drinking again.”

      “I didn’t buy it,” she said, her smile fading. “But thank you for offering to help.”

      “Where did it come from then?”

      “MaryLou brought it,” she said, and my whole body went rigid, cold with rage. “She said if I had to act like a crazy person, the least I could do was cover it up by being a drunk again.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ!”

      “It’s okay,” Mom said.

      “No, it’s not okay!” I took a deep breath but all I could see was red. “It is not okay. What kind of a bitch tells her alcoholic sister to get drunk?”

      “Lizzie--”

      “I know how hard you worked to get sober, I watched you work to get sober--”

      “Lizzie--”

      “And so did she!”

      “Lizzie, stop yelling,” she said, and I sat down again, breathing hard. “It’s okay. She has . . . issues with me.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what issues she has, she’s not allowed in this house again.”

      “She’s my sister,” Mom said.

      “She’s poison.”

      “She is what she is,” my mother said. She patted my shoulder. “You get some sleep. It’ll all be better in the morning.”

      I stared at her dumbfounded. Her sister had just betrayed her, completely and utterly, and she thought getting some sleep would fix it.

      “You can sleep with Vince again tonight,” Mom said, and handed me the bear, and I was so surprised, I laughed in spite of everything. “That’s it,” she said and smiled at me, and I thought, I am going to kill my fucking Aunt MaryLou. “You get some sleep,” she said to me.

      “You bet.” I kissed her cheek and gathered up thirty-six T-shirts and the Vince bear and put them in my bedroom, made sure she was tucked in bed, climbed over some bears to go out the front door, got the bottle out of my car, and turned right.
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Chapter 40

          

        

      

    

    
      Mac took a bunch of photos from all angles with his cell phone as well as video before loading Lavender into the EMT truck to take the body to the hospital. Our crime scene investigation was on a level with Barney Fife. From there he sent me a download of all of the photos, and I forwarded a copy of the file to Raina in Cincinnati with an urgent request. The reply had been immediate, so I knew where I would be early tomorrow morning.

      The county coroner vaguely promised us a report sometime in the next few days, but I didn’t expect there’d be any surprises, like Lavender had been poisoned or a bullet hole we’d missed. She’d either slipped on the steps or someone had grabbed the pearl necklace, knocking her down, and she’d hit the post. The really bad part of that scenario, if true, was the person walking away while she bled and was still alive. Cash, who’d been on his phone with his lawyer right after finding out his wife was dead, was the kind of person who would do that.

      I had the loose pearls and remaining necklace in an evidence bag, along with Lavender’s cell phone, but it was locked. Matson’s phone had confirmed his timeline of events.

      Chief had gotten all excited when I pointed out the CCTV camera on the rooftop aimed at the loading dock. Until we checked with the manager and it turned out it was a prop, not actually a working device. Like all the cameras on and in the building. Because this was Burney. I was surprised we didn’t have toy guns on the police force.

      When I was finally ready to leave, the parking lot was empty of people except for Pitts who was listlessly picking up garbage and retrieving parking cones under the yellow lights. He’d been stuck with the duty by Alex and Sun; probably payback for the other night. A number of cars were still here, ready to be picked up tomorrow morning by sober owners.

      Chief’s last words had been anything but encouraging: “For God’s sake, Vince, we’ve got to wrap this thing up fast. Don’t get distracted by that damn woman. And it better be an accident.” Then he’d had to go call the senator.

      I understood his desire to wrap it up even though Lavender wasn’t going to get any deader. I very much doubted we had a pearl-snatching serial murderer on our hands. I turned on the Gladiator’s engine and drove away, heading back to town. As I descended the hill, I reached the hairpin turn and the steel cable Will and I had emplaced was illuminated in the headlights.

      I pulled over just past the turn and killed the lights and engine. I got out and walked to cable. I stepped over it and sat on the twisted guard rail, scooting out over the abyss. Burney fell away in the darkness beneath my feet.

      I looked to the west and the moonlight glinting off the wide Ohio River. Sometimes I thought about getting a boat and going downriver. To Paducah where the Tennessee River joined. Then on to Cairo, Illinois, where it met the mighty Mississippi. Then down that to the Gulf and then on to some island, somewhere.

      Headlights came down the hill, piercing the darkness. I scooted back and touched down on Terra Burney. The car edged around the turn, a pale white face looking towards me and then it was heading down hill. I recognized Pitts’ Charger.

      I got in the Gladiator, pulled out and turned on all the lights.

      Pitts didn’t screw around this time. He pulled over at the bottom of the hill, in front of the abandoned factory, turned off his engine and stepped out, hands in the air, before I rolled to a halt in front of him, blocking his escape. I didn’t grab the forty-five as I exited the Gladiator.

      “Come on, I wasn’t speeding!” Pitts said, before I had a chance to say anything. “I haven’t had anything to drink. I swear.”

      “Put your hands down, Jim.”

      He blinked, as if he didn’t trust me or he didn’t recognize his given name.

      “Relax, kid.”

      He lowered his hands, but didn’t relax. I walked over to the Charger. “Nice ride. How are your tires?”

      “Not funny, man. I owe Will Porter for the new ones.”

      I looked at him in the moonlight. He looked rattled, more upset than a traffic stop warranted. “You all right?”

      He nodded his head toward the ravine. “I hate that turn. It’s where my cousin Navy died. And I was really pissed that I had to work the parking lot at my own cousin’s wedding, and then I found out she’s dead and—” He stopped to take a breath. “I don’t need this crap today. So, if you’re just having a good time playing cop, you could save it.”

      He was trying to bluster, but it just wasn’t in him. Somebody he was related to was dead, and that had rocked him. He was young, probably hadn’t had much to do with death. And to lose somebody young, somebody you wouldn’t expect to die; that would rattle anybody.

      I tried to remember connections and how he was he related to the Blue’s and then recalled it was Faye. Faye was a Pitts. I was surprised everyone in Burney didn’t have two heads since it seemed like everyone was related to everyone else.

      “I hate traffic stops,” I said, which surprised him. “No one likes getting pulled over and even if they did nothing wrong, it’s an anxiety producing event. More so for others. Minorities, women. I have a code about that. I only pull over people in those groups if it’s a safety issue. A real one. There’s enough shit in the world. People don’t need more. You’re a white male, Jimmy. You’re at the top of the food chain. Stop whining.”

      “What about the Blues?” he said with vehemence. “If I’m at the top of the food chain, what are they? I’m white trash, Cooper, from Over-the-Hill. I might be on top of the fucking trash heap, but not the food chain. They’re fucking Godzilla, doing whatever they want to whoever they want.”

      “That didn’t work well for Lavender Blue.” I sat on the hood of his Charger, which probably irritated him, but he wasn’t off the hook for the other night. “You’re driving without a license.”

      He joined me, sitting as far away as possible as he pulled out a small metal tube to vape. His hand was shaking and it seemed like he didn’t really hear me.

      “Hey!” I said, a bit sharply.

      He glanced over. I put two fingers up to my eyes. “Look at me.”

      His eyes met mine. He kept blinking, like he was trying not to cry.

      “Look, it’s tough losing someone close to you. It’s okay to cry. To scream at the stars if you need to. Whatever. But don’t speed or do something that could hurt you or someone else. Okay?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not speeding.”

      “All right,” I said.

      “Was Lavender killed?” he asked.

      Fucking Burney. “We don’t know.”

      “Cash,” he said, right away. “Everyone thinks he’s so great, but everyone he touches ends up worse off. First Navy. Now Lavender. The only reason he was marrying her was for the money.”

      “What money?”

      He looked at me in the way I’d been looked at several times since coming to town when I didn’t know something that was part of the Burney DNA. I remembered what Jill had said, but it was better to play dumb when questioning someone.

      “Lavender got her own money when she turned eighteen. And Cleve put Navy in charge of the family trust before he passed. That made my Aunt Faye crazy. She was always on Navy for more money, even though she got a monthly allowance. It was never enough. I think she deserved it for putting up with Cleve. Anyway, after Navy died, I figure Lavender was in charge of the trust.”

      “How was Navy involved with Cash?”

      “Money,” Pitts said. “It’s always money.”

      “Navy was bankrolling Cash’s development?”

      Pitts shrugged. “Who else in town has that kind of dough? Navy wanted to be a big man like his dad.” He shook his head. “Whole thing is fucked.”

      “Did something go wrong with the investment?”

      “How the hell would I know? Fucking Cash. He killed her, Cooper. Go shoot out his tires. And then his feet. He’s a white male too. And a lot richer than me, so he’s really at the top of the heap. I come from Over-the-Hill. You’ve seen what it’s like there. The damn cardboard factory closed manufacturing the year I was born.”

      “Cash had no reason to kill her. He just married her.”

      Jimmy gave me that same ‘you know nothing’ look. “Cash was always screwing around. Even after they got engaged. The only reason he agreed to the marriage was because the senator told him to. He didn’t give a shit about Lavender. All he wanted was her money. Hell, Cash tried to cut Skye out of the fund so Lavender’s share would be larger.”

      “Did Lavender know?”

      “Of course, she knew. She knew at the wedding, I heard her yelling at him about it in the parking lot.”

      “Did Lavender agree with it?” I asked. “Maybe it was her idea?”

      Pitts was startled. “I don’t know. I don’t think she’d do that to her own sister. I mean, Lavender was cold, but family was important to her. She was even nice to me. But . . .” He trailed off as his brain absorbed a disturbing possibility.

      It said a lot about Jim Pitts that it had not occurred to him that Lavender would cut her own sister out of the fund. Everybody hated Cash, including me, but Lavender hadn’t been everyone’s most likely to be loved, either. What if it had been Lavender’s idea? What if Cash had opened his big mouth and Skye had found out just before the rehearsal? What if pigs had wings?

      Still, it did put Skye in the pool of suspects. And, for all anyone knew, she had slept with Cash.

      “This fucking town,” Jimmy finally said. “Everyone’s hiding something.” He shook his head. “I can’t lose my license, man. If I can’t drive, I go crazy sitting still.” He looked at me earnestly. “I’m never high when I drive. Never drunk. Yeah, I go too fast and I’ve changed that. You saw. But at night? I have to drive around to clear my head. It keeps me calm.”

      “What does that have to do with everyone hiding something?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Pitts muttered.

      I decided to shift directions. “You see anything strange in the parking lot at the Club? You were there the entire time.”

      “Not the entire time. I took Skye and Aunt Faye home, they were pretty drunk, and then came back. I did see that ex of Lavender’s sitting there over on the far side of the parking lot. Hiding out.”

      “Yeah. Matson.”

      “Most people took Annie’s bus or one of the cars she arranged. They were bitching about that. And Lavender’s speech. Wonder how they feel now?”

      “Anything suspicious?” I tried again. “Anyone with blood on them?”

      “Blood? What exactly happened to Lavender?”

      I suddenly became aware that I was talking to the local juvenile delinquent about my case. The Chief was rubbing off on me and in the wrong direction.

      He kept asking, “I mean, like, was she scared? Did she die . . . scared?” He stuck his chin out. “I mean, you know. She wasn’t that bad. I wouldn’t want . . .”

      I looked at Pitts and saw a lost boy trying to be a man in a world full of money and cheating and lies that he didn’t understand. He might be a jackass, full of bluster and bravado, but he was still just a kid. “Hey.”

      He met my eyes right away. “Yeah?”

      I liked that. He could learn. “I saw somebody die like she did once before, and it was fast.” I took out my cell phone. “Give me your number.”

      “Oh, man. Am I in trouble?”

      “Give your damn number, Jimmy. Or do you prefer Jim?”

      “Jimmy is good.”

      “But everyone calls you Pitts.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “Do you prefer that?”

      “No.”

      “How about this. I call you Jim. It’s more respectful.”

      He blinked in confusion.

      “You never hear Bones call Captain Kirk, Jimmy. It’s always Jim.” I’m not sure that got through and I wondered if he’d seen the original Star Trek. “You ever hear anyone call me Vinny?”

      He frowned. “No. Why not?”

      “I hate that name. Anyone uses it, I don’t hear them. You tell people to call you Jim. Don’t respond if they call you something else. It won’t take long for them to change. We teach people how to treat us. Give me your cell number.”

      He rattled off his number and I entered it. Then I hit the call.

      His phone buzzed. “Why are you—“

      I killed the call. “Now you have my number. You start feeling a little crazy, call me before you do anything stupid.”

      His jaw dropped and he just stared at me. For a moment I thought he’d cry and I didn’t want to be around for that.

      “One other thing, Jim.”

      “Yes?”

      “Get a job.”

      He absorbed that and slowly nodded. “Yeah. I gotta pay Will Porter for the tires, anyway.”

      “Go home, Jim.” I got off the hood of his car.

      “You too, Officer Cooper,” Pitts said. “You don’t look too hot.”

      I let him have the last word.
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Chapter 41

          

        

      

    

    
      When I went in ML’s back door, she and my Uncle Day were arguing in the living room. Uncle Day looked serious and Aunt ML looked angry.

      I opened my bag and took out the bottle of vodka and slammed it on the end table between them, startling them both. Day’s eyes went wide behind his glasses.

      I turned on ML. “If you ever do anything like that to my mother again, I will personally kick your ass up and down Rt. 52 while all of Burney watches. And then I’ll set it on fire and watch you burn.”

      She drew back, and Uncle Day said, “Lizzie?”

      “She told my mother the whole town thinks she’s crazy,” I said to him, keeping my eyes on ML, “and then she left that there and told her to get drunk because drunk was better than crazy.”

      She didn’t flinch, I’ll give her that, she’s a tough old bitch. I waited for Uncle Day to say, “You must be mistaken” or to defend her in some way, and when he didn’t say anything, I looked at him.

      He was staring at her, and if it had been anybody but Day, I’d have sworn there was hatred there.

      ML lifted her chin. “Well, it’s better that the town thinks she’s drunk than crazy. They already know she’s a drunk--”

      “No, she’s not,” I snapped. “She’s been sober for twenty years.”

      “Twenty-one,” my uncle said, still staring at ML. “Jesus, MaryLou. You are a piece of work.” Then he looked at me. “Did she drink any of it?”

      “No. Look, the bottle is still sealed.”

      He nodded. “Good for her. I’ll go see her—”

      “No, you will not,” ML said to him. “I have had enough. You will not—”

      She stopped at the look on his face, and even I shut up.

      “I’m done,” he said in a surprisingly calm voice. “First you give our money to Cash Porter without saying anything and now this? I’m done. I can fix the money problem, but hurting MaryBeth? No. That I can’t forgive.” He got up and went upstairs.

      There was a long pause there while ML and I shared a moment of disbelief. Then she turned on me. “This is all your fault,” she spat.

      “No.”

      “This is not wanted I wanted—”

      “Well, it’s what you earned.”

      “You have no idea what your bitch of a mother is doing—”

      She broke off as I took a step forward, and it took everything I had not to shake her until she was limp.

      “You do not talk about my mother,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “You don’t ever talk to my mother again. You are a vicious hag, the bad witch in her fairy tale, and I will not let you hurt her again. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, where you went so wrong, you’ve always been a status whore, but you were never this blatantly cruel before. Jesus, ML, look at what you’ve become.”

      She flinched, but then she stared back, hard as nails. “If you think I’m going to let your drunken slut mother and her drunken slut daughter ruin my life—”

      “Mom!” Molly came down the stairs, looking wide-eyed. “Why is Dad packing?”

      “No,” ML began, and I said, “Because your mother put a bottle of booze in front of my mother and told her it would better if people thought she was a drunk instead of a crazy person.”

      “You what?” Molly said to her mother.

      “That is between my sister and I,” ML said.

      “My sister and me,” I told her. “Being a bitch is bad enough, get your usage right.”

      “She really did that?” Molly said to me, and I nodded. “Did your mom drink it?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, good for you, Aunt MaryBeth,” Molly said, and ML said, “That’s enough,” and Molly said, “That was so many kinds of wrong, Mom, you have to stop being like this,” but then Uncle Day came down the stairs with a small bag and she stopped.

      “I’m filing for divorce on Monday,” he told ML.

      “No,” ML said. “No, you will not—”

      “I’m done,” my uncle said again and walked out the back door.

      Molly looked at me, open-mouthed, which is how I must have been looking at her.

      ML stood. “This is all your fault,” she said to me. “How dare you criticize me when you’re alley catting around with that cop—”

      “Yes,” I told her. “I’m going to be fucking him blind again tonight, as much sex as I can get and he can give. And you will be sleeping alone. Probably forever.”

      I turned and left, making the short walk home in a kind of exhausted daze. I went back inside and thought about my life. There had been civil war in a church, and then I’d found out some secrets, and then the earth moved in a diner and then Lavender died because I didn’t check on her, and then my mother didn’t drink at home, and then the sky fell on my aunt in her living room.

      My head started to hurt again, and my mother was asleep, and there was only one place I really wanted to be. So, I got my bag and my Vince bear and went there.

      

      #

      

      I parked at the Big Chef. It was after ten and Vince didn’t have any lights back there so it was really dark, but all I wanted was to be alone. Every time I got near people, I found out some awful new thing. Alone was better even if it was in the dark.

      Actually, alone with Vince would be even better, but I figured he’d be late, trying to sort how Lavender died. It didn’t matter, I could wait. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d slept in my car. I knew he’d said the door was unlocked but that seemed too personal to just go in there when he wasn’t around.

      I got out my phone and checked for messages. There were many, mostly people wanting to know about Lavender, but none were from Anemone. That was weird, but in the context of everything else that day, weird wasn’t near the top my list of things to fix.

      I didn’t fix Lavender. I’d left her alone, that’s why she was dead. I didn’t check on her, and she bled to death . . .

      I really needed something else to think about besides Lavender’s staring eyes and blue bloodless face, so I shoved my phone in my purse and opened my laptop, the screen lighting my end of the back seat with my Love and Sunshine pillows and opened the files for Anemone’s book because all that was normal. I worked obsessively because every time I stopped, I thought about how I might have saved Lavender if I’d found her, if I’d checked on her. I didn’t want to think about that, so sorting Anemone’s messy history into neat chapters didn’t seem like a chore anymore. It was actually kind of comforting. Somebody else’s life was a bigger mess than mine.

      Well, no it wasn’t. Nobody died in Anemone’s life. Nobody bled to death on an ugly concrete loading dock.

      I should have checked on her.

      I went back to work on Anemone’s book. And remembered, yes, someone had died in the book, Anemone’s first husband, the mobster, gunned down in front of her.

      An hour later, I heard a car coming down the drive and thought, Vince, and was irrationally relieved—it’s not like I need him or anything, I was just fine, but it was good to have him close, really good—and I relaxed for a second until I realized it didn’t sound right and a car that didn’t look like the Jeep pulled up beside me in the dark and I heard a door slam, and then the door to the back seat opened and Cash got in, almost sitting on my feet.

      I pulled my feet back. “No.”

      In the dim light from my laptop, he looked like hell. “God, Lizzie,” he said, “I need you,” and I thought about how many times in the past he’d come to me, looking awful, and said, “God, Lizzie, I need you, help me,” and I had, getting him out of messes, taking the fall for him, holding him and telling him what to do, and I thought about that lonely high school girl that I used to be, just wanting somebody to hold her and love her, and felt so sorry for her, because she was somebody else, a different person, not me at all.

      “Get out,” I said.

      “I just need to be around you,” he said. “You make everything better. I don’t know what to do.”

      So, I wasn’t the same girl, but Cash was evidently the same boy.

      “The first thing you do is get out of my car.”

      “I need to talk to you,” Cash said, sounding annoyed now under the panic.

      “Listen to me,” I said, and he leaned forward. “Your wife—” He winced. “—has died horribly under suspicious circumstances, and as the husband you would be the chief suspect except that George Pens likes me for the rope. So alone in the dark in the backseat of my car is the worst of all possible places for you to be. It doesn’t look good for either of us.” He still looked confused, so I simple-ed it up for him. “Get the hell out of my car and don’t come near me again.”

      He looked shocked now. “Lizzie, I need you—”

      “No, you do not. You have family and friends and a senator. Get out.”

      He was slack-jawed. “You always come through for me.”

      “Fifteen years ago. This is now. Now is different. Get. Out.”

      “No,” he said. “You love me.”

      I opened the door, got out of the car and stood outside in the cold, not sure what to do, but positive I didn’t want to be in a dark car with Cash Porter.

      He really thought it was still high school. No, that wasn’t it, he just thought I was the same sap I’d been in high school. I was trying to figure out how to convince him that (a) I didn’t love him and (b) I wasn’t going to take the fall for him this time no matter what he’d done and (c) we were both going to get arrested if he didn’t get the hell out of my car and away from here, when he got out of my car.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t still care, Lizzie,” he said to me over the top of it.

      “What were you and Lavender fighting about?”

      “What?” He frowned as if he had no idea what I was talking about.

      I shook my head at him. “What was the big fight about? I know what tipped her over the edge into the annulment, that was you being stupid enough to lock her in a room to shut her up, but why was she so upset at the reception? Something about Skye. You didn’t sleep with Skye, did you?”

      “Of course not,” he said, sounding insulted, and I thought You slept with Skye, you idiot. “Lizzie, you have to stop saying she was going to get an annulment. She wasn’t; that was just the game she was playing.”

      “Pretty serious game if she called Paul Matson.”

      Cash shook his head. “She could get him to do anything. He probably killed her when she told him she was just doing it to make me come after her.”

      “I don’t think she was playing a game,” I told him. “I think you shouldn’t have locked her in a room to shut her up. And I really want to know what you were fighting about all through the wedding because whatever that was, it was bad.”

      He shook his head. “Forget about that, Lizzie. That’s all over. We just need to get through the next couple of weeks, and then we can start over.”

      We? The next couple of weeks? Start over? I was trying to figure out how to get it through to him that we would not be starting over because I wasn’t as fucking stupid as I’d been in high school, and there would never be a “we” again when I heard the sound of the Gladiator coming down the lane. I knew it was the Gladiator because the engine sounded right, deep and powerful. Much like the driver, thank God.

      The big lights on the front of the Jeep roof suddenly lit the place up like Christmas as Vince pulled around the Big Chef to park behind me, making Cash squint into the glare.

      He talked fast. “Oh, come on, not Vince, Lizzie. He couldn’t make it in New York and he’s never getting out of this town. You and I could go places—”

      “This isn’t about him,” I said, as sharply as I could. “This is about how there is no you-and-I, this is about how I will not help you; this is about how you’re on your own.”

      The lights cut out and we were blinded by the dark for a moment. I heard the door open and Vince get out of the Jeep and then felt him come to stand behind me. “This is not a good idea,” he said, but his voice was flat, not upset or jealous or suspicious, just a general observation, good old calm Vince.

      I leaned back against him, so glad he was there, and he put his arm around me, and that felt good, strong and warm.

      He looked over my shoulder at Cash. “Go home,” he said, still calm, but there was something else in his voice, some extra form of get-off-of-my-lawn, and I wasn’t sure if the lawn was the space in front of the Big Chef or me, but I was positive he meant it.

      “Lizzie,” Cash said, his eyes intent on mine, like we were the only ones there. “You can’t ignore us. You can’t forget what we’ve been to each other.”

      I felt Vince’s hand tighten on me slightly, hardly noticeable except I noticed it, I was noticing everything about him lately. I said, “There is no us, and I remember exactly what we’ve been to each other and it wasn’t good for me. I am going inside with the cop now; if you want to stay out here and freeze, feel free.”

      I opened the car door, got out my laptop bag, my mind for once completely clear that I was doing the right thing.

      “You coming?” I said to Vince.

      “Give me a minute with Cash, please.”

      I nodded. “Sure.” I walked around my car and Cash’s and up the steps up to the diner.

      “Lizzie,” Cash said, and I shut the door behind me.

      It felt really good to shut that door behind me.
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Chapter 42

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long day and night, getting longer by the moment. Getting rid of this yahoo so he didn’t get Liz into more trouble would put the finishing touch on it. I stared at Cash in the dark. “You need to leave Liz alone. Lose her number. Now.”

      “Why?” He was almost laughing. “You staking a claim? You have no idea what Lizzie and I are, how far back we go. She was always mine, and you’re just a blip in our story.”

      “You’re making life harder for her, you’re putting her back on George’s shit list, and she’s made it clear that she wants you to leave her alone. If you keep chasing her, George is going to think she’s got a reason to kill your wife, and I’m going to start thinking you had a reason to kill your wife.”

      “You think that’s going to get rid of me?” Cash smiled. “You don’t get it. Lizzie and I are destined.”

      “And Skye Blue?”

      “What?”

      “Is she destined for you, too?”

      Cash laughed. “Skye is like you, Cooper. You and Skye are temporary. Lizzie and I, we’re forever.”

      “Get out of here, Cash. And stay away from Liz. She deserves better than you.”

      “Like you? What are you going to give her? An old diner and a dead-end life in Burney?”

      “I’m pretty sure she likes the diner,” I said.

      He shook his head and got in his fancy car and drove off.

      I watched his taillights disappear, then went inside where it was warm, where Liz was.

      

      #

      

      She was sitting at the counter, which meant she hadn’t been avidly watching. For some reason, that made me feel good about her. She had her laptop out on the counter and plugged in.

      “Oh.” She looked past me. “Cash is gone?”

      “Cash is gone.”

      “Do you think he . . .” She didn’t finish the sentence.

      “I don’t know what to think right now. My brain is mush.”

      She shook her head and I saw her eyes glisten. “I can’t stop thinking about . . . . I would have followed her if I’d thought there’d be trouble. I just thought she realized what a mistake she was making and she’d get it annulled. I didn’t think she’d end up dead. If I’d have known I’d have followed her. I could have saved her. She wouldn’t be dead—”

      The words poured out, coming faster and faster, her voice higher and higher, and I sat down on the stool beside her and took her in my arms so the last ones were spoken into my shoulder.

      “You couldn’t have helped her,” I said.

      “I could have stopped the bleeding.”

      “No,” I said with absolute certainty. I put my hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You. Could not. Have saved her. I know. Nobody could have saved Wilson, Rain said so.”

      “What?”

      I pointed at the plaque behind the bar. “There was a Private Wilson in my squad. He hadn’t been to Ranger School yet, but he was really gung ho. All piss and vinegar. Couldn’t wait for his slot. But we deployed before that.”

      She was confused, but that was better than guilty, so I kept talking.

      “Wilson did something unfortunate at an inopportune moment.” I touched her neck where the pulse was beating hard. I could feel the life in her. “He got shot. Right here. Same place where Lavender hit the rail post. We had a medic named Raina who’d saved quite a few lives. Damn good medic. She got to Wilson within five seconds. Did everything she could to keep him alive. To stabilize him for the medevac. I helped Rain. A trained surgeon in an operating room wouldn’t have been able to save Wilson. He was doomed. The same with Lavender. She was doomed when she hit that post. You could not have saved her. Nobody could have saved her.”

      “She was so pale,” Liz said. “She was blue, she was so pale. Lavender Blue.”

      Her voice was rising again, so I held her tighter. “You’re never going to forget seeing her. I still think about Wilson. But what you can let go of is feeling guilty about it because there is nothing you could have done. You had nothing to do with what happened to Lavender.”

      Liz took a breath. “I could have—”

      “No,” I said sharply, to jolt her out of whatever thought was torturing her. “No, you couldn’t have. Nobody could have saved her.”

      She was still rigid in my arms, so I held her, trying to think of something to break through that misery, and then I felt her give way, like her muscles just quit holding her up, and she put her head on my shoulder and said, “Okay.”

      “Come on,” I said into her ear. “You hungry? I didn’t get dinner and I bet you didn’t, either.”

      She picked up her head. “Can you make me a burger?”

      “No.” I kissed her forehead. “But I can make eggs and bacon.” I got up and went around the counter.

      “You live in a diner and you can’t make a burger?” Liz said. “That’s just wrong.”

      There wasn’t any bounce in her voice, but I knew she was trying, so I played along.

      “I’m a man’s man,” I said as I got the eggs and bacon from the fridge. “I do not cook. That’s what women are for. Well, one of the things women are for.”

      “Ah, a twentieth century man,” Liz said, and took a deep breath.

      Good, I thought. “So, you’re done with Cash?” I turned on the grill.

      “Oh, yeah,” she said. “He shows up here, six hours after his wife died, and tries to get me to take care of him? As if I needed any more of a clue to what he was. He said he loved me, but he doesn’t, he never did, he just wants me to take care of him, handle him, take the fall for him when he screws up.” She sighed. “You know if you look at the stuff I got into trouble for, George probably has a list, about half of them were Cash’s fuck-ups that I said I did. That was so stupid, but I thought he was wonderful. And then he gets in my car tonight and tries to drag me back to that?”

      So he’s done, I thought. One good thing happened today.

      She sighed. “I screwed up my life for a guy who wasn’t worth a nickel.”

      “You didn’t screw up your life,” I said. “Look at you, you’re a published author—”

      “I write other people’s books for them,” she said. “I’m just getting money for doing for people what I used to do for free for Cash. None of them cared any more for me than Cash did. They were all grateful, well, most of them, but . . .” She shook her head. “I’m still not living my life. I'm living other people’s lives so I can write theirs down.”

      “So, write your own.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, everybody wants to read the life of Liz Danger, biggest sucker on the planet.”

      “You can’t trash your whole life because you made a mistake about Cash in high school.” I turned back to the grill and started putting strips of bacon on, listening to the sizzle and then broke eggs onto the grill beside the bacon. “Hell, high school is the place where you make mistakes. Look at what you’ve done with your life since then. You took a chance. Ran with it. That’s pretty good.” I got out the bread and started putting slices in the toaster. Then I turned and saw the look on her face.

      “I’m the big disappointment,” she said.

      “No, you aren’t. Pull yourself together, Danger. I knew who you were as soon as you gave me your license. You’re a legend in this town.”

      “Yeah, as a screw-up and a disgrace.”

      I folded my arms and leaned against the counter beside the grill. “You do realize you saw the town as an eighteen-year-old who was going through some tough stuff, right? That’s not who you are now. The real town is different, but you can’t see it yet. You’re looking backward.”

      She sparked up at me. “Well, it feels the same.”

      I checked the eggs, scraped around the edges, and then when they were ready, took them off the grill and plated them. I really needed to time the bacon with the eggs better. I put the eggs in front of her.

      She looked at the plate. “Are you bogarting the bacon?”

      “Not crisp enough yet.” I put my eggs beside hers and grabbed the toast. “Look, you were not an outsider. People remembered you. They don’t remember outsiders. You were their favorite delinquent.”

      “Big deal,” she said. “Everybody dies famous in a small town.”

      She sounded like Liz again, so I was satisfied. “Better than forgotten in the big city.”

      I scraped all the bacon off the grill and dumped it on a paper towel on a plate and put it between her eggs and mine. “Look on the bright side. You’ll never have another day like today. It’s nothing but rainbows after this.”

      “God, I hope so. I mean, I don’t believe it, but I hope so.” She picked up a piece of bacon, winced as it burned her fingers, and bit into it. “This is good.”

      “Yes,” I said, and stabbed toast into my eggs, pretty sure that while she’d never forget the sight of Lavender Blue, for tonight, she was close to back to normal.

      

      #

      

      After midnight, I said, “Let’s go to bed. To sleep. It’s been a long day. We both need sleep, but neither one of us should be alone.”

      She nodded.

      “I’ve got toothbrushes in the cupboard in the bathroom,” I said, and she got up and went to the bathroom.

      I sat down on the end of the bed to pull my boots off, and Liz came back from the bathroom, her bra and her jeans in her hand, and dropped them next to the bed. The she crawled up to the headboard, pulled the covers down and slid in. She looked exhausted.

      That was when I realized I’d just invited her to spend the night. Without even thinking about it. That was a first.

      When I came back from the bathroom, I got under the covers with her and wrapped my arms around her. It seemed like the right thing to do. She pressed back against me, soft and warm and familiar and right.

      “Sleep,” I said.

      “Did you mean it?” she said, so softly I almost couldn’t hear her.

      “Mean what?”

      “I really couldn’t have done anything?”

      “No one could have done anything.”

      “Okay, then,” she said. “Thank you.”

      I kissed the top of her head, and she fell asleep. I lay in the darkness for a long time, thinking. My phone vibrated from an incoming text at a little after one. I looked at it, then deleted it. The night stretched on.
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Chapter 43

          

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, I got dressed quickly. It was still dark outside and dawn was an hour away. I’d always known what time it was, even without a watch. I’d learned to wake without an alarm at whatever pre-determined time I’d decided on. It had been helpful pulling security in the Rangers at a patrol base or FOB. It wasn’t as helpful with Liz, warm and naked beside me, but she didn’t need me waking her up after the day she’d had before, and I had things to do.

      I wrote a note for Liz and left it on the counter, then departed, locking the door behind me. I was on the road before traffic picked up, so I made it into Cincinnati in good time. The Cincinnati Police Department has a little over a thousand officers, which meant it was about 1/35th the size of my former organization in New York City. But it was a tad bigger than Burney’s twelve-man force.

      I parked in the large lot for the District 3 headquarters, which was located behind a WalMart Supercenter, northwest of downtown. It was a new building, somewhat futuristic in design, with a lot of glass facing the street, which I thought was kind of short-sighted in the event of a riot or a zombie attack.

      I showed my badge and turned over my gun after clearing it to the young officer manning the front desk and got directions to my destination. Rain had boasted about how nice the lab in the new building was. Her last lab had been a windowless room in the basement of police headquarters downtown. It was early, before shift change, so the building was quiet.

      I pushed open the door to the lab. The lights were on and Rain was sitting behind a desk, peering at a large computer monitor. She stood as I entered. She was my height, six feet, and rangy in build. Her hair was close cropped, but she had the type of skull on which that worked. On me, it would be Neanderthal. People told her she looked like one of those female warriors in the Black Panther movie which they probably thought was a compliment, but she didn’t like cartoons, so. Plus, she’d been a real warrior. She was dressed in a nicely cut black pants suit, which made me feel like a bum in my tactical pants and long-sleeved shirt.

      Before I could utter a pleasant good morning, she started in. “When I told you about the job in Burney, I didn’t expect you to go there and blow the town up. This is your second suspicious death in three months.”

      “First one was an accident,” I noted in my defense. “You told me so.”

      “Then why haven’t you let it go?” she asked as she waved me to grab a chair and join her at the desk. “And you didn’t bring coffee? Or donuts?”

      “We have a very limited budget in Burney. And you only eat healthy stuff.”

      She laughed. “You’re a cheap bastard. You owe me.”

      “I owe, I owe, I know.” I looked at the monitor. It was a picture shot from ground level at Lavender splayed on the stairs. “Everyone is praying this is an accident.”

      “You’re an atheist, Vince.”

      “I’m not smart enough to be an atheist. Agnostic.”

      “I saw you praying a few times overseas.”

      “We all did on occasion.”

      “True that.”

      I didn’t like her chitchatting me because Rain wasn’t a chatter. It was one of the reasons we’d gotten along so well in the Battalion. She wasn’t a Ranger; they hadn’t opened the school or the unit to women back then. She ended up with us on a deployment as a medic through a strange set of circumstances, although in war, strange is the norm. She’d impressed the hell out of the soldiers, then the captain and then the colonel, so they’d pulled in a favor and gotten her semi-permanently attached to the unit. Unofficially, officially, which the Rangers were known for.

      “Why do I think you’re delaying giving me the bad news?” I asked.

      “Murder.”

      “Fuck.”

      “More accurately,” Rain said, “I’d say involuntary manslaughter. I’m not sure there was an intent to kill. It would be an extremely weird and difficult way to kill somebody, making her fall on the post like that, but someone was definitely there. That someone caused the fall. The fall caused the wound. Which caused the death.”

      I shook my head. “Other than those bloody shoe prints, which happened afterward, how can you tell someone was there before?”

      “Blood.” She moved the mouse and clicked on one of the image tiles on the right side of the screen. It showed the top of the stairs where they met the platform in front of the door. The top of Lavender’s head was in the very bottom of the frame. There was blood all around.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked. “The blood pattern?”

      “The opposite. Where there is no blood pattern,” Rain said. She used the mouse to zoom in. “See it?”

      There was no blood in the center part of the top stair edge and on the platform in a space about two feet wide.

      “I should have picked up on that.”

      Rain didn’t comment. “Someone was standing behind the vic when she fell. Got splattered with blood while the vic bled out. Thus, the lack of blood where there should be some.”

      “Maybe someone was following her when she fell?” I said.

      “Someone was behind her,” Rain agreed. “But.” She clicked on another image. “Whoever took these did a good job.”

      “He’s a good EMT, too.”

      “He’s got a future in death,” Rain said, without any sarcasm or irony. The image showed Lavender’s neck. The side opposite the puncture wound. “See the line? That’s from the necklace. Didn’t happen in the fall. It caused the fall. Someone behind your vic grabbed the necklace, jerking it back and up, angling right. It caused the vic to fall before the necklace broke. If it hadn’t been for that right angle, she wouldn’t have hit the post. Then again, she probably would have hit the back of her head on the concrete step. And what the hell kind of dress is that? With all the flowers on the boobs? That’s nuts.”

      “Bridesmaid.”

      Rain frowned. “I thought the vic was the bride?”

      “Long story.”

      “You can tell me on the way to Burney.”

      “What?”

      “I’d like to see the scene,” Rain said. “Walk the terrain.”

      Walking the terrain was something we loved to do in the Rangers. Get a feel for it. There was nothing worse than inserting somewhere in the middle of the night, never having been there before. Maps and satellite imagery could never substitute for boots on the ground.

      The problem was that I didn’t want her with me with what I had to do this morning before going back to Burney. But she had that look in her eye. There was no saying no to her.

      “Roger that,” I said. “Rangers lead the way.”

      “Follow me,” she said, walking with just the slightest hitch in her step from the prosthetic hidden under the pant leg.

      And I followed her out.
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Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up when I heard the Gladiator leave. I stayed in bed for a little while, trying to go back to sleep, but all I could think about was the wedding and Lavender and Lavender’s blood and her blue-white face, and I realized I hadn’t told my mother. Somebody was going to get to her, probably her hag of a sister, so I got up and dressed and drove back home, hating the whole conversation we were going to have, wondering if I could hold it off until I’d run my miles. It was Monday, my mother would be getting ready for work, and I was going to ruin her day with a death.

      I went into the house through the garage to avoid the gang bang of bears in the front room and stopped in the kitchen when I saw two people standing in the sunlight, looking startled that I was there.

      My mother and my Uncle Day.

      My mother was in the silky peach robe I’d gotten her one year for her birthday.

      My uncle was naked except for the boxers I’d found in the laundry.

      They both froze when they saw me walk in.

      The part of my brain that was still living in the year I was twelve said, That’s weird, wonder why they’re dressed like that.

      The part of my brain that was thirty-three years old said, You have got to be kidding me.

      And the part of my brain that was still trying to deal with Lavender Blue being dead said, Get the hell out of here, Liz.

      My mother swallowed. “Skye Blue dropped her off.”

      I had one insane moment when I thought she was saying Skye had dropped Lavender off the steps at the club, and then realized my mother was pointing down.

      Veronica, the blonde dachshund, was sitting at her feet in that bride’s dog dress, frozen in confusion and probably terror beside a small pink duffle with paw prints on it. I felt complete empathy.

      I looked back at my Uncle Day, who currently looked like the love child of the Pillsbury Doughboy and a big pasty teddy bear in a very bad porno. I had the random thought that if he’d been standing in the living room with the rest of the bears, I’d never have seen him.

      For one weird moment there, I thought, She’s added him to her collection. Three hundred and ninety-five.

      There were so many things in this picture that were wrong, so I focused on the one I could fix: I crouched down and ripped the bride’s dog dress off over Veronica’s head, and she shook herself all over in relief. I said, “You’ll never have to wear any of that crap again,” and my mother said “Skye says she has to because her legs are so short her tummy gets chafed if she goes naked. Her clothes are in the little bag there.”

      Which is when I decided I’d been dropped into a David Lynch film. Damn fine coffee.

      I stood up. “Lavender’s dead.”

      “I know,” my mother said, glancing at Day. Of course, he knew, he’d known last night after the wedding. And packed a bag and came three houses down to sleep with my mother.

      I looked at the boxers.

      Sleep with my mother again. “Why is Uncle Day half naked in our kitchen?”

      “Well,” my mother began, and then stopped.

      “You’re sleeping together?” I tried to keep my voice flat, but there was no way to say that sentence be anything but an accusation. “You’re having sex. You’re having sex with your sister’s husband.”

      My mother’s chin came up. “He was mine first.”

      Uncle Day stepped closer to her.

      “And then he married her,” I pointed out.

      “And that was a mistake,” my mother said, her voice sharp.

      “You’re sleeping with your sister’s husband,” I said, and then remembered ML saying, You owe me. “How long have you been sleeping with your sister’s husband?”

      “He’s my soulmate.” If my mother’s chin got any higher, she was going to fall over backward.

      Uncle Day was silent, looking like he’d prefer to be anywhere else, possibly wearing anything else. At least more.

      A really horrible thought occurred to me. “Is that why my father left? Thirty-two years ago? Is that why I’ve been fatherless my whole life?”

      “You don’t understand,” my mother said, and I turned and walked to my bedroom where I got dressed in clean clothes including my T-shirt that said, ‘There are two kinds of people in the world. 1. Those that can extrapolate from incomplete data.’ I picked that one because I was pretty sure I was going to be extrapolating from incomplete data a lot in the near future.

      I packed everything up, both my suitcase and my duffle, grabbed my laptop case, and took it all out to the kitchen. Uncle Day was gone, but when I went out through the garage to put the things in my car, his car was still there so he was probably hiding in Mom’s bedroom.

      Or in the living room with the bears. Camouflaged.

      Then I went back inside and got Veronica’s bag.

      “Lizzie,” my mom said.

      “Why didn’t he get a divorce?” I said to her.

      “He couldn’t leave Molly alone with ML, she needed her daddy,” my mother said, but she looked away when she said it.

      I opened the back door to the garage, looked at Veronica and said, “Come on,” and when she didn’t move, I put her bag down, picked her up, and picked her bag back up.

      “Lizzie,” my mother began, her voice going up, and I walked out.

      I don’t care who my mother is sleeping with as long as she’s happy, but not my uncle, not my cousin Molly’s dad, not my awful Aunt ML’s husband. The last thing I needed was a reason to feel sorry for fucking ML.

      I put Veronica on the front seat and tossed her bag in back with the rest and got in. I spared a moment to pat the dog, and my mother knocked on the window, scaring her and making her shake again. I rolled the window down.

      “Lizzie, please.”

      “I don’t care who you fuck,” I said, deliberately, to see her wince, “but that is one lousy thing to do to your sister.”

      Then I rolled up the window and backed out of the drive.

      When I was about halfway to Rt 52, I realized Veronica was shaking like a maraca beside me, so I pulled off the road. Not sure what to do, I gave her a dog biscuit out of her bag. She kept bumping my laptop bag with her nose, and I thought maybe she wanted something to sleep on, so I spread my checkered afghan over the seat, and she popped it up with her nose and crawled under it with her biscuit, snuggled down out of sight, crunching away, evidently happy as long as she couldn’t see anyone, which to her little doggy mind possibly meant nobody could see her.

      Listen, if I thought that worked, I’d have been underneath that afghan with her.

      I did worry about her suffocating under there, so I googled for why dachshunds liked to be under things and found out that they’d been bred to go down badger holes so they burrowed for comfort. There was a plus: if I had a badger problem, Veronica would be all over it.

      I looked at her furry blonde butt sticking out from under the afghan and realized that this was not a dog that would take care of a badger. I was on my own, badger-wise.

      That was okay, I was used to being on my own.

      I leaned back against the headrest, overwhelmed. Lavender was dead, my mother was sleeping with my uncle, my aunt had good reason to be a vile bitch, and I was now fostering a neurotic dog that would not protect me from badgers but that would need t-shirts.

      I decided to back to the Big Chef, the only safe place in Burney where nobody would come get me and ruin my day since they probably wouldn’t know I was there.

      Who was I kidding, it was Burney, everybody would know I was there. But it was quiet there, and I could keep working on Anemone’s Book to get money to pay for dog t-shirts.

      I patted Veronica’s butt and pulled back onto the road.
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Chapter 45

          

        

      

    

    
      “The victim isn’t going to get any deader,” I said to Rain as I played with the Gladiator’s nav system and brought up the address I’d plugged in.

      “No, she is not,” Rain agreed in a very neutral voice, watching me carefully.

      I had entered the hospice address after I got it. Now I hit navigation. It wasn’t that far out of the way. Rain didn’t say anything. I pulled up to the front of the hospice with dawn breaking the horizon in the east and parked in a loading zone. I put the police placard in the window, not sure how much weight Burney PD carried here in Cincy, but Rain could cover for me if it came to it.

      We got out and Rain led the way through the front doors. I felt a wave of nausea hit as we entered. This was far worse than any hospital, even though the place was quiet and clean and modern. A woman behind the counter in the foyer smiled at Rain and nodded at her. Rain probably brought her food, too.

      We went down a hallway and Rain stopped at a door. A neatly lettered placard read DAVID in the slot on the door. I thought about how many placards slid through that slot every year. Rain gently pulled the door open and peered in, then waved for me to follow.

      Dave lay in a hospital bed, an IV drip on his left side. The bed faced the window, and the shade was up, revealing trees just beginning to leaf with the spring.

      “Hey,” he said as Rain walked to the foot of the bed.

      Dave was half the man he used to. He must have lost over a hundred pounds from when we served together. His face was gaunt, but his eyes sort of glittered.

      It took me a moment to realize it was a sheen of tears. “Hey, Vince,” he said.

      “Dave.” I walked up and took his skeletal hand in mine. Despite that, he squeezed tight.

      “Did Rain kidnap you?” he asked, ignoring the fact he’d texted me. His voice was low and raspy, and I had to really focus in order to understand.

      “Nope,” Rain answered before I could. “Ranger Vince took the initiative.”

      “Good. I taught you well.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come earlier,” I said.

      “Fuck you,” he rasped. “Like I wanted to see your ugly mug. At least Rain brings me food.”

      “She’s already given me crap for not bringing donuts.”

      “She’s right.” Dave nodded weakly toward the window. “I’m doing that thing. That tree thing.”

      I glanced at Rain, confused.

      She explained. “He’s donating his body to science and they plant a tree in his memory.”

      “Right,” I said. “You know, I can just plant a tree and you not die.”

      He tried to laugh but ended up coughing. “You’re an asshole. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “I’m just concerned what kind of tree and where,” I said, knowing I was making little sense but falling back into the way we’d been just before we went into the grinder. Morbid bantering. I noticed Dave’s head rolled to the side, eyes closed, and for a moment I thought he’d kicked the bucket, but it was temporary and then he was back. His eyes flickered, then opened. They were unfocused for a moment then zeroed in on Rain and I.

      “Hey!” he said. “Two of my favorite people.” He looked out the window. “Trees are starting to bud. I wanted to see that.” He nodded. “I’m going to issue one last order, Vince.”

      “Sure.”

      “Let Rain take your blood.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “All right.”

      He nodded. Then he pointed at Rain and twitched toward the door. “Give us a moment.”

      “Sure,” she said. She walked to the head of the bed and leaned over. She kissed his forehead. “Love you.” She walked to the door.

      “Hey!” he called out, which came out slightly above a whisper, but Rain heard.

      She turned. “Yes?”

      “Thanks for the food, Rain. You’re one hell of a Ranger.”

      She nodded, blinking hard. “You’re welcome.” Then she left.

      He crooked a finger and I leaned over him. “Vince. This isn’t an order. It’s a request.”

      “Okay.”

      “Watch out for Rain after I’m gone.”

      “Will do.”

      “Now.” Dave seemed to summon some strength. “An order. A request. And now the favor. Okay?”

      I nodded.

      He waved a shaking hand toward the side of the bed. “Under there.”

      I felt underneath and came across a syringe, the needle capped. I peeled back the tape and retrieved it. I also retrieved his pistol hidden there, round in the chamber, ready to fire, sliding the safety on and putting it into my jacket.

      “I’d have put a bullet through my brain a long time ago if it weren’t for her,” Dave said. “And I’ve had some good moments the last few months. But I am done. And I want this to be on my terms. I’d do it myself, but I don’t trust my strength.” He nodded toward the IV. “Help me go, will you?”

      We’d agreed on this in person over a month ago, but he was giving me a last chance to back out and reaffirming the decision he’d made when he’d texted me in the middle of the night. I took the syringe. I didn’t hesitate. I slid it into the injection port.

      His hand wavered and I helped him put it on the syringe and placed his finger over the plunger. Together we pushed down. It didn’t take more than a second. I put the cap back on the needle and the syringe into my pocket, then leaned close, my head next to his. “I love you, man.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Dave said. “Now get the fuck out of here.”
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Chapter 46

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone rang, and I saw it was Molly and picked up.

      “Where are you?” she said as soon as I answered. “You disappeared. Everybody’s looking for you.”

      “That’s why I disappeared,” I said, watching Veronica turn around on the seat beside me. I covered the phone and said, “Do not pee in here,” and then went back to Molly.

      “Your mother’s really upset,” she was saying. “You need to talk to her.”

      “I just did. Did you know she was sleeping with your father?”

      I expected a shocked intake of breath, an automatic “NO!” but all I got was silence.

      “So, you knew,” I said.

      “My mom and dad have been fighting about it for years. Every time she gives him an ultimatum, he offers her a divorce. Which she will never take.” Molly sounded tired. “And which he is evidently now going to get without her consent. Are you okay?”

      “No. Lavender’s dead because I didn’t check on her, my mother is fucking your father, and now I have a neurotic dog who’s built too close to the ground. And I’m hungry.”

      “Meet me at the Red Box in twenty,” Molly said. “I’m buying.”

      She hung up and I looked at Veronica. “If we were smart, we’d go hide at the Big Chef. But we are also hungry, so we’re going to the Red Box for early lunch. You get a hamburger since your Aunt Molly is buying.”

      Veronica looked at me as if I’d said something upsetting, her big black eyes wide as they could go, but I said, “A hamburger, Veronica, you get a hamburger. It’s like a badger, only you don’t have to hunt it down,” and she sighed and settled down into the seat again, resigned to her fate.

      “Yes, I’m having that kind of day, too,” I told her and drove to the IGA for more dog biscuits.

      

      #

      

      “Lavender is not dead because you didn’t check on her,” Molly said when I sat down across from her at the Red Box in the booth she’d grabbed, Veronica in my arms. “You’re not responsible for whole damn world, Liz.”

      I put Veronica on the seat beside me and dropped my hoodie beside her, and she pushed her nose at it, looking like she was trying to burrow under it. I pulled it over her and she settled down with a sigh, evidently still part ostrich.

      I sat back. “I know, Vince explained it to me, that I couldn’t have saved her, but I still . . .”

      Molly waited while I tried to find the words.

      “The thing is, Moll, I would have checked on you. Maybe if I’d gone out there, she at least wouldn’t have died alone.”

      Molly shook her head. “It was an accident. I talked to Mac and he said it was a freak accident, horrible, and that she was pretty much dead as soon as the rod tore her neck. He said even if he’d been standing beside her, he couldn’t have saved her. And he was serious. And you know Mac. He’s never serious so that means he was serious. There was nothing you could have done. Nothing you could have done about your mother and my dad, either. They’ve been doing each other for years, and now he’s serious about leaving my mother for yours, so I think we just accept it and try to deal. It’s not like my parents were happily married.” She stopped and peered over the table at the hoodie-covered lump on the seat beside me. “I gather the dog is that poor little bitch, Veronica.”

      “Yes,” I said. Veronica heard her name and poked up her head out from under the hoodie to stare at us with distrust. “Skye dumped Lavender’s dog on me. I’m hoping to do better at saving her than I did with—”

      “Stop that!” Molly snapped, sending Veronica back under the hoodie. I patted her, and she sighed, and then Molly added, “It’s boring.”

      “Also, George Pens thinks I might have murdered Lavender.”

      “George Pens thinks you’re a master criminal. He’d pin anything on you. Vince won’t let him go too far. George is upset and under a lot of pressure. He doesn’t know what he’s doing right now. Good thing he has Vince.”

      I knew she was trying to be upbeat, but her face was drawn and she looked tired. Well, she was dealing with her parents’ possible divorce, so she had a lot on her mind.

      So did I, but Molly comes first. So, I distracted her.

      “You lied to me about why you stopped sleeping with Vince,” I said sternly. “He did not tell you that you talked too much.”

      “Actually, he did, but he was kidding.” Molly swirled her straw in her Coke. “Neither one of us want to talk about the real reason.”

      I’d been smiling, but I stopped at that. “Did he do something awful?”

      Molly jerked her head up. “No. Listen that guy was the most careful man I’ve ever been with. He checked with me on everything. Anytime I said, ‘Stop’, he stopped cold. Vince Cooper is a good guy.” She stopped for a minute, choosing her words. “We just had different . . . styles.”

      “Styles,” I said, still not reassured. “So, are you saying I should be careful with him? Keep a watch out for him trying something out there?”

      She leaned in again on that. “No, no. He’s really a good guy, Liz. You’re safe with him. And he’s just good in general, so you shouldn’t pass him up. Well, you already know that, but I mean, he’s considerate. And thorough. But I was heading out of town, and I knew he was kind of frustrated with me, so I said, ‘Maybe we should just be friends,’ and that’s when he laughed and told me he liked quiet women, the conversations were wearing him out. But until you hit your limit with him, you’ll have a good time.”

      Now I was wondering what Vince unleashed would be like. He was so damn controlled in everything he did, so perfectly balanced, that watching him lose it would be a real turn-on.

      I was considering asking Molly for more info, when my mother slid into the booth beside her and smiled at me.

      “There you are,” she said.

      I looked up and my Uncle Day was standing beside my end of the booth, so I slid over to let him sit down, pushing Veronica to the wall, but patting her to let her know everything was fine.

      “We didn’t want you to find out like that,” my Uncle Day said, his voice low.

      “Really,” I said, annoyed. “What was your plan? An e-mail? The Enquirer’s personal column? Sky writing?”

      My mother lost her smile. “Lizzie, really—”

      “How long has this been going on?” I said, ignoring my uncle, which was evidently good by him because he didn’t try to become part of the conversation.

      My mother stuck her chin out. “He was mine first.”

      “You don’t own people,” I told her. “Once he married your sister, he was not yours. I don’t understand this at all. If you wanted to be together, why didn’t he get a divorce? That would have been upsetting, but not cringe worthy.” I couldn’t resist adding, “You wouldn’t have disgraced the family.”

      My mother winced.

      “I couldn’t leave Molly without a father,” my uncle protested.

      I looked at him, and I thought, That’s not it. My uncle would never have deserted Molly, she’d never have been without a father, divorce or no divorce.

      “You wanted both,” I said. “The snazzy wife and the cuddly side-piece.”

      “Lizzie!” my mother said.

      “And what were you doing?” I said to her. “Paying off a lifetime of mean sister moments?” I looked at them both. “Exactly how long has this been going on?”

      Neither of them said anything, and then ML appeared at the table, like a bad fairy, oozing up out of the ground in a cloud of black smoke.

      “This. Is. Enough,” ML said, and I drew in a sharp breath. “This is obscene,” she hissed, her voice low. “I saw you come in here together, bigger than life. Have you no common decency?” She glared at me. “You’re flaunting your whorishness in front of the whole town.”

      That was confusing since Molly and I were the decent ones at the table for a change.

      “Were you following us?” my mother snapped. “Because that’s just pathetic, MaryLou. Have some pride, for god’s sake.”

      I gaped at my mother, fighting back for the first time in her life. Well, the first time that I’d ever seen.

      ML’s lips drew back in an honest-to-god snarl. “Homewrecker! Husband-stealer!”

      “He was mine first,” my mother fired back, and I thought, She needs a t-shirt with that on it, to explain to the town how she’s not—

      ML leaned down closer to her. “I had his child!”

      My mother stood up out of the booth, going up on her tip toes, nose to nose with ML now, and said, “SO DID I!”

      I lost my breath.

      I looked at my Uncle Day, who smiled at me weakly and patted my shoulder.

      I looked at Molly, who was as wide-eyed as I must have been.

      I looked at ML, who was looking at me with such venom that I pulled back a little.

      And then I looked at my mother, who had gone back down on her heels and was looking defiant as all hell and horribly pleased with herself.

      Past her, one table over, a wide-eyed Belinda Roarke looked like she was having a gossip orgasm.

      Behind her, Kitty clutched her order pad and looked sad. Sad, but not surprised.

      I picked up my bag, Veronica, and my hoodie, and said, “Scoot,” to my uncle who got out of the booth, and I followed to face my aunt. I’m taller than she is, so she had to look up, but it seemed like a cheap victory.

      “I don’t like you,” I told her. “I think you’re selfish and cruel and shallow. But you did not deserve this. I’m sorry this is happening to you.”

      If anything, that made her angrier, so I turned and walked out of the Red Box.

      

      #

      

      I walked to the small lot behind the Red Box where I’d parked my Camry, got in and put Veronica in the passenger seat, where she looked marginally relieved until the door opened and she jerked back and yipped as Molly picked her up and got into the car.

      “What the hell?” she said, holding Veronica on her lap as she slammed the door.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know.” I thought about it again. Uncle Day was not my uncle, he was my father. “I don’t know.”

      “I didn’t know,” she said, and she looked so gobsmacked I believed her. Because she would have told me. Whatever else Molly was, she’d always been on my side.

      What she was, I realized, was my sister. My younger sister. Half-sister. That was what that whole “Liz deserves the Blue pearls” that Lavender had been on about. I was the oldest Blue granddaughter.

      “Jesus,” I said. “I’m a Blue.”

      “You’re my sister,” Molly said, still working it out. “I mean, I always thought of you as a sister, but you really are my sister.”

      “Your big sister,” I said. “It should have been my job to take care of you.”

      “You did. You always did.” She was silent for a moment, and then she said, “My father is a dog.” She looked down. “No offense, Veronica.”

      “Evidently.” I tried to find a bright side, or at least a side that didn’t have sweeping floodlights and screaming sirens and emotional gunfire. “This doesn’t change anything for you and me. I’m going to have to revise my feelings about my mother and my uncle—

      “Father,” Molly said, with no humor in her voice at all.

      “—but we don’t change.”

      “Well, we can never marry now,” Molly said.

      “You really should give Mac a chance,” I said. “You were made for each other.”

      My voice must have been sharper than I realized, because Molly said, “What’s wrong? I mean besides the obvious what’s wrong. Liz? Liz?”

      Her voice went up because I was crying.

      I don’t cry, but I was crying, while my mind said, This is fine, nothing changes, everything is FINE, I was weeping, bleeding tears.

      “Liz, please,” she said, trying to lean over Veronica to wrap her arms around me.

      “I was always so grateful to him,” I told her. “He tried so hard to fill in for a father, and I thought that was a great thing for an uncle to do. Turns out, he’s the reason I didn’t have a father.”

      “Oh,” Molly said.

      “That was why he gave me a thousand dollars for graduation.” I was sucking in huge amounts of air now, trying to stop crying. “That’s why Cleve Blue made Johnny Porter give me a good deal on this car.”

      “Liz—”

      “And then there’s my mother,” I said, too far gone to stop now. “So worried about what the neighbors would think of me, how I was disgracing the family, while she was screwing her brother-in-law. What is wrong with these people????”

      Molly swallowed. “I’m going to get a room at the motor court. If you want to share it, just come on out.”

      “The Shady Rest?” I said, momentarily distracted. “Is that even safe?”

      Molly nodded. “Do you want to go now?”

      “No.” I swallowed again, pretty sure I was going to be crying shortly again. “I need to be alone for a while. To figure this out.”

      Molly nodded. “Sure. Me, too.” She hesitated, and then she leaned over and kissed me on the cheek and said, “The only good thing about this day is that you’re my sister for real now.”

      “Thank you,” I said and managed to wait until she was out of the car and walking away before I burst into tears again.
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Chapter 47

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain didn’t talk as I drove us out of Cincinnati, across the Ohio River, south on 471. She was pretending to look at her iPad and I left her to it. When she’d initially been attached to our platoon in the Ranger Battalion the reaction had been mixed. We were getting on the choppers, we didn’t have a medic, and she was qualified and volunteered.

      Most guys didn’t care, they just wondered if she was a good medic. Every soldier loves a solid medic. They were Rangers and tended to judge people on performance. Plus, Rain’s physical dominance gained some respect while intimidating a few guys whose masculinity was easily threatened. She’d handled the crude comments, the hazing and the occasional animosity with a stoic demeanor, which was about the only way one could deal with it. She carried her ruck and weapon and gear and med kit without complaint and without dawdling. That was a big plus. There were guys who couldn’t do that in the regular Infantry; none of them ever made it to the Battalion.

      On the third day our platoon leader took a round to the chest and it ripped through his body armor and his lung. A sucking chest wound. Rain had handled it calmly and efficiently. She’d run out and dragged the officer back to a covered position despite more incoming, sealed and bandaged the wound, run an IV, and kept him stable until help arrived. Then she got him on the Medevac chopper, returning to us, her fatigues marked with his blood. After that, she was part of us. We knew we could count on her. When she got wounded, the unit lost a key part. I wasn’t the only one who’d kept in touch with her in the years that followed. She was part of a true brotherhood.

      As we drove through the northern part of Kentucky and turned west on 275 to cross back over the Ohio River and back into the state—getting to Burney is complicated—I said, “I should call it in. Chief’s probably bouncing off the walls.”

      Rain didn’t look up. “Do what you gotta do.”

      I brought the phone up on the Gladiator screen and hit Favorites 1, the department. The dispatcher put me through to Chief Pens right away.

      “Tell me good news, Vince,” Chief said as soon as he was on the line, his voice tinny on the speaker.

      Rain shot me a look and rolled her eyes.

      “No go, Chief. Someone grabbed the necklace from behind causing Lavender to fall and hit her neck. They left her to bleed out.”

      “Fuck,” Chief said. “Are you sure?”

      I glanced at Rain and she was looking at the iPad, but she nodded.

      “Yes, sir. A tech from Cincy PD confirms it.”

      “Fucking CPD,” Vince said. “They can’t find their ass with both hands. You believe this tech?”

      “You can ask her yourself,” I said.

      Several seconds of silence, then Chief spoke. “Hey, Rain.”

      “Hey, George,” Rain said.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No blood, no wound,” Rain said.

      “Why are you with Vince?”

      “I want to see the crime scene,” Rain said.

      “So, you’re not sure,” Chief tried, but there was little enthusiasm because he knew Rain.

      “I’m sure,” Rain said. “The assailant was wearing a long dress that took a portion of the blood spatter. Makes it likely female. There is a ligature mark on the neck from the necklace that occurred when it was pulled back. That’s what caused the fall.”

      “Yeah,” Chief said uncertainly. “Right. Okay.” It was like he was trying to talk his brain into accepting the bad news. “You say it was a woman?”

      “Or a man wearing a dress or smock down to his feet,” Rain replied.

      “Couldn’t it have been a man standing with his legs together?” Chief tried.

      “Doubtful,” Rain said. “The blockage was wider than that. And if his legs weren’t together, splatter would have gone between them.”

      “It was a woman,” I said, to keep Chief’s brain from going off on a tangent. He was a linear type guy. This despite the fact I wanted it to be Cash.

      “Damn it,” Chief said. “Anything else?”

      “Most likely right-handed,” Rain said, “since that’s what they used to grab the necklace.”

      “And?” Chief asked.

      I looked at Rain as we rumbled onto our second bridge over the Ohio.

      “I’ll know more when I see the scene,” Rain said.

      “You’re going there?” Chief asked.

      “Right now.”

      “All right. Thanks.” The phone clicked off.

      Rain asked me, “How do you feel about working for George?”

      “He does the best he can with what he’s got,” I said as I took the first exit onto 52 to follow the riverbank to Burney.

      “What’s he got?” Rain asked. “Besides you?”

      “His heart is in the right place,” I said. “He’s a good cop but being Chief is a political job. Right now, he’s not thinking too straight.”

      Rain nodded, understanding what I meant. “You could still come work with me.”

      “No, thanks. I like Mayberry.”

      “Nobody ever got killed in Mayberry,” Rain said.

      “It’s not as bad as Cabot Cove.”

      “True that.” She turned off her iPad and leaned her head back putting on sunglasses. "Wake me when we reach the town.”

      She was asleep within seconds. Or at least pretending to be. I heard her sniffle a few times but didn’t look over.

      

      #

      

      We reached the country club parking lot and I stopped at the entrance. Rain’s eyes snapped open and she surveyed the terrain ahead. There were still cars parked from the wedding whose owners hadn’t yet retrieved them. Otherwise, it appeared deserted.

      “Pretty fancy for a small town,” Rain said. She gestured for me to drive. “Are you a member?”

      “Funny girl,” I said. We slowly went around the edge of the parking lot and I stopped in the back, short of the hedges. The yellow tape was still in place, but droopier, much like I felt.

      “No one securing it?” Rain asked.

      “Chief thought it was an accident.”

      “Not any longer,” Rain said. She gave me a look, so I added, “It’s Burney.”

      We got out. I waited while Rain pulled a set of overwhites out of her pack. She took off her heels, pulled the coveralls up, then put on a new pair of cheap, white tennis shoes. She grabbed her kit, and we went under the tape. I followed Rain because she had her own technique. I stood back while she walked around, pausing, staring, stooping, sometimes lying down. Getting different vantages. She had her iPad out and referred to the photos I’d sent to her. Eventually, she climbed onto the top stoop near the door, rather than going right through the core of the crime scene by using the stairs. I joined her.

      “Well?”

      “You’re lucky it hasn’t rained. This should have been tarped and guarded.”

      “It’s Burney,” I said.

      “Geez, Vince. That’s not an excuse for bad policing.”

      She was right, of course, but it was Burney. What the chief should have done is bring in the county sheriff who had the staff to do this. But then the sheriff would have taken jurisdiction and Senator Wilcox had made it clear that was unacceptable, she wanted this handled by somebody she could handle. I knew that Rain knew that, but she had every right to take a jab since she was doing me a favor.

      She nodded toward the door. “These bloody prints are the boyfriend’s?”

      “Ex-fiancé. He found the body.”

      “The perp stood still while the vic bled out,” Rain said.

      She didn’t use names. Otherwise, it might get personal. Always vic and perp and witness and an occasional scumbag and shithead.

      “How do you know that?” I asked. Not challenging, but curious.

      “She, if it was a woman, which I am not one hundred percent certain of, didn’t move until after the vic bled out. Or else there would have been more footprints. The perp waited, then carefully stepped away, straight back, through the door. That’s fucking cold.”

      “So. Not a crime of passion.”

      Rain shrugged. “Grabbing the necklace might have been done in the heat of the moment, but once the vic went down and was pumping blood, the perp didn’t move. I take back my cold comment. As likely the perp was surprised and froze in shock. Most people have never seen someone bleed out like that.”

      “True that,” I said.

      She shook her head. “You’re an idiot.” She turned and went to the back door. It was still ajar. “Is this always open?”

      “No. Actually, it’s the personal entrance of Cleve Blue, the vic’s deceased father. She had the only key. But it’s rusted from disuse, Cleve has been dead a number of years. It wouldn’t shut again. Laven—the vic—had the only key. Need a key inside or out to open it.”

      We entered, me following.

      Rain led me on a complete circuit of the interior of the building, noting where the various rooms were. She paused at the Blue Room. “This is where the vic changed clothes with—“ for the first time she paused—“Ms. Danger.” It wasn't a question. She turned. “Last sighting of the vic by a witness, aka Franco Meathead according to your very professional write-up, was heading down this way.” She led down the hallway.

      We ended up back where we started in the back.

      Rain shook her head. “The perp didn’t flee across the lot and into the woods. Or out to the lot to get in a car.”

      “Why not?”

      "The first, because where are they going to go? Covered in blood? There are no bloody footprints or drops which would have happened if they took the stairs past the body. Hopped off? In a long dress covered in blood? There’d be splatter. Drops. There’s nothing.”

      “Okay,” I said, since I had no idea and she was the expert.

      Rain was thinking out loud. Slowly turning back toward the club. “The perp pulled up the hem of the dress and gathered it in to contain the blood from dripping. Went back in.” Which she did and I followed.

      She turned left, straight to a ladies room. Pushed the door open. We went inside and she did a quick search. She opened her kit and handed me a pipe wrench.

      “A job for a manly man.”

      “The traps?”

      She nodded as she checked the bowls of the sinks.

      I lay on my back and began removing the trap on the first sink.

      “This one,” Rain said, two sinks down. “Traces of blood around the drain.”

      I slid over, wishing I’d brought my coveralls but I hadn’t expected to be crawling around on a bathroom floor.

      I carefully removed the trap, making sure not to lose the contents. I stood and handed it to Rain who had a large, plastic evidence bag ready. She looked in and nodded. “Yeah. The perp washed off in this sink. There’re more than traces of blood. We’ve got threads. We can match the clothing.”

      I deposited the trap in the bag and she sealed and labeled it. Someone had killed Lavender, watched her bleed out, then came in here and cleaned up. But we had solid evidence now. My brief bout with optimism smashed against Rain’s objectiveness.

      “Of course,” Rain said, “we know dresses can be switched. If the perp is smart, she burned it and scattered the ashes in the river.”

      “It’s Burney,” I said. “The perp probably threw it in the trunk of their car.”

      “You should be so lucky. Do any of the CCTV cameras on top of the building work?”

      “Nope.”

      “Fucking Burney,” Rain said, just like a native. The town sucked people in and changed them fast. “In your report, you said there were some kids being valets. Maybe they saw something? Could at least tell us what cars left after time of death.”

      “I talked to one of them,” I replied. “The problem is, a lot of people took the shuttle or an Uber since they were drunk. That’s why there’s still so many cars out in the lot.”

      “The perp would have driven away,” Rain said. “No way they’d get on a bus or in a taxi carrying a bloody dress.”

      “I’ll check into it.”

      She sighed. “Let’s go.”

      “Back to Cincinnati?”

      “No. Your first death site.”
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Chapter 48

          

        

      

    

    
      I went back to the Big Chef, still vibrating with the news that my idiot parents—both of them—had just dumped on me and sat for a while on Vince’s bed with Veronica on my lap. I needed the comfort, and once I put the hoodie over her, she was fine.

      I thought about putting it over me. Or maybe just a paper bag over my head. Anything to keep people away from me so they couldn’t drop anymore traumas on me. I was full up.

      After a while I calmed down, or maybe just moved into some comfortable denial—I’m fine, everything is fine—and went out to sit at the Big Chef counter to clean up the last of Anemone’s section on her last husband, The Writer—he really was a bastard—which is when I heard a car pull up out in front. I thought Vince, and went to the door and saw George Pens opening the door to my car.

      I opened the door to the Big Chef and yelled, “Hey!” And he held up a folded paper without turning around.

      “I’ve got a warrant,” he said, and started going through the front seat.

      I thought about trying to stop him, but all he was going to find were some used Kleenex and a few antique French fries, so I went back to work.

      Fifteen minutes later, he knocked on the door, and I answered.

      “Elizabeth Magnolia Danger,” he said, “you are under arrest for the murder of Lavender Blue.”

      “Have you lost your mind?” I said, and he read me my rights. When he was done, I said, “What the hell, George?” And he held up an evidence bag.

      Holding three small blood-stained pearls.

      “Found these in the front seat of your car,” he said. “Get your stuff, I’m taking you in.”

      “Where’s Vince?” I said.

      “He’s busy,” George said. “He’s not going to get you out of this one, he’s got a career to think about.”

      I was so stunned; I didn’t even argue. I went into the bedroom to get my bags and my laptop case and changed into my T-shirt that was a mug shot of Wile E. Coyote. It was a much better fit with the situation than extrapolation-from-incomplete data. My data at this point was pretty much complete: I was once again screwed in Burney. I remembered the last time I’d had my mug shot taken in the Burney police station, fifteen years ago, with spiked hair and raccoon eyes, flashing a peace sign after vandalizing George’s posters. The more things change, the more they stayed the same. I put my laptop bag over my shoulder, grabbed my duffle, picked up Veronica and went out to join the asshat.

      “Not the dog,” George said.

      “I am not leaving the dog to despoil the Big Chef,” I said. “Also at this point, she’s my therapy animal. You want me to get in the car, Veronica comes along.”

      “Get in the car,” he said.

      I put my duffle in the Camry and locked it, and then got in the back seat with Veronica and tried to call Anemone again. No answer, so I left a message that said I’d just been arrested for murder and I needed a lawyer and did she have any recommendations, all as George drove me up that winding drive that I’d foolishly thought would protect me.

      Which was just dumb. I protected myself, that’s how I’d survived my first thirty-three years.

      It’s your Jesus year, my mom had said.

      Jesus.

      George pulled out on to 52, and Belinda Rourke drove by going the other way, probably on her way to see if I was staying at the Big Chef like all the gossip said, and gaped at me in the back seat of the SUV, under arrest once more. I sighed from all the deja vu and then realized that Veronica was shaking again, staring at the back of George’s head, something I was trying very hard not to do, so I patted her and put the hoodie over her again. He’s just a badger, I told her silently. Nothing you can’t handle.

      Vince had said it would be nothing but rainbows after yesterday.

      Fat chance.
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Chapter 49

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled off at the hairpin turn and killed the engine. Rain got out and looked around.

      “He was coming downhill?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No skid marks.”

      “Nope.”

      She walked to the cable and looked down. She didn’t make any comment as she came back and got in the Jeep.

      “Have you shown the document you got out of the car to a banker?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I can see why it bothers you,” Rain said. “To go through that rail and far enough out to land at that dead tree meant he was probably accelerating. Does this vic have anything to do with your current one?”

      “His sister.”

      She shot me a look. “Who benefits from them being dead?”

      “Her new husband. The other members of the family. But I think the family fortune isn’t as great as it once was.”

      “Depends,” Rain said. “Less to divide by.”

      “You think someone caused this—“ I indicated the broken railing—“and that same someone grabbed the necklace?”

      “You got the necklace?” Rain asked.

      I reached into the back of the Jeep and retrieved the evidence bag.

      Rain didn’t say anything about chain of custody, probably because she didn’t want to hear “it’s Burney” again. She held it up. “Strong wire. That’s what caused the ligature and the pull on the victim.” She continued to stare at it, as if there was an answer there. Then she took her iPad and put the bag on it. She smoothed it out and began moving the pearls inside the bag. “Some are missing.”

      “I noticed that and double-checked the scene yesterday. I picked up everything that was there. Looks like three missing.”

      She handed it back. “The perp took them. Surprised they didn’t take the entire thing, since it’s what they were after.”

      “It was under the body originally,” I said. “The guy who found the body moved it, then the EMT.”

      “Perp was afraid to touch the body,” Rain deduced.

      “So, all I need to do is to find a bloody dress and missing pearls.”

      My cell phone buzzed. Caller ID was Steve Crider.

      I answered. “What’s going on, Steve?”

      His voice was so low, I could barely hear him. “Chief arrested Liz.”

      “What?” I’d heard him but couldn’t quite process it. “For what?”

      “Lavender. Someone called in that there were pearls from the necklace in her car. Three of them. Chief found them. I gotta go.” The phone went dead.

      I closed my eyes.

      “I’ve seen that look before,” Rain said. “What’s the bad news?”

      “Fucking Burney,” I said. “Get in the jeep.”
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Chapter 50

          

        

      

    

    
      I was put into a cell in the back of the station by Steve Crider. Burney only has two cells and the other was unoccupied. I sat down with Veronica on my lap. She was under my Wonderfalls hoodie which she’d evidently decided was her new home, so she wasn’t trembling. I did get the impression she was annoyed, but on that, she could get in line.

      Steve Crider had looked at Veronica when George brought me in and rolled his eyes, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t say anything later when I jerked her up next to my face as he snapped the picture for my latest mug shot, either.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” I told him, patting Veronica. She had to be completely freaked out by everything, but she was calm as long as I held her. I like to think some of that was also gratitude for having taken that damn dress off her, not to mention providing her with a rare TV show hoodie to brood in.

      “It’s going to get loud here pretty soon,” Steve said, looking more guilty than me.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Lynch mob forming?”

      He shook his head. “Vince is not going to be happy about this.”

      “Vince doesn’t give a damn.”

      “Vince is out talking to his expert in Cincinnati,” Steve said. “He didn’t have anything to do with this. He’s going to be pissed. And when Vince gets pissed . . .”

      He shook his head and left. He came back half an hour later to ask if I needed anything, but before I could ask him for a hot fudge sundae, some kettle chips, and a couple of dog biscuits, another cop came through the door looking stunned and said to him, “We need you out there.”

      I was kind of hoping whatever was going on out there was Vince, raising hell. I mean, I did not need anybody to rescue me, I was forming a plan even as I sat there petting the neurotic animal on my lap, but it would be nice to have back-up. If it was Vince.

      I heard voices rising out in the office, one voice in particular, a musical trill with a lot of rage in it, and I sat up straight because it sounded like—

      A petite platinum blonde in a pink designer suit with perfect make-up and a great facelift came exploding through the door to stand in front of my cell.

      “I’m here, darling,” Anemone said. “And heads are going to roll.”

      

      #

      

      Looking back on everything now, I realize that George never had a chance. He came into the cell block to remove Anemone and ran full tilt into Platinum Fury. I almost felt sorry for him.

      First of all, Anemone is famous, so any time she shows up anywhere in real life, people stop and stare, and George was no exception.

      Second, Anemone was enraged. She’s overwhelming when she’s happy; when she’s angry, people crawl under furniture. I will give George credit, he stood up to her at first, but he looked like he wanted to crawl under furniture.

      Third, Anemone is beautiful. Not Lavender icy beautiful, Anemone is hot beautiful. It doesn’t matter that she’s sixty-five, she’s got that look in her eye and that voluptuous little body and that crooked smile that promises things will be interesting if you stick with her. It is not surprising that she’s been married to five famous men, it’s surprising it’s only been five. I’ve seen twenty-somethings splat up against her like bugs on a windshield. If your crack is short, sexy white-blondes with an inborn come-hither, Anemone is a high grade high.

      It was the third one that got George.

      Anemone was reaming him out for arresting me on no evidence because clearly the pearls had been planted, and also, I had an alibi, and George was trying to tell her that they knew it was a woman and there were the pearls, but his argument wasn’t working because he was having trouble with complete sentences. I think it was because Anemone’s bosom was heaving and her color was high and there was no blood in his brain.

      I was still back on Vince doesn’t know you were arrested. It was a good thought, that when he found out he’d rescue me, and I wanted to dwell on it, but the farce in front of me was too distracting.

      Then Vince came through the door, looking really upset. There was a tall black woman behind him, who I’d never seen before, and I remembered Steve has said he was working with some expert from Cincinnati. Except he hadn’t mentioned the expert was a stunning woman.

      Vince saw me in the cell and said, “I didn’t know about this.”

      “I know,” I said. The woman was hanging back, just observing, her eyes everywhere.

      Anemone turned the full force of her personality on Vince. “And who is this?”

      “This is Vince,” I said, and Anemone lowered her lashes and smiled at him, and Vince blinked, and I think George growled.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute,” Vince said to George, his words clipped, and I think George gave up right then. He could probably have withstood Vince, and he might, maybe, have been able to withstand Anemone but the one-two punch of Anemone/Vince was too much.

      George raised his hands in defeat. “I know, Vince. I know.” He dropped his hands. “She’s in your custody. Okay?”

      “What grounds did you have to arrest her?”

      George looked sheepish. “Someone called in that some of the pearls were in Danger’s car. And they were. The mayor demanded an arrest and the senator called.”

      Vince shook his head. “At some point, you’re going to have to say no to them.”

      George nodded. “Yeah. But she has motive.” He didn’t sound like even he believed that.

      “No, I don’t,” I said, annoyed.

      “Don’t worry, darling,” Anemone said to me. “I have lawyers on the way. We’ll have a suit for false arrest before—”

      “No lawyers,” Vince said to her. “She’s not under arrest.” He looked at George. “Right?”

      George nodded, looking resigned. He noticed the woman for the first time and nodded. “Hey, Raina.”

      She nodded back. “George.”

      Raina. Pretty name. Beautiful woman. And Vince and I had never had the exclusive talk. We were just one-night stands. No reason for me to be upset. I was fine. Except I was in jail.

      “Let her out,” Vince said to Steve, who unlocked the cell. When I was out with Veronica in my arms, Vince asked, as if it were important, “Is that a dog?”

      It was so absurdly mundane, Is that a dog? in the middle of death and parental adultery and Cash thinking I was still his and my latest arrest and the sudden appearance of a gorgeous woman named Raina, that I said, “Veronica, this is Vince. Vince, this is Veronica. Be kind to each other so I don’t have to choose between you.”

      “You’re sure that’s a dog,” Vince said, and I looked at Veronica, a beautiful blonde who looked like no other animal on God’s green earth, and realized he had a point. Blonde dachshunds were not thick on the ground.

      “She was Lavender’s dog. I inherited her this morning and I couldn’t leave her alone in the Big Chef.” I turned to Anemone. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you since last night.”

      “Well, darling, as soon as I heard your message, I knew you needed me, and I had to get the lawyer lined up, and then I was flying down, and then I found out that the only place to stay here was a grotty motor court, so I had to rent a place, and then I got your message that you’d actually been arrested, but it’s all straightened out now. I’m here and you’re safe with me.” She turned her beautiful eyes on George and smiled at him with intent. “Since your police chief has come to his senses.”

      George froze. I’m pretty sure his life passed before his eyes.

      I frowned as I patted Veronica. “What do you mean, you rented a place?”

      “Well, you said that one of the Porters was a realtor, so I called him and he had a place that was a steal at $10,000 a month so I got it for April with the understanding that we could move in today—”

      “Ten thousand?” I said. “Dollars?” And then the rest of it hit. “A month? Why would you rent for a month?”

      Veronica looked up at me, alarmed, and I patted faster.

      “Well, Liz,” Anemone said. “We have to finish the book so you get that bonus. And . . .” She turned and smiled at George again. I don’t know if she’d decided he’d make a better friend than an enemy, or if it was just that he was male and standing in front of her and he’d given in, but she was definitely not yelling at him anymore. “With everything you told me about Burney, I just had to come see for myself.”

      I wasn’t having it. “What the hell in Burney did you rent for ten thousand a month?”

      Vince and George looked as interested in that as I was.

      “Oh, some big house up in the hills. There’s a pool. Plenty of room for you.” She looked at Veronica doubtfully, and Veronica looked back, just as doubtful. “And the dog, of course.”

      “Who did you rent this big house from?” I asked, already knowing.

      “The crack whore,” Anemone said. “I think. Or her daughter-in-law. Ken Porter handled it.”

      I looked at Vince. “She rented the Blue House.”

      “Great,” Vince said, his voice flat as ever. His anger seemed gone and he looked, well, tired, and something else.

      “I would like to leave town now,” I said, but I was looking at Vince.

      The “No” came in stereo from George and Anemone, so I sighed, collected my effects, told Steve I wanted a copy of that mugshot, met Vince’s eyes and heard him say, “I’ll call you,” nodded to the beautiful woman I definitely was not jealous of, and followed Anemone out to the sporty little red car she’d rented, holding my neurotic dog.

      I noticed that Vince and his expert didn’t follow us. She knew George, too, so she must have been around some. Anemone handed me the keys and I got behind the wheel, not thinking about the expert. She was Vince’s business.

      “What did I miss?” Anemone asked when she was in the passenger seat with Veronica and the hoodie in her lap.

      “Lavender’s dead, my mother is sleeping with ML’s husband, my uncle is actually my father, and we have a dog.” And Vince may be seeing somebody else besides me. Which is perfectly fine.

      “So much to catch up on,” Anemone said, sound delighted, and I pulled out of the police department parking lot and headed up to the Blue House.
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Chapter 51

          

        

      

    

    
      “George is fucked,” Rain summarized as I drove us away from the station to take her back to Cincinnati.

      “Looks like.”

      “He gambled on it being it an accident,” Rain said. “That’s why he bowed to the pressure from Senator Wilcox and the mayor to keep it in town. Protocol dictated he should have called in the county. Plus, the prosecutor is county. He’ll be really pissed.”

      “I know.”

      “His ass is the one that will be in the ringer if this goes south. Not the mayor.”

      “It won’t go south,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster.

      Rain shot me a look but didn’t comment.

      I was trying to process how fast Anemone had gotten Liz out of there, just steamrolling over the chief. I almost felt sorry for George except for the fact I was more pissed he’d picked up Liz at my place without even giving me the courtesy of a call. And I knew he hadn’t called me because I would have talked him out of it. He’d hung himself because he’d been in a rush and under pressure. Because the mayor had pushed his buttons. Because the senator had pushed the mayor’s buttons.

      After Liz had driven off, we’d talked to George. He’d shown us the three pearls which he’d linked with my message about the killer being a woman. I’d pointed out to him, again, that Liz had a solid alibi: Franco Sandusky’s, aka Meathead’s, statement and me.

      The pearls being placed in Liz’s car and then receiving an anonymous tip screamed set up. The caller had disguised her voice, but I had no doubt it was, as Rain would say, the perp. Someone was vibrating in place. And stupid.

      “What’s Anemone Patterson have to do with Ms. Danger?” Rain asked me.

      “Liz is ghostwriting her autobiography.”

      “Hmm,” Rain murmured. “Seems like she’s close to your Liz. And I don’t think your Liz likes me.”

      “She’s not my Liz.” I frowned. “What do you mean she doesn’t like you? You didn’t even speak.”

      Rain laughed at that. “Vince, you know nothing about women.”

      “I know a little,” I protested.

      She changed the subject. “George needs your help.”

      “Is that why you recommended this job to me?”

      Rain shrugged. “You wanted to get out of the city and go to a quiet, small town. I’d met George at a state law enforcement coordination meeting in Cincy and he mentioned he was looking for someone. Word was he was a decent guy and a good cop. Seemed a match made in Ohio, if not heaven.”

      “It’s turned out to be a clusterfuck.”

      “It’s what you make of it, Vince.” She pointed down. “Why is there a rock in an evidence bag under my feet?”

      “Sorry. I forgot to take it out. Someone threw it at Liz the other night when she was going home.”

      “That wasn’t in your report.”

      “It’s not connected to the death.”

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      I shrugged. “Can’t get prints off it, but it was used. Maybe someone will walk in and confess to first degree rock tossing.”

      “Who says you can’t get prints off a rock?” Rain said.

      I felt a spark of excitement. “It’s what I was taught.”

      “How many years ago?” Rain asked. “You know science. We’re always advancing. Learning new things. Unlike the Rangers who still use a handbook from the eighteenth century.”

      “Rogers Rules are timeless,” I protested, knowing she was jerking my chain. “Can you get prints off a rock, Rain?”

      She reached down and picked up the bag. She held the rock in front of her. “You know who came up with a way to print rocks?”

      “Pray tell.”

      “The Israelis. They get a lot of rocks thrown at them. But you can only get prints off certain types of rocks.”

      “That type?” She was making me ask the questions.

      “I can give it a shot.”

      Which was her way of saying yes. “Please.”

      “Nicer.”

      “Pretty please.”

      “More.”

      “Pretty please, with a hundred rounds of forty-five caliber on top.”

      “Two hundred,” she said. “I’ll give it a shot, pun intended.” She put the rock in her bag. Rain shifted topics, but carefully avoiding the one lurking over both of us. “If your Liz didn’t do it, who did? You have any suspects?”

      “Liz didn’t do it,” I said. But Rain had a point. Female. Wanted the pearls. A couple of names jumped to the forefront. “I’d like it to be the husband, Cash.”

      “But he’s a man.”

      “That’s the rumor. So. Two other family members. The mother, Faye. And the sister, Skye.”

      “Hold on. Hold on. Hold on.” Rain was shaking her head as I pulled onto Route 52 and headed north, to get to Cincinnati, Ohio, by way of Kentucky. It’s complicated.

      She spoke the names in disbelief. “Fay Blue. Navy Blue. Sky Blue. Lavender Blue. You’re right. The ‘It’s Burney’ thing works this time.”

      “It’s Fay with a e at the end, by the way.”

      “Of course. So. Faye and Skye. I assume she gets an e too.”

      “And there’s a grandkid, too. Peri. For Periwinkle.”

      “Kids and dangerous women, that’s you, Vince. Motive?”

      “The family money.”

      “Money always works.”

      “And that pearl necklace. It’s a family heirloom thing.”

      “If those are matched pearls, it’s worth a fortune. If Lavender’s dead, who does it go to? Skye?”

      “I don’t know how it works exactly. And there are other Blue’s. There’s a Molly Blue. She’s related. And she’s older than Skye, but a cousin. The families here. It’s not quite a holler in the Appalachians, but they aren’t far away.”

      “And if the motive wasn’t the necklace and money?” Rain asked.

      “Someone who hated Lavender. That would be Cash. But then again, Liz told me that Skye was really pissed at both Cash and Lavender. So, Skye moves to the head of the pack. I think she and Cash slept together before the wedding.”

      “This Cash sounds like a bad man.”

      “He is.” I thought about it. There was also Patsy, who didn’t count Lavender in her kumbaya circle, but I didn’t mention her because I liked Will, and that was a stupid reason. I also liked Patsy in spite of her tendency to sneer at me. She was honest and hardworking and that meant a lot.

      But first Skye and Faye.

      “You’re missing something, Vince.”

      We swung onto the Interstate to cross over into Kentucky. Rain reached down and unbuckled her prosthetic, putting it to the side and giving a sigh of relief.

      “That is?”

      “How did the vic escape from the guard?”

      “She switched dresses and Meathead couldn’t tell them apart—oh. Fuck. You think Liz was the target?”

      “It fooled the guard. And the vic was attacked from behind. What if the perp was after your . . . Ms. Danger?”

      “It’s just Liz.”

      “We haven’t been properly introduced yet,” Rain said. “I did admire the way she calmly left jail with an attitude and a dog in spite of being accused of murder. Kind of reminded me of you.”

      “Manslaughter.”

      “Dead is dead to the vic.”

      “She didn’t do it.”

      Rain nodded. “But it is possible she was the intended vic.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Indeed. But could be either. Right now? Fifty-fifty. It might be that the perp was after the necklace and whoever was wearing it was unlucky.”

      I traded one interstate for another, heading north. In Kentucky. Back to Ohio.

      “There’s something else, Vince.”

      Of course, there was. “Yes?”

      “Why do you think the rock throwing had nothing to do with the death?”

      I took too long to answer because Rain answered her own question. “It didn’t occur to you, did it?”

      “No, it didn’t. I was stuck on Lavender being the vic.”

      “If the intended was Liz, the two might very well be connected. And this might not be manslaughter. Someone might be after her.” Rain began putting her leg back on. “Should have paid attention to the warning label when you read her name on the license.”

      “Don’t say I told you so.”

      “You just did for me, Ranger.”

      I pulled up to the station to let her out.

      “Blood,” she said, opening her kit.

      I rolled my sleeve up and she did her thing, quickly and efficiently. When she had my sample in her bag, she snapped it shut. She didn’t bother putting a bandaid on the insertion point. Bandaids are for wimps.

      She opened the door, gathered her stuff, got out, then leaned back in. “I got a call while I was waiting for you to get Danger out of jail.”

      “Yeah?”

      “From the hospice.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      There was a twitch under her left eye as she held back from crying. “All I got to say to you, Vince is . . . thanks.”

      She slammed the door and stalked away, shoulders square.
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Chapter 52

          

        

      

    

    
      I drove through town, pointing out the Red Box and JB’s to Anemone, who regarded them with the same bright-eyed interest she regarded everything.

      “What the hell is that?” Anemone asked as we reached the base of the hill.

      “The old cardboard factory,” I said. “It was the primary business in town for a long time. Cleve Blue, the patriarch of the Blue family, moved the business to Mexico when I was kid. They had a fire there a few weeks ago.”

      “‘Cardboard factory’?” Anemone repeated as if it had never occurred to her that someone had to make all those cardboard boxes.

      “Yep. We even have a cardboard museum in town.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      I couldn’t tell if Anemone was impressed or appalled. “One of two in the world, but the other one is in France, so this is it if you want cardboard relics on this side of the Atlantic.”

      “Of course.”

      We turned up into the hills and when we passed the ravine, now protected with a fat steel cable that I was willing to bet was there because of Vince, she looked down into that pit without flinching and said, “What happened there?” and I said, “Lavender’s big brother Navy went through there and died.”

      “Periwinkle’s father?” Anemone said, which pretty much told me where her interest was centered. Anemone couldn’t have kids, but she had a stepdaughter that she told me should be kept out of the autobiography because she liked her privacy, and I’d noticed that any time a kid crossed her path, that’s where her attention went. And her definition of ‘kid’ was very elastic. Sometimes I thought she thought I was her kid.

      “Yes. Peri’s dad.”

      Anemone nodded, and then we were passing Margot’s place, and I pointed that out, and then we got to the turn-off to the Blue House. “The country club is that way,” I said, jerking my thumb to the left as I took the turn to the right. “And up here is now us.” Which meant I’d be running my five miles tomorrow in a better part of town, even if that meant running back and forth between the country club and Blue House ten times.

      I pulled up in front of the Blue House, and Anemone said, “Well,” and opened the car door and set Veronica on the ground.

      Veronica did not look thrilled to be back home. I was getting the distinct impression that Veronica did not thrill in general.

      Anemone surveyed the place while I got her bag out of the car.

      “Only one bag, I’m impressed,” I told her and she said, “Oh, the rest is coming,” and then the front door opened and Faye came out, swathed in black, opening her arms and saying dramatically, “Welcome, Anemone Patterson!” and Veronica barked at her.

      Faye looked like a bad witch, sober and yet still embarrassing.

      “Housekeeper?” Anemone said under her breath to me, sounding annoyed.

      “Owner.”

      “Morticia Addams?”

      “Crack whore.”

      “Oh.” Anemone perked up and started up the steps. “You must be Faye,” she said brightly, smiling, and Faye beamed back.

      “We’re going to be such good friends!” Faye said.

      “Probably not,” Anemone said. “I already have the keys to this place and the alarm code, which I will change, so while I appreciate the welcome, you can go now.”

      Faye blinked. “But I have so much to show you—”

      “So does Liz,” Anemone said, and I picked up my cue and Veronica, and went up the steps to them.

      “Thank you, Faye,” I said as she started to protest again. “We have a lot of work to do and we need to get started now.”

      “Well, but I’m sure—” Faye began again.

      “I was quite clear that the house was to be vacant today,” Anemone said, and while she was still smiling, the sun had gone out and there was a storm in her eyes.

      “Which means,” I said, “you really do have to go now.”

      Faye looked at me with undisguised loathing and went back inside.

      We followed her in, and Anemone didn’t stop in the foyer with the doors to the library on the left and the dining room on the right, she sailed right into that barn of a living room and looked around at the two giant blue couches, the blue overstuffed footstools, the equally giant blue coffee table, and the miscellaneous other blue furniture that Faye had scattered about the huge space.

      “Cozy,” Anemone said, curling her lip.

      Faye came out of the kitchen with her purse and a suitcase. “Well, I do hope you’ll enjoy my beautiful home,” she burbled to Anemone. Then she looked at me. “There isn’t a maid’s room, but I assume you’ll be spending your nights with the local law enforcement anyway.”

      “She’s not my employee,” Anemone said, although I clearly was. “She’s my business partner and my friend.” And you just made a big mistake, her tone implied. You crack whore.

      Faye flushed and headed for the door, which was the smartest thing I’d seen her do yet.

      When she was gone, Anemone said, “There are supposed to be four big bedroom suites upstairs. You’re welcome to any of them unless you’d rather stay with your mother.”

      “Definitely not with my mother.” I picked up her suitcase. “Let’s find the master bedroom. I’m sure it’s the size of a small family home, but—”

      “Not yet.” She sat down on one of the ridiculously large blue sofas, put the briefcase-sized purse she carried with her always on the coffee table, and pointed to the couch across from hers. “Sit.”

      I put down her suitcase and sat.

      Veronica moaned at my feet, so I picked her up and put her next to me. She could get dog hair all over Faye’s blue couches for all I cared.

      “I had a PI look into George Pens when he was giving you trouble earlier,” Anemone said. “I thought he might be one of those small-town corrupt cops, harassing you. He’s not, Liz. He has a good reputation in the community, he does the right thing according to the people the PI talked to. I know you don’t like him, I know he hasn’t been fair to you, but you did a lousy thing to him, which is so not like you. I’ve seen you lay into people, but never anybody who hadn’t gone for you first. Or for me or somebody else you thought needed to be protected. You don’t attack, you defend. What had he done to you?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “I mean, he didn’t like me, but I was pretty much a delinquent, so that’s not surprising.”

      “Why did you vandalize the posters?” Anemone said, and I thought about saying, ‘This is none of your business,’ but it was Anemone, so I said, “Molly asked me to. I couldn’t talk her out of it, so I went along to make sure she’d be all right. I drove, she did the posters.”

      “He needs to know that, Liz.” Those bright blue eyes met mine, serious as a heart attack. “And he deserves an apology.”

      I sat back and looked at Anemone, feeling guilty and sorry. Yep, I was in Burney.

      “I’ll think about it,” was the best I could do.

      She stood up. “Fine. Now where’s this master bedroom? It probably has an obscene bathroom and I need to pee.”

      She picked up her purse and suitcase and headed off, knowing damn well where the bedroom was because Ken had undoubtedly sent her floor plans. Anemone always did her research.

      I let my head fall back onto the couch, thought about everything she’d said, and faced the unavoidable truth: I owed George Pens an apology. Fifteen years overdue, but still an apology.

      I looked down at Veronica and said, “Tomorrow is going to be a bad day. I will leave you here. Guard Anemone with your life.”

      She looked back, and I was pretty sure she was thinking the badgers could have Anemone, she just wanted to be left alone.

      I knew the feeling.

      I got up and took Veronica outside, and she peed in several places, her tummy dragging on the ground. I really had to get some t-shirts for her. Then I carried her back inside—she moved at the pace of molasses—and grabbed my bag and took us upstairs to what I was sure was a ridiculous bedroom.

      It better have a great bathtub. I was going to need to do some deep thinking about apologies.
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      The return trip from Cincinnati was in heavier traffic, which I hated. I could see the lure of having a fast ferry on the river. Rain had raised more questions about the case than answers, but they were good questions.

      I pushed the steering wheel button to bring up my cell on the screen. I realized I didn’t have Liz’s contact information stored. Just the number from when she’d called me after the rock incident. I scrolled through recents, a very short list, and found it. She answered on the third ring.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Hello to you, too,” I said. “Where are you?”

      “The Blue House with Anemone.”

      I was trying to think how to phrase it and Liz must have picked up on my hesitation. “What’s wrong?”

      “A friend of mine might be able to get prints off the rock.”

      “The expert at the station?”

      “Yes,”

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yeah. Her name is Raina. Raina Still. She’s forensics for Cincy PD. An old army buddy.”

      “Oh. She seems nice. I can hear traffic. You’re in the Gladiola. Where are you?”

      “On my way back from Cincinnati. Did you hear me tell you she could get prints off the rock?”

      “Wow. She must be really good.”

      “She is.” Something in her too bright voice made me ask, “You’re not jealous, are you?”

      “Of course not,” Liz said brightly. “We’re not exclusive.”

      “The hell we’re not,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Liz, I wouldn’t run two women at once. I’m not stupid.”

      “Of course not.”

      “I don’t have enough energy for anybody but you, Magnolia.” And I don’t want anybody but you. That kind of came out of nowhere, ridiculous after only five days, but it was true. I was feeling a bit vulnerable.

      I put that thought out of my head for more important things, like the bad news I didn’t want to tell her, but she had to know. “You switched dresses with Lavender. And that means there is a possibility the attacker thought Lavender was you.” There was silence. It went on so long I thought the call had been dropped. “Liz?”

      “We don’t look that much alike,” Liz said. “Yeah, the dresses. But really. Lavender was a platinum blonde and I’m a dirty blonde, and I’ve got like two inches on her and at least ten pounds.”

      I had no idea what a platinum blonde looked like, but after three nights with Liz, I knew what a dirty blonde was. “You fooled Meathead. And from behind, maybe all the killer saw was the dress and the pearls.”

      “The pearls?”

      “It’s possible that’s all the killer wanted,” I said.

      “No one has a reason to kill me,” Liz said with conviction.

      I’m not a big fan of optimism. “Right. Like I said. It might have been the pearls. We believe Lavender’s death was accidental, but someone did grab the necklace and cause the accident. Son-of-a bitch!” I yelled as some yahoo in a Corvette cut in front of me, narrowly missing the bumper and accelerating away. My instinct was to hit the lights and test Will’s modifications against the little plastic car for the penile challenged, but I resisted because the phone call was more important.

      “Excuse me?” Liz said.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Does the house have a security system?”

      “Do you think I’m in danger?”

      “Better to be safe.”

      “Yes, there’s a security system. And Anemone has already reset the code.”

      “That was fast of her.”

      “She met Faye."

      “Oh. Good.” I was watching the Corvette weaving in and out of traffic, then get stuck behind an 18-wheeler. Karmic justice.

      “What are you doing tonight?” Liz asked. “Because this bedroom has a very nice bed, and there’s a huge bathtub in the bathroom. With jets. Not that I know what to do with jets. And I could use some lawful comfort. I had a bad day.”

      It was a loaded question in more ways than one. I knew what I wanted to do, but that was trumped by what I needed to do. “I have to question suspects and check alibis.”

      “What about my alibi?”

      I smiled. “I already checked that one.”

      “You have suspects?’

      “Most of Burney,” I said. “But a few specific ones. Yes.”

      I waited for her to ask for names but was grateful when she didn’t.

      “So, about this bathtub. I think you need to see this thing, try it out, it looks very relaxing, but I have to warn you, you won’t be in there alone.”

      I fought back the urge to say, ‘On my way’. “You’re making my job a lot more difficult.”

      “You want difficult, you should have had my day.”

      “What happened besides getting arrested and moving into the Blue House?”

      “Well, after you left this morning, I went back to Mom's to get clean clothes. Did I tell you I found a man’s boxer shorts in her laundry earlier?”

      I was taken aback by the idea that MaryBeth was hanging out with some guy in boxers. “Well, she’s only in her fifties, and she’s been alone a long time. Good for her for finding a . . . uh, friend.”

      “When I got home,” Liz said carefully, “the guy in the boxer shorts was there. In the boxer shorts. Only the boxer shorts.”

      “That must have been awkward.”

      “It was my Uncle Day.”

      I straightened. “ML’s husband?”

      “Yep,” Liz said. “My little nebbish of a mother has been fucking my Uncle Day Blue for years, evidently. And the whole time, she and ML have been on me about disgracing the family name. I mean, what the hell?”

      “Give me a minute,” I said. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around MaryBeth Danger and Dayton Blue.” In bed.

      That explained why ML was such a nutcase.

      “It gets worse,” Liz said.

      There was a catch in her voice, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what came next.

      “Day is my father.” She said it flatly and I knew she was still in shock over that stunning revelation.

      How do you respond to that? ‘I’m sorry’ didn’t quite seem right.

      “How are you taking it?”

      “I’ve had better days. And then I found out I have a dog and got arrested and Anemone came to town and you showed up with a beautiful woman you’d been to war with, and now I’m in a fancy Blue bedroom all alone. Will I see you tomorrow? I mean, if you can’t, you can’t, it’s not—”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. Good. Are you okay? You seemed, I don’t know, off, earlier.”

      “I’m all right,” I lied.

      Silence stretched out, but it felt comfortable, as if Liz was with me as I watched people darting in and out of traffic trying to gain a few seconds at the risk of their lives and that of those around them. I was reminded of why I was in quiet little Burney. Too many people in the world. The Corvette got off at an exit, all of its jockeying having gained a grand total of perhaps 10 seconds.

      Liz finally broke the silence. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Yes. Quick question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “If you and Anemone are in the Blue House, where are Faye and Skye staying?”

      “With Margot in the Little Blue House, the poor woman.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you go. See you tomorrow. Keep that security on and if anything looks hinky, call me right away.”

      “Like somebody coming for me with a knife?”

      “Or a rock. Like that, yeah.”

      “I definitely will. You take care, too,” she said, and then she said, “Do I get to meet Rain sometime?”

      “Yes,” I said because it was what she wanted to hear and because I thought Rain wanted to meet her, too. The two women in my life, checking each other out. Possibly I could be somewhere else for that.

      “Thank you,” she said and hung up, and I shifted focus.

      Time for target number one.

      

      #

      

      I drove up the hill, passing the site of Navy’s demise without stopping. It was dark and there was a slight chill in the air as I stopped at Margot’s house and got out. I rang the doorbell and heard some women shouting inside before the door creaked open. I didn’t see anyone at first, then looked down and saw Peri’s big eyes peering up at me.

      “May I help you?” she asked.

      Who the hell has a kid answer the door at night? “Is Skye Blue here?”

      Peri looked over her shoulder. “Aunt Skye! Someone here for you. It’s that guy Liz likes.”

      The voices in the background went silent and then Skye came up behind Peri. “Vince!” she said brightly, forcing a smile.

      “Can we chat?” I asked. “Alone.”

      Peri didn’t take the hint, remaining between me and Skye in the door. “Do you have a gun?” she asked.

      “On occasion,” I replied.

      “Can I see it?”

      “No.”

      Peri looked disappointed, and I waited, and she finally gave up and turned away.

      “Come in,” Skye invited.

      I shook my head. “Could you step outside for a moment?”

      She hesitated, but then came out. We stood in the halo of light cast by the ornate fixtures above the door. I quickly recited her Miranda warning and her eyes got as big as Peri’s by the time I was done.

      “What is this about?” Skye demanded when I was done.

      “Lavender.”

      Her eyes narrowed as quickly as they had widened. “It’s a terrible thing, but I didn’t do it.”

      She’d made a quick leap there and the rumor mill had circled Burney several times by now. “Where were you after the reception?” It wasn’t subtle but I was tired and subtle had never been my thing. I was taking the Ranger approach. Straight on and full speed.

      “What do you mean?”

      I pulled out my notepad and pretended to consult a blank page. “According to witnesses, you left the reception right after Lavender’s speech. You were very upset. Several people said there were harsh words between you and her. Where did you go?”

      Skye blinked as the implications struck home. “You really think I had something to do with her accident?”

      “I’m asking where you were after you left the reception.”

      She sighed. “Home. Jimmy Pitts brought Mom and me home.”

      “What were you and Lavender talking about at the rehearsal dinner? What was the fight about?”

      Skye swallowed. “Cash told me Lavender was trying to cut me out of the family trust.”

      “Is that why you slept with Cash?”

      She blinked. “Who told you that?”

      So, she had. Fucking Burney. “You were angry at Lavender.”

      “She’s my sister.” Skye was confused for a moment. “Was my sister. I’d never hurt her.”

      I guess she considered screwing Cash part of ‘not hurting’. “But she hurt you by trying to cut you out of the trust.”

      “That was Cash, the asshole. He suggested it to Lavender.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Lavender told me when I confronted her.”

      “At the reception?”

      “Before the reception. She told him it wouldn’t work, I was part of the trust and there was no way to get me out. She was a lot of things, but she wouldn’t do that to me.” She looked down for a moment. “I should have known she wouldn’t do that to me.”

      The curtain on the window on the other side of the door also twitched and I saw Peri peering out, making no attempt at being covert. Give her a few more years around this group and she’d be better at it. Soon I’d have to set up chairs for the show.

      I nodded. “Where’s the dress you wore to the wedding?”

      “What?”

      “The dress you wore to the wedding. Can I see it?”

      She frowned but led me into the house where Faye quickly hustled away from her peeping position at one window, while Peri just turned her attention inward.

      “Hello, Officer Cooper,” Faye said as Skye headed up the stairs.

      “Hello, Mrs. Blue. Where were you after the wedding?”

      “Home,” Faye said. “Skye can vouch for me. Jimmy brought us both home.”

      “Could you get the dress you wore to the wedding?” I asked her.

      She didn’t seem surprised at the request. “Certainly.”

      While the two women went upstairs, I turned to Peri. “Where’s your mom?”

      “She went to bed.”

      And left her with these two. Their addition to the household was more of a subtraction. This kid had a rough road ahead.

      The Blue women, mother and daughter, came down the stairs holding gowns on hangers. Scratch two suspects. Unless they’d taken the gowns off to attack Lavender which was high on the unlikely side.

      “Thanks.” I thought about adding ‘don’t leave town’ but they were Blues. They’d never leave this town. I looked Peri in the eyes. “I heard about your scrubby song. It’s supposed to be great. I bet your Aunt Faye and Aunt Skye would love to hear it.”

      Peri’s face lit up. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      I stood and nodded at the two women. “Have a good rest of your evening.”

      As I exited, I heard Peri launch into song.

      

      #

      

      I didn’t go far. I drove a couple hundred feet up the road and turned on the road to the Blue House, stopping just short and backing into an opening in the trees, orienting the Jeep so it was facing any traffic coming up the hill. I powered down the windows. Between headlights and noise, I’d know if anyone came up the road.

      I made myself as comfortable as possible and shut my eyes. Being able to sleep under adverse conditions was something every Ranger was skilled at. Light or sound would wake me.

      This day was done. Who knew what fresh hell tomorrow would bring?

      I just wanted to make sure it didn’t bring any to Liz.

      In the meanwhile, I just looked out at the trees and remembered Dave.
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Chapter 54

          

        

      

    

    
      The bedroom upstairs was huge with a sitting area and an ensuite, probably because none of the Blues wanted to spend time with each other. There was a large glassed-in shower—plenty of room for Vince and me in there—and a soaking tub that almost made me cheerful. I took off my clothes and ran a hot bubble bath, and just soaked, trying to sort out my life. I sorted out Anemone’s in her autobiography, I could certainly sort out mine.

      Except I couldn’t. Too much had happened too fast. What I really needed was Vince, and the dumbass was out asking people where they’d been at the crucial time instead of in bed with me, asking if I wanted to be on top. We needed to talk about his choices.

      And then there were my choices. Once I was in bed, all squeaky clean and smelling like roses because of the bubble bath, I thought about them. Especially my choice of Cash, but also choosing to be a disgrace because I’d been called one so often. And my choice to prank George Pens’ posters. Stupid kid trick, big consequences for adults.

      So tomorrow, I decided, I would do what Anemone said, suck up my pride, and go apologize to George. Anemone wouldn’t let me rest until I did, and I was feeling like I needed to anyway. And it would feel good to end that mess, maybe start over with George if he was in a forgiving mood. At least try to make amends and maybe get him off my case.

      But George wasn’t my only loose end. There was my mother and her bears and her affair with my uncle-father.

      And there was Peri and her mother who needed to be helped or stopped or slapped, whatever worked.

      I had people to talk to. I definitely needed to talk with Vince. And then do some other things with Vince.

      Tomorrow, I thought, and fell asleep, remembering just as I lost consciousness that somebody might be trying to kill me.
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Chapter 55

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke just before BMNT on Tuesday— begin morning nautical twilight. Civilians call it first light. According to Major Rogers it was the time most likely for the enemy to attack. I could appreciate his paranoia. My sleep had been uneasy. I didn’t doubt what I’d done yesterday, I just felt a deep yawning sadness that I’d had to. It was a hell of an end for a hell of a soldier. Fading away, like MacArthur had said about old soldiers. Except Dave had been in the prime of his life.

      Everything was quiet. No one had come up the road during the night nor left the Blue House. I wondered if Liz was up, but hoped she wasn’t. She needed rest to recover from the shock of Lavender’s death. She’d shown more emotion about it than Lavender’s mother and sister.

      I got out and lowered the tailgate. I pulled back the swing-arm case on the right side of the cargo bay and took out my small camp stove. Fired it up. Then poured water from the canteen into a battered and blackened metal canteen cup. That cup had traveled the world with me, but not in style. I waited until the water boiled then added instant coffee and a packet of hot chocolate with marshmallows. The marshmallows were an indulgence. Field mocha. I turned the stove off and stirred with a plastic spoon. I’d shared many a similar cup with Rain and Dave, and other Rangers in adverse conditions and it had been the highlight of the day.

      I bowed my head for a moment, waiting as the stove cooled.

      Then I put it away, swung the case back, shut the tail gate and got back in the Jeep, cradling the cup in my hands, feeling the warmth seep in. This was my favorite time of the day. I blew on the brew and then took a sip. I drank slowly, savoring it, as dawn brightened the eastern sky. I liked the way the sunlight angling through the trees highlighted the green of the first buds.

      I heard the sound of a truck engine laboring up the hill and recognized the Chief’s big Suburban. He stopped on the road in front of the Jeep. Got out and clomped up to the passenger door and got in.

      “Guard duty?” he asked.

      I nodded and offered him the cup. “Hot brew.”

      “No, thanks.” George stared out the window, watching the day lighten in silence for several moments. “Sorry about yesterday.”

      I was pretty sure he was referring to arresting Liz although there was a lot of shit going on. “I got Skye and Faye’s alibis last night. Both are clear unless they did it together but then they’d already have turned on each other. But I’ll double-check just the same.”

      George nodded, but he was stuck in the past. “I fucked up. I should have followed protocol. Gotten County to take this.”

      He didn’t add that it was too late. The sheriff would have nothing to do with it now that it had turned into a cluster. I felt bad for him but crying into spilled milk didn’t help. You had to lap it up as best you could, even if you got some dirt along with it. “I think there are irregularities regarding the development and Cash. I’m not sure if it’s connected to Lavender’s death. But Cash does benefit from it. And he needs money. And he didn’t appear heartbroken the other night when he tried to pick up Liz.”

      “What?” That broke George out of his misery. “He was after Liz?”

      “Came out to my place.”

      “Sunday night? The night of Lavender’s death?”

      “Yep. And he was calling his lawyer in the Blue Room checking on his inheritance.”

      “What an asshole,” George said. “But Rain said it was a female who grabbed the necklace.”

      “Yeah. Otherwise, I’d have slapped the handcuffs on Cash right then.”

      “Could he have gotten some woman to do it for him?”

      “I don’t think this was pre-meditated,” I said. “Someone wanted those stupid pearls.” I hoped, because otherwise someone wanted either Lavender or Liz hurt.

      That lapsed George back into misery. “I shouldn’t have taken the bait.”

      “No trace on the call about the pearls?”

      “You know we don’t have the gear to do that. Caller ID was Unknown.”

      “But dispatch confirms it was a woman, right?”

      George nodded. “I was so sure it was an accident, but those pearls . . .”

      I turned in the seat. “George.”

      He met my gaze.

      “We have to deal with the situation we have now. Not the situation we could have had. Whoever the perp is, she’s pretty dumb trying to set Liz up like that. So, she made a mistake and will make other mistakes. We’ll get her.”

      George nodded, but without much animation. Sometimes I was taken aback by how old he was; beyond his age. He’d had a hard road. He was not in his prime. “Here.” I pushed the canteen cup to him and he accepted it and took a swig.

      He nodded. “That’s good.”

      “Makes every day a little better. No matter how deep in the weeds we are.”

      “What’s the next step?” He took another drink of field mocha.

      “I’m going to check the alibis. And interview a couple of other possibles. We keep our eyes open. The perp is vibrating. People like that will bubble to the surface.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” George said.

      “Drive up the hill and talk to Anemone.” I glanced at the rising sun and had a feeling Anemone wasn’t a morning person. “In a little bit.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s a smart woman. Ask her.” I’d sensed a vibe between them at the jail, even though she’d been at his throat.

      “Maybe later today.” George tried to sound offhand as he handed my cup back, but I knew better.

      “It would be polite if you welcomed her to town after yesterday.”

      “She probably doesn’t ever want to see me again,” George said, covered in gloom.

      “Oh, I think she does,” I said, not wanting to spend the rest of my day comforting my boss. “Well, I gotta go.”

      George said, “Yeah, thanks,” and got out and went back to his Suburban, which I was grateful for. We were about a minute away from George asking me to pass Anemone a note after school at her locker. He took my advice and headed back to town.

      I was sure he’d be up the hill later today, though.
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Chapter 56

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up late, next to a notebook full of notes. I shoved them all aside. One of the notes was taped to the front of my notebook. It said:

      1.	Apologize to George

      2.	Have lunch with Mom and set boundaries

      3.	Take big red bear to Peri and get Margot to rehab

      4.	Sit down with Anemone and find out where we are in The Book.

      5.	Drag Vince into that bedroom and brutally use him for his body.

      It seemed like a plan.

      It was after nine, so I called the bank and left a message for my mother that I’d be having lunch at the Red Box if she wanted to join me. Then I got dressed, went out and ran my five, came back in and told Anemone I had errands and I really needed my car, and she offered to drive me down to the Big Chef to get it if we could go out for breakfast first. I was starving and the Red Box opened at ten, so we drove out to Vince’s place, which blew her mind—“It’s actually a diner? This man is your soulmate, Liz!”—and I got the Camry.

      Then we took both cars to the Red Box, a little early, but Kitty saw it was us and opened up.

      “Kitty, this is Anemone Patterson,” I began, but Anemone held out her hand with that gotta-love-her smile, and said, “I have heard so much about you, Mrs. Porter, thank you so much for being so kind to my Liz.”

      Kitty blinked, and then she said, “Oh, Kitty, please, and being good to Liz is no problem. Welcome to Burney, we’re so glad you’re here!” And then she opened her arms and hugged Anemone, who hugged back.

      Welcome to Burney. We hug. Constantly.

      “So do you do breakfasts?” I said, and Kitty let go of Anemone and said, “No, but we do terrific sandwiches. How about an egg and cheese and ham on a croissant?”

      “That’ll do it,” I said. “And a table in the back.”

      “If you think that’s going to keep people from crowding in here to meet Ms. Patterson, you don’t know Burney,” Kitty said, and Anemone said, “Oh, honey, Anemone, please,” I thought, Fuck, Anemone’s settling in.

      As long as she didn’t find anybody to marry, I’d probably be able to get her out of town in a month, but I’d have to watch her like a hawk.
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Chapter 57

          

        

      

    

    
      MaryBeth was opening the bank when I pulled up. Ten minutes early, which I figured was on time for her. There was no one waiting and I had to wonder how the bank stayed in business, especially since Navy had pulled their biggest account.

      She didn’t look good. I’m no expert on makeup, but MaryBeth had always seemed perfectly put together. This morning she must have skipped several steps. Her face was pale and her lips weren’t their usual shiny red. Even her hair was a bit mussed. Based on what Liz had told me, she had reason to be off her game.

      She also didn’t seem surprised to see me. “Hello, Vince.”

      I nodded. “MaryBeth.”

      “It’s terrible about Lavender,” she said as she pulled open the door and held it for me to enter.

      I went inside as she disarmed the security system. She flipped the old sign on the door to ‘OPEN’, then began pulling up the blinds on the inside of the windows facing the street. I waited because I knew interrupting her wouldn’t get me what I wanted. It took her a couple of minutes. By then, another woman had arrived. She was younger and eyed me suspiciously as she assumed her position behind the teller window.

      There still hadn’t been any customers. I wondered what a run on this bank would look like? Perhaps it already had one with Navy Blue?

      MaryBeth finally walked up to me, out of earshot of her coworker. She gestured toward a desk that had two chairs facing it. She went behind it, which was interesting. Rain would say she was protecting herself. I took one of the hard plastic seats.

      “Are you here about Liz?”

      I shook my head and she appeared relieved. I carefully pulled out the spreadsheet I’d recovered from Navy’s car. It was folded neatly in quarters and I unfolded it, then slid it across the desk. “Can you explain that to me?”

      MaryBeth pulled out a pair of reading glasses and picked up the paper. She became agitated in seconds, which was easy to see because her hand began shaking and her breathing quickened.

      “Where did you get this?” she asked.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s an account summary with activity.”

      “For?”

      She put the paper down and shook her head. “That should be privileged information.”

      “It was in Navy’s car when he died. I think it contributed to his death.”

      “Oh,” MaryBeth said, as if she’d been shoved in the stomach. She picked it up once more. “It’s the Blue Trust.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “There are no names. Just those codes.”

      “Some of those are the same codes Cleve used on the account he had here,” MaryBeth said. “I handled this account for two decades. Cleve loved codes. The top codes are the beneficiaries and the columns are the amounts of the assets apportioned to them. Along the left are the dates of transactions.”

      “How’s it look?”

      “Oh, no,” she said as she perused it.

      “What?”

      She hesitated. “Isn’t this confidential information?”

      “I’m investigating Lavender’s death.”

      She didn’t need much convincing. “The Trust is greatly reduced.”

      “How reduced?”

      She looked past me as if checking for lurking spies. “I wondered if Navy changed the accounts to the other bank because I had handled them for so long. If he was afraid, I would notice such a big change.”

      “Notice what?”

      “That he was overdrawing from his siblings and putting money into Faye’s. It started not long after Cleve passed. Faye bounced checks regularly despite having a generous monthly allowance. At first, I didn’t think much of it. Navy was covering her debts. But the amounts grew larger over time. And he began shifting money not only from his trust, but Lavender's and Skye’s. Then he moved the entire thing to this bank in Cincinnati.”

      She said the city name as if were Hades.

      “There’s nothing illegal about that, is there?”

      “Technically,” MaryBeth said, “it’s violating Cleve’s will. If any of the others found out, they could have taken Navy to court and relieved him of his role administering it. But this—” She shook the paper. “In the four months after Navy took the account to the other bank and up until he died, he almost completely depleted the fund. That would be illegal. Stealing actually.”

      MaryBeth sounded horrified. Which made me wonder how she had justified keeping the identity of Liz’s father from her for over three decades. Wasn’t that stealing something more important than money?

      “He put all that money in Faye’s account?”

      “Not all,” MaryBeth said as she ran her finger down one of the columns. “He transferred a large amount to another account with several withdrawals over the course of the last four months.”

      “To where?”

      “It just has an account number.”

      “One account?”

      “Yes.”

      Fucking Cash and his development. This was Navy’s suicide note. Cash had drained him and he’d gone along with it because he thought he’d make enough to pay back the trust, and then the development had stalled out. Faye hadn’t been any help either.

      Of course, this shed no light on Lavender’s death. Although . . . “Was Lavender broke?”

      MaryBeth put the paper down. “Her Trust is pretty depleted. But she also had a direct inheritance from Cleve that he gave her before he died, when she turned eighteen. And she was very careful with her money. She had a retirement account and she was pretty well paid at the college.”

      “How much?”

      “I really can’t divulge that information,” MaryBeth dodged. “But all told her account was seven figures.”

      I considered pushing her, given Lavender was dead and Cash got the money. And especially since her Little Miss Innocence act wasn’t sitting too well with me given that she’d gutted Liz. I really wished Rain hadn’t ruled out a man because I’d love to slap come cuffs on Cash. But that reminded me of the next suspect I needed to talk to. And if I needed this information, I could get a warrant and make it legal. We’d already done too many things that a DA and judge would have problems with on this case.

      I picked up the statement and folded it, putting it back in my breast pocket. “Thank you, MaryBeth.” I stood and she hurriedly got up and came around the desk to put her hand on my sleeve.

      “Is Liz all right?”

      “You’ll have to ask her,” I said and walked away.
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Chapter 58

          

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, after watching Anemone charm half of Burney while bringing a ton of business to the Red Box, I put her in her little red car and sent her back up the hill to the Blue House to work on The Book, and I headed for the police station, back in my good old Camry.

      When I got there, Vince wasn’t in, but Steve Crider was on the front desk.

      “I need to talk to George,” I told him, and then George was in the doorway behind him.

      “Come on in, Danger,” he said, sounding tired beyond words, and I went around Steve and followed him into his office. “Have a seat,” he said when I was inside.

      “This won’t take long,” I began, and he said, “Yes, it will. Sit.”

      “I need to apologize,” I said.

      His eyebrows went up, but all he said was, “Sit down, Elizabeth, we need to talk.”

      I sat. “I’m sorry about the posters. It was a stupid kid’s prank but it really damaged you. I damaged you. I didn’t mean to, but that’s no excuse. But I am truly, truly sorry. It was completely wrong of me.” I stopped then because he was rubbing his forehead. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m having a really bad week. And it’s Tuesday.”

      I winced. “That’s my fault, too—”

      “No, it isn’t,” he said, sounding like his testy old self again. “Molly was just in to see me.”

      I stopped.

      “You didn’t vandalize my posters,” George said.

      “I drove the car,” I said. “I helped.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You helped. But it wasn’t your idea.”

      “Molly just thought it would be funny,” I said, talking fast to get her out of the picture. “If I hadn’t—”

      “Molly didn’t think it was funny,” George said. “Cash thought it was funny.”

      I stopped. “Cash wasn’t even there.”

      “Cash told her to do it.” George looked at me, almost kindly. “She told me that just now. I’d picked him up for speeding two days earlier and he was mad, so he got Molly to do it.” He sat back. “That’s Cash for you. Very good at getting people to do his dirty work. How many times did you take the fall for him, Liz?”

      I sat back, horrified to find there were tears behind my eyes. I blinked hard. “A few,” I said and thought about that teenage girl who would have done anything for that son of a bitch.

      The weird thing was, thinking about her as a separate person, not as me, the me I am now, but as this poor kid who was just trying to survive high school and her family, that clueless girl and her raccoon eyes waving a peace sign in her mugshot, and suddenly I didn’t feel guilty anymore. She was doing the best she could. She screwed up, and people took advantage of her, but she kept going, kept trying. Feeling guilty about what she did would be a betrayal of her. And enough crappy things had happened to her, she didn’t need me piling on.

      I exhaled. “God, that poor kid.”

      “I’m sorry,” George said.

      I jerked my head up. “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “Everything went wrong after that, and I blamed you. That was stupid of me.”

      “No, that was human of you,” I said, really looking at him for the first time. “And I helped. I’m not innocent in this.”

      “Neither am I.”

      Steve Crider poked his head in the door. “The mayor’s on line two. Says it’s urgent.” He did not sound urgent about it.

      “Honey beating on him again or vice versa?” George said, sounding tired. He made no move to pick up the phone, but he stood up. “So,” he said to me, “we’ll do better from now on.”

      I stood up, too. “I swear I’m leaving in a month. I have to stick with Anemone until the book we’re doing is done, but then I’ll be out of your hair, I promise.”

      He shook his head. “No rush. Vince won’t be happy to see you go.”

      I smiled at him, something I thought I’d never do. “Vince will forget me the moment I’m out of town.”

      “You know, Danger,” he said, no edge to his voice, “for a smart girl you sure can be dumb.”

      “Thank you, George,” I said and then some subconscious spasm made me hold out my hand.

      He looked surprised, but he took it.

      “Really,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “This is better.”

      I nodded and walked out as he sat down again and reached for the phone.

      I felt about a thousand pounds of guilt lighter.

      “You okay?” Steve said as I went by.

      “I’m starting to think I’ve never been better,” I said, and headed back to the Red Box.
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Chapter 59

          

        

      

    

    
      Will Porter was working in a bay of the garage when I parked in front of Porter’s. I made sure to put the Jeep in a place where it could be seen from the office, which was Patsy’s domain. She saw everything that went on around here.

      “Hey, Vince,” Will called, walking out from the shadow of the garage.

      I nodded. “Will. Is Patsy around?”

      He looked to the right and didn’t have to say anything because Patsy was walking toward us, striding like she owned the place.

      Which she did.

      “You here about Lavender?” Patsy said.

      I nodded.

      “So, she was killed?” Once more it wasn’t really a question.

      “Looks like,” I said. Will was looking at me, then Patsy, then back at me and I knew he was a step behind. That was why Patsy ran the place. Will was good with engines, but this was out of his league. “You stormed out of the wedding after Lavender’s speech.”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “She was being a bitch,” Patsy said. “I know I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but she was taking out her shit on everyone but the person she should have been focused on.”

      “Cash?”

      “No,” Patsy said. “Herself.”

      That was cold but had the ring of honesty.

      Patsy continued. “She didn’t have to marry Cash. She was a grown-up. She had a fiancé in Cincinnati. She dumped him on a dime. She had to know Skye was sleeping with Cash but chose to ignore it. Did you stop by and talk to Skye before coming here?”

      I made a mental note to tell George we might see if we could hire Patsy, but I knew the pay cut would be too much. Besides, she loved her garage and the cars and working with Will. Hell, she even cared about her big brother Cash, and he was a total shit.

      “Cash didn’t have to sleep with Skye,” I said. “And he didn’t have to marry Lavender either.”

      “True,” she allowed.

      “What was it Lavender said that upset you so much that you left?” I asked.

      “Come here,” she ordered, and I followed, like the good Ranger I’d once been. Will trailed along as Patsy led me into the big office. She went behind the counter and we followed. She opened a bottom drawer, and Will protested: “Patsy, you don’t have to.”

      But she ignored him and pulled out a calendar from eight years ago. The cover was a picture of Patsy in a skimpy white bikini, leaning on the hood of an old car. It was a classic muscle car, ’64 Pontiac GTO in mint condition. The calendar was labeled:

      PATSY’S PARTS

      “Someone made this without my permission,” Patsy said. “From images stolen from my videos.” She looked at me. “Once something is on the Internet, it’s out there forever.”

      “It was a mistake,” Will said, grabbing the calendar and tossing it back in the drawer.

      “It’s what made the business,” Patsy disagreed. “I did videos about auto parts and put them on Youtube. I called them Patsy’s Parts. It caught a lot of interest. Mostly bored men, but there were mechanics who watched and looked at the cars and the parts at least as much as they looked at me. Remember the old garages? They used to have those calendars from the tire companies and the oil companies and the suppliers with the almost naked women acting like their greatest fantasy was to lie on the hood of a car. Dad used to have them all over the place. That’s where I got the idea for the videos. Anyway, someone must have told Lavender about it. Because that’s what she referred to in her speech. I didn’t care, but Mom doesn’t want to be reminded, it embarrasses her. It was a shitty thing for Lavender to say.”

      I nodded. “Where did you go after you left the reception?”

      “I left with my mom,” Patsy said, a detail I hadn’t gotten. “We came home.”

      “Okay.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “‘Okay’? That’s it.”

      I nodded. “I believe you.”

      Patsy laughed and shook her head. “You’re just like Liz. Too honest for your own good. You gonna check with Mom?”

      My saying okay didn’t have as much to do with my honesty or believing her, which I did, as seeing Cash pull up outside in his BMW. “When I get a chance.”

      Patsy and Will both saw what I did.

      “Vince?” Will said.

      “Yes?”

      “Cash wouldn’t have killed her,” Will said.

      The very fact he had to say that about his brother was pretty damning.

      My silence bothered Will.

      “You don’t think he did, do you?” Will asked, indicating his lack of confidence in his previous statement.

      I felt bad for Will. “No. I don’t.” Only because Rain had said it was a woman, I didn’t add.

      I walked out of the garage. Cash was still in his car. He’d seen my Jeep and I knew he was mentally debating whether to stay or go, which would look worse, and the pros and cons of either move. Because that’s the kind of person he was. Everything was an angle. Made it hard to live a straight life.

      He finally opened the door as I got to the car.

      “Vince,” he said, smiling at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was talking with Will and Patsy.”

      He nodded, as if he understood what that meant. I thought he relaxed a little, too, when I hadn’t said, I’m here for you.

      “Don’t ever come by my place again,” I said.

      “I was just trying to—“

      “I know what you were trying to do.” I reached into my pocket and took out the bank statement. “This is the Blue trust account. In Cincinnati. It was in Navy’s car when he died.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “I think it’s part of the reason he died,” I said. “And I think part of that was you.”

      He’d been worried I’d confront him about Lavender and his brain was having a hard time shifting gears. He started to protest and I said, “I’m watching you, Cash.”

      Then I got in the Jeep and drove away.

      In the rear-view mirror, I noticed that neither Patsy nor Will had come out of the garage to console their brother on the loss of his wife.
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Chapter 60

          

        

      

    

    
      Mom was already in the Red Box. She waved when she saw me come in the door, and I stopped at the counter to tell Kitty I needed something else besides a burger because no matter how good those burgers were, I’d had three in the past four days and an egg and cheese croissant about an hour ago and I needed something light. She said she did a nice chicken sandwich with pickles and I went for that.

      Then I went over and sat down with my mother, the stranger.

      “So, Anemone Patterson is in town,” she said, looking bright-eyed and interested. “And she’s renting the Blue House?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But—”

      “Well, you’re going to have to do something about your hair now. I’m sure Anemone Patterson—”

      “Doesn’t give a rat’s ass about my hair.” I folded my arms on the table and leaned in. “You have lied to me my entire life. You harassed me about disgracing the family when you were doing far worse. So today, we change. Today we have boundaries. And one of those boundaries is that you never again say a word about my hair, my clothes, or my love life. You will treat me as a functioning adult and not a mistake you made thirty-three years ago.”

      She drew back. “I never thought you were a mistake!”

      “Then why have you been trying to change me for thirty-three years? Why was I never enough as I am?”

      She took a deep breath. “Life is not easy for women, Lizzie.”

      “I’m Liz,” I said to her. “Lizzie was that little girl you lied to, the little girl who took care of you when you were too drunk to take care of her, the little girl you told had no father even though I had one three houses away. Call me Liz and we start over. Call me Lizzie and I’m going to remember that you put me third in your life behind your lover and your booze.”

      She flinched and was silent for a minute. “It’s not that simple.”

      “It’s not that simple for you. It’s exactly that simple for me. If you want me to stay in your life, I am no longer Lizzie the Big Disappointment that you keep trying to change. I’m Liz. This is me. Accept me or say good-bye.”

      Her head came up at that. “I’m your mother!”

      “Yeah. Now you’re going to be a good mother or lose your kid. No more lies. No more comments and criticisms on how I live my life. You will treat me with the same respect you give Kitty and Molly. I’ve had it, Mom. Why do you think I stayed away for fifteen years?”

      She was looking at me, her face flushed with anger, and then all of a sudden she just deflated. “I had some bad times.”

      “I get that, I know you did. But you had a kid. I was a little kid, turning off the stove so the house wouldn’t burn down, making sure the doors were locked, checking to make sure you were in bed at night, pouring booze down the sink so you wouldn’t drink any more, crying myself to sleep at night because I didn’t have a daddy and my mommy was too drunk to take care of me.”

      “You don’t understand—”

      “You know what astounds me?” I said. “You did just fine at the bank. You kept your job. You never missed there; that job was important to you. Then you’d come home to your kid and drink yourself into a coma. I just wasn’t important.”

      “No, you were.” She swallowed. “You were just such a strong little thing, I knew you’d be all right—”

      “I was not a strong little thing!” I took a deep breath. Indoor voice, I thought, but at that point, I was defending that little girl, the one that wasn’t me anymore. Everybody else may have hung her out to dry, but I wasn’t going to.

      Kitty put a basket in front of me and a salad in front of my mother. “You girls all right?”

      “No,” I said.

      Kitty looked from me to my mother. “Anything I can do?”

      “You already did it,” I told her. “Thanks for filling in on the mothering stuff back in school.”

      “You were like my own,” Kitty said. “You always have been.”

      I blinked back sudden tears. “Thank you.”

      She patted me on the shoulder. “Anything for you, honey,” she said, shook her head at my mother, and went back behind the counter.

      “So, I was the worst mother in history,” my mom said, her voice a little sharper now.

      “You're on the list,” I told her, refusing to feel guilty. “I have no idea what rank you are.”

      I picked up my sandwich and bit into it. It was thick with crisp breaded chicken, pickles, and some kind of sauce that I definitely approved of. The fries and onion rings were the usual excellent breaded fiber. Light it was not, but I didn’t care.

      Sometimes I don’t think people understand how important great food is in the scheme of mental health.

      “So,” I said when I’d swallowed. “Those are my terms. Treat me like an adult, with respect, and stop calling me Lizzie. I haven’t been Lizzie since I left town fifteen years ago.”

      My mother nodded.

      “Good. How have you been?”

      She blinked at me. “I missed you.”

      I shook my head. “That’s on you, not on me. I am not responsible for your feelings. Don’t even try to make me feel guilty.”

      I ate a french fry. It was excellent.

      “That’s just mean.”

      “And that’s another judgment. Refusing to feel guilty isn’t mean, it’s healthy. Telling me that it’s mean when I refuse to feel guilty is manipulative gaslighting. Stop doing that.”

      “I can’t tell you if I don’t like what you say?”

      “Of course, you can. You can say ‘I don’t like what you just said.’ You can’t say, ‘You’re mean.’ There’s a difference.” I ate an onion ring. It tasted triumphant, or maybe that was just me. This was the first time ever that I was having a conversation with my mother and not feeling guilty. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to talking to me like you’re a decent human being and I’m a functioning adult. You’ll need to practice, but you can do it.”

      “Are you staying in town?”

      Change of subject. Deflection. Okay. “For the next month. Anemone rented the Blue House for that long. Then I’m gone.”

      My mother nodded. “I’ll get the bears out of your room.”

      “I’m staying with Anemone.”

      My mother looked exasperated. “Liz, you should be at home with me.”

      “Mother,” I said. “I’ve had so many bad times in that house that if it were up to me, I’d burn it down and salt the ground. I’m staying with Anemone. I will stop by and pick up the big red guilt bear I brought you—sorry about that—and give it to Peri Blue. Which reminds me, I need a favor.”

      “Really,” my mother said, and for a moment she looked just like ML, which startled me since ML was the meanest person I knew.

      “Margot Blue is a drunk,” I said, and she flinched. “She’s driving drunk with that little girl, and she’s refusing to admit she needs help. I need you to go up there with me and talk to her, tell her about your rehab, get her to go. She’s going to hurt somebody and she’s already hurting that little girl because Peri’s doing what I did, protecting her mom. She’s seven, Mom. You can’t do anything about what I went through, but we can save Peri.”

      She was quiet for a while then, so I plowed through my chicken and fries and rings, enjoying the hell out of them. There’s just something about crispy food—

      “All right.” My mother nodded. “All right.”

      “Is tonight good to talk to Margot?”

      “No. Now.” My mother got her phone out of her purse. “I’ll tell the bank I’m taking the afternoon off.”

      I thought about saying, “Don’t do that, the bank might fire you,” but then I’d be her, interfering with her life and her decisions. We had boundaries now, and I was keeping them.

      Instead, I said, “I love you, Mom. That hasn’t changed. I’ll always love you. I just can’t let you make me unhappy anymore.”

      She nodded. “I understand.” She hesitated and then said, “Do you want me to explain about Day?”

      “No,” I said. “That’s your business and your life, not mine. This chicken sandwich is really delicious.”

      And then we finished lunch.
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Chapter 61

          

        

      

    

    
      I ended up where I had known I would: At MaryLou Blue’s house.

      Liz had filled me in on the family kerfuffle, more like seismic life-changing events, that had occurred since the wedding. But that wasn’t why I was here. ML was next on my list of suspects. She’d disappeared from the reception at the right time and from what I’d learned, Day had taken off even earlier. From what Liz said, ML certainly hated her. And she wanted those damn pearls. And Cash owed her money and Lavender had married Cash. Maybe ML expected to get what she was owed from Lavender? It always seemed to loop back to Cash, but first, ML.

      I parked in front of her house and killed the engine. I watched, half-hoping ML would run out the back door wearing a bloody dress. Or, at the very least, climb up on the roof to try to hide. But there wasn’t any movement, not even the famous Burney curtain twitch.

      My cell buzzed and the caller ID read Jim Pitts.

      I smiled despite all that was going on because he’d already changed his caller ID. “What?”

      “Officer Cooper,” Jim said, sounding a bit scared since my ‘what’ had been rather terse. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Jim, you’re calling me. You always act this guilty?” It made me think this wasn’t something he’d learned as a juvenile delinquent. It was rooted deep in something else.

      “I’m applying for a job like you said,” Jim said. “At the nursing home.”

      I frowned. “Yeah. And?”

      “They need a driver for their little bus. But you took my license and I kind of need a license to get the job.”

      “Jim.”

      “Yes, Office Cooper?” His pleading was as grating as his asshole act. “I really need a job. And it’s driving. And I like to drive. And the old people here are kind of neat. And I’d be taking them around, you know, to the store, and other places. To the park. And—“

      “Jim!” I was in the middle of a murder investigation and Jim Pitts was pitching his job to me. I had to admit this was a very smart move on his part, out-maneuvering me using my own suggestion against me to get his license back. There was more to him than people thought. “Tell them you have a license. Come by the station and you can get it back. Okay?”

      “Thank you!”

      “Jim.” I was looking down the street, adding in what I now knew of the Danger-Blue connection. “The other day you said you see things when you drive around at night.”

      “It’s not like I’m peeping on people,” Jim immediately said.

      I was beginning to wonder if he was a secret serial killer, the kid acted so guilty. “You ever see MaryLou Blue near MaryBeth Danger’s house late at night?”

      A few seconds of silence and then, “Yeah. She sneaks around. Trying to look in the windows. Saw her a couple of times. She’s not very good at hiding.”

      “Shit,” I said.

      “Did I do something wrong, Officer—“

      “No. Gotta go.” I hung up then dialed favorite #2.

      “Vince, my man,” Rain answered. “Tell me I’m a genius.”

      “You’re a genius. I hope this is in regards to what I think it is.”

      “Prints on the rock.”

      I gripped the phone tighter. “MaryLou Blue.”

      “Shit,” Rain said. “You asshole. You’re supposed to give me the stage, not take it. How’d you know?”

      “The ’n’ in Ranger stands for knowledge. And because I’m sitting in front of her house right now and looking three houses to the left at her sister’s house, where Liz was hit with the rock. And MaryBeth has been screwing Marylou’s husband for decades and I just talked to a juvenile delinquent who saw MaryLou sneaking around a couple of times late at night, trying to catch them in the act, and she hates Liz. And Liz probably came home while she was trying to peep and MaryLou panicked and threw the rock.” I didn’t add that ML’s husband was also Liz’s secret father because even Rain could only take so much crazy and we both had had a very hard week.

      Several seconds of silence ticked off, then Rain said, “Maybe Burney isn’t good for you, Vince. There’s a lot of weird shit going on there.”

      “Yeah, but no clown standing on his head on the subway.”

      “True that. Someone who would throw a rock in a panic would be likely to grab a necklace.”

      “True that back at you.”

      “Go get ‘em, White Boy.” She clicked off because she knew when to shut down comms when getting ready to engage the enemy.

      I pulled the .45 off the magnet and kept it at my side as I approached the house. I considered calling for back-up, but I wanted to finish this. What was ML going to do? Hit me with a rock?

      I went to the door and stood off to the side. Then pressed the bell. I could hear it chime. No window in the back screeching open or back door slamming. Where was she going to run to anyway?

      I rang again, then noticed the little black bubble above the ringer circled in blue. It was one of those Ring doorbells which meant it was watching me. The question was, was anyone watching the feed? Those doorbells can be monitored from anywhere on a phone. I went over to the garage and peered in the side window. No car.

      I grabbed my cell phone and found Liz’s number.
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Chapter 62

          

        

      

    

    
      When we got to Margot’s, Peri answered the door, looking wary until she saw the giant red bear.

      “You brought it!” she screamed, holding out her arms.

      “Baby, it’s bigger than you are,” I said, but I gave it to her anyway and watched her drag it inside like plunder.

      Margot came into the hall, probably to see why her daughter was screaming, and laughed when she saw Peri with the huge bear.

      “And now it’s your problem,” I told her, and she nodded, smiling.

      “This is great,” she said, and I was pretty sure she was talking about how happy her little girl was and not about a lot of red plush with beady eyes. That was not something I would want to meet in a dark house if I’d been drinking.

      “About your other problem,” I said, and watched the light fade from her eyes.

      “I have no other problem,” she snapped at me. “And my life is not yours to fix.” Her voice rose, and I saw ML come to the kitchen doorway, her phone in her hand, looking at the screen but listening to Margot. “I don’t know why you think you know so much about me,” Margot went on, “but—“

      “Margot, I used to be Peri,” I said, and she stopped, her mouth open. “I knew my mother loved me and I loved her, but I spent the first twelve years of my life telling people everything was fine and crying myself to sleep at night because nothing was fine. And then when I was twelve, my mother went to rehab. That was like a miracle, but man, if she’d gone when I was seven and spared me those last five years—”

      Margot shook her head. “You don’t know . . .”

      “Liz, that’s no way to do this,” my mother interrupted, her usually placid voice sharp. “Hello, Margot, I’m MaryBeth Danger, Liz’s mother. Can we talk?”

      Margot looked from my mother to me, and shook her head again, and my mother stepped forward and took her arm. “I know,” she said, her voice low. “I know.”

      I said, “I’ll just help Peri get that bear to wherever she wants it,” and left Margot to my mother.

      Peri and I got the bear into some kind of family room. At least it had family in it: Faye and Skye.

      “I am impressed, Peri,” Skye said. “What’s its name?”

      Peri put her hands on her hips. “Well, it’s a boy, so . . .” She studied it.

      “How do you know it’s a boy?” Skye asked. “It has a bow on it.”

      “That a bow tie,” Peri said, dismissing her. “I think its name is Red.”

      “Hard to argue with that,” Skye said.

      I looked over at ML and she was staring straight at me. If looks could kill then—

      I forced myself to smile at Peri. “I hope you and Red have many happy years together.”

      Peri hugged me and in the corner of my eye I could see the rage rise in ML. The intensity of it took my breath away. What is your problem? I thought and then remembered her glare in the diner, her constantly calling me a disgrace.  My disgrace was being born, not just her husband’s daughter which was bad enough. I was born a Blue.

      And Lavender had announced it at the wedding.  I wondered how many people in town already knew, how many people would be smirking, laughing at ML behind her back, or at least how many people ML thought would be laughing at people behind her back.  So she’d written that card to get me home to kill me? That made no sense.  What could me being home possibly get her—

      She wouldn’t be nuts enough to think that would stop Day sleeping with my mom, would she? Or was she part of the insanity that thought Cash would leave Lavender for me, or . . .

      Or maybe she just wanted to kill me.

      I should have seen it all along, but when you’re in the middle of living something it’s hard to see. Looking into her crazy eyes now, I thought, she killed Lavender. Maybe from rage because of Lavender’s public crack about the oldest granddaughter pearls belonging to me, maybe because she thought Lavender was me. Either way, she’d gone for those pearls, to get them back, to get what she thought should be hers.

      Peri had dragged the bear off to play and then my cell phone rang. It was Vince. “Where are you?” he asked.

      “At Margot’s.”

      “Just answer yes or no to my next questions,” Vince said, which made me tense a little. “Is ML there?”

      “Yes.” I tried not to look at her directly, but my fingers tightened down on the phone. I lowered my voice and turned away from her. “I think ML killed Lavender.”

      “You should have my job,” he said. “ML threw the rock at you and I’m pretty sure you’re right: she grabbed the necklace and killed Lavender. I need you to get out of there.” I heard a car door slam in his background of the call; he was getting in his Gladiator.

      “Right,” I said, heading for the door.

      “Leave your phone on,” Vince said. “So I can hear you. I’m on my way now. Get out of there. I’m putting you on hold for a moment and calling George, but I’ll be back on the line in a second.”

      I made it outside and walked past the other parked cars to my old Camry in the driveway. I got inside and took a deep breath.

      ML came out of the house and stared at me, then headed directly for my car.

      “I’m out of here,” I said into my phone as I put the Camry into gear. I drove down the drive, watching in the rear-view mirror.

      “Good,” Vince said.

      ML halted, her face twisted in fury; then she headed for the cars.

      “I think she’s going to follow me. Where are you?”

      “At ML’s house,” Vince said, “but I’m coming to you.”

      “I’ll drive down Factory Road to meet you.”

      I put the phone on speaker and stuck it in cup holder. I reached the end of the drive and turned left. I looked to the side and ML was driving across the lawn in Margot’s BMW, bypassing the other cars.

      This was not good. I pushed the gas pedal and the Camry gave it her best as we accelerated toward the downhill.

      “Where are you now?” Vince asked.

      “Heading toward town. ML is coming after me.” I glanced in the rearview mirror. “And gaining.”

      “Go faster.”

      No shit, I thought. “Just about to the hairpin turn.”

      I focused on the road ahead. I wanted to accelerate but that damn turn was coming up and I had to slow down. Out of the corner of my eye saw the BMW coming at me, so close, it filled my rear-view mirror. I turned the wheel hard.

      And then I felt the Beemer hit the rear of my Camry, off to one side so that it slammed me into the wire stretched between the two stanchions, and I screamed.

      I heard Vince on the phone yell, “Liz!” as the car slid off the road, two tires off the ledge over the ravine, bottoming out, where it stuck, rocking.

      I’m fine, I thought, frantically, just don’t look down, and then I looked out the driver’s side window and it was like teetering on a ten-story building.

      I dragged my eyes away and saw the BMW out of the corner of my eyes, reversing, and I knew I had to get out because she’d come back to hit me again and push me into the ravine. My aunt really was trying to kill me. I unbuckled my seatbelt and started to cross the console to the passenger door.

      The car rocked harder when I moved and the cable whined from the friction and I froze for a moment, then grabbed the strap for my laptop. The car rocked once more. I looked out and ML had stopped backing up.

      I shoved open the passenger door and saw the BMW start toward me, and I knew I’d never make it.
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Chapter 63

          

        

      

    

    
      I raced up the hill, taking the turns hard and fast. I’d put Liz on hold and called George and he’d yelled he was on his way from the Blue House to arrest ML before I went back to Liz’s phone. That hill drive never seemed to take so long even though I was driving it faster than I ever had.

      I spotted the hairpin turn ahead and then saw Liz’s Camry coming around the bend and heard her scream just as a BMW slammed into it sending it skidding sideways into the steel cable. The impact shredded the tires and crunched the driver’s side onto the cable. A third of the car was over the ravine. The driver’s side.

      Liz’s side.

      Time was slowing down for me, like it always had in combat. I was less than fifty feet away when Liz opened the passenger door and started to climb out. I was slowing because even great suspension and big tires yield to the laws of physics, but I watched the BMW start toward her once more.

      I knew what ML was going to do. It was insane, but so was she.

      So I accelerated.

      The BMW lurched forward as she punched the gas, racing straight toward Liz who was out of the car now, holding her damn laptop case. She started running, but it wasn’t going to do her any good as fast as ML was going.

      I hit the BMW with a solid direct side slam, the crash bumper punching the smaller and lighter car with a solid, satisfying sound of metal on metal.

      My metal won as the BMW flew sideways, hitting the guardrail above the cable section and flipping over it and then down into the void. It took the stanchion with it. I skidded to a halt, my front tires inches from the edge, the collision helping to slow me down.

      I heard the crunch of the BMW hitting something below.

      I thought, Another body I’m going to have to rappel down for, and I didn’t feel guilty about it at all, and then I heard an enraged scream from below. Not a dead body, just an insane and no doubt badly injured woman who’d shoved Lavender Blue and then watched her bleed to death and had just tried to do the same to Liz.

      I saw George’s big Suburban heave into view from above, skidding to a halt. He jumped out, gun in hand, looking for something to shoot. I looked to the right where Liz was just feet away, staring at me wide-eyed and still alive, clutching her laptop case to her chest. George holstered the gun and went to her, putting his arm around her, patting her shoulder in some kind of comforting instinct and that was new. And good. My life would be a lot easier if they were pals.

      And alive. Alive was important.

      I closed my eyes to get rid of the adrenalin surge, and then I backed the Gladiator away from the edge and smiled at Liz, with what I figured was my reassuring smile, and she smiled back, a little wobbly. I put the window down and said, “Need a ride?” and she said, “You’re getting that rescuing thing down pretty well,” but her voice was shaky, and I think she was fighting back tears. Hell, I’d be fighting back tears. She’d damn near died. But she’d acted fast and done the right thing. Except for grabbing the laptop, but she was a writer, so.

      Which reminded me. I turned the Gladiator hard so that it faced the Camry and jumped out. I ran to the front and turned the lever on the winch to release the clutch and grabbed the hook. I pulled with all my might, dragging it toward Liz’s car, the steel wire slowly unspooling.

      The Camry, lacking the support of the cable which had given way with the stanchion the BMW took out, was teetering up on its side, metal groaning. I reached up with the hook to loop it through the front right suspension but the moment I touched the car it gave up the ghost, sliding off the road and going over the edge to plummet into the ravine below.

      The sound of it bouncing down the rocks echoed upward.

      I looked at Liz who was standing back, not wanting to see. “Sorry about that.”

      “Yes, I’m really annoyed you saved my life,” she said, but she looked stunned.

      I knew how she felt about that car, so I walked her around the Gladiator to the passenger side and opened the door. “Get in the Jeep, Magnolia,” I said, wanting her closer to me, safe, and then I called 911 to tell them we had another person in the ravine while she said something to George and then got inside the Gladiator.

      George went over to the edge and looked down. “Tell them to send Mac,” he said. “She’s gonna be a bitch and a half to handle.”

      I passed the word along and then turned to look at Liz, who’d powered down the window.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I’m perfectly fine.”

      “You’re better than fine,” I told her and leaned in the passenger window and kissed her then because I had to, she was alive right there instead of dead at the bottom of the ravine. That was important, a lot more important than I wanted it to be. My world would be a lot less interesting without Liz Danger in it.

      A lot colder, too.

      “I’m gonna owe you forever for this,” she said.

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I said. “I was acting in self-interest. And you did pretty good on your own.”

      She smiled against my mouth and I kissed her again because it was necessary, staying in the kiss as she relaxed, and then George tapped me on the shoulder. “Cooper, I appreciate that you just put a killer in the ravine, but you gotta stop necking with your girl before the EMTs get here. Let’s be professional for a change.”

      I heard the sirens and let my girl go and watched her get out of my truck to meet the EMTs.

      Alive.

      That was the important part.
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Chapter 64

          

        

      

    

    
      Vince had hell getting ML out of the ravine with the help of Mac, who turned out to be extremely competent, ignoring ML’s shrieking that she’d sue everybody as he got her into the ambulance for the hospital, where her broken bones would be set but her broken morals left as is. I stayed with George to watch, not quite believing my aunt had tried to kill me, until they brought her up and she looked at me and said, “This is all your fault.”

      The worst part for me, after I wrapped my mind around the fact that ML had tried to kill me twice, was accepting the fact that my Camry was dead at the bottom of the ravine. I mean, I knew it was down there, I’d seen it go, but nothing on God’s green earth would have made me go to that edge and look at it.

      George took over then, and Vince brought me back to the Blue House, where Anemone went into I-will-take-care-of-this mode. When I tried to tell her I was fine, she ran right over me, and when she went upstairs, Vince said, “Now you know how people feel when you come at them.” I’d have sassed him back, but I needed him. I still hadn’t let go of him, just holding onto his arm was keeping me from shaking myself apart.

      Then Anemone came downstairs and said, “I just ran you a bubble bath in that godawful big tub with the jets, and it’s big enough for two.” Vince tried to explain that he had to go to work, but she said, “I talked to George and your job for the night is Liz,” and I thought about Anemone and George working together which could be very bad, but I was going to think about that another day.

      I dragged Vince upstairs and made him get into that bubble bath with me, which he thought was insane, but I needed safety and warmth and him, and just having him hold me in all that jetted hot water probably did more for me than anything else would have. After that, he talked to George on the phone, wrapped in one of Faye’s big fluffy towels, which any other day would have been bizarre, and George told him he had it all under control and he should stay with me. Vince gave up, and we went to bed, and he held me until I fell asleep.

      Then in the middle of the night, I woke shaking from dreaming that ML had grabbed my pearls and knocked me into the ravine and I’d been falling, and he held me tightly, and said, “It was a dream, Liz, I’ve got you, you’re safe,” and I knew I was because he was holding onto me.

      And I kind of hated it, that I needed him, and I kind of loved it, that he was there for me, so I said, “Thank you for picking me up for speeding,” and he laughed and said “It was the lug nuts that got you, wasn’t it?” I kissed him, and we fell back into easy sex, just right, it always felt right with Vince, although this time he was extra gentle, and usually that’s not my style, but that night it was exactly what I needed.

      When we were wrapped in each other’s arms, breathing hard and exhausted and satisfied, I said, “Don’t leave,” which is not something I’d ever said to anyone ever before in my life, and he said, “No, I won’t,” and he held me until I fell asleep again, kissing my forehead where the cut my Aunt ML had given me with a rock was almost healed.

      I was going to be all right; I knew I was going to be all right. I can take care of myself. I’m fine.

      But I still wanted Vince with me.
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Chapter 65

          

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday, Anemone decided that the best thing for me was work, which was probably true, and Vince left before breakfast because of work, so I had no distractions. I ran my five miles, showered, and then we started on The Book again, and that was a good surprise: she had edited the drafts of all the chapters I’d done. I was going to have to do significant rewriting, some of that stuff we were going to talk about because she was tiptoeing past the ugly, and the fact that we weren’t even mentioning her stepdaughter bothered me a little because I knew she wanted The Book to be true, but even with all of that, we could actually finish The Book by the end of June. That was a huge worry off my mind. Along with knowing the person who’d been trying to kill me was in traction locked in a secure room in the hospital prison. Really, my life was suddenly much lighter.

      Anemone had bonded with Veronica, overnighting pink tee-shirts and little sailor suits for her from Amazon, so I was not going to be hauling a miserable dachshund all over the country when I went back on the road. Veronica would be living a life of luxury swathed in expensive pink jersey and velour.

      I tried not to think about what I was going to be on the road in. Will had said my Camry had died in the ravine, and it was eighteen years old, so that was not a surprise. But that car had been with me ever since I’d left Burney, and I suppose it was fitting that it had come full circle, dying where we began, but it was still a loss. I’d really loved that car.

      But I was so happy about The Book that I went back to work right away, papers spread all over the dining room table. Vince was busy that night, I think arranging ML’s future since they were denying her bail based on her blatant murder attempt.

      It was all so unreal, that I held onto the truth about Anemone’s life as I wrote it. That was over the top, too, but it wasn’t horrible.

      That was pretty much my baseline for the rest of the day: Nothing horrible.

      

      #

      

      The next day was Thursday. Lavender’s funeral.

      Vince didn’t go with me. He told me he had another funeral to attend to. An old army buddy had passed away. I offered to go with him and skip Lavender’s but he said it was all right, it was something he needed to do by himself. I knew something had been bothering him and I was pretty sure it had something to do with this Dave guy and I knew that sometime, when he was ready, he would talk to me about it.  

      Mom, Uncle Day, and Molly were at the church. Molly had moved back home since her mother was in jail, and Uncle Day—or Uncle Dad as I thought of him now—had moved back, too. I think my mother likes living alone.

      Surprisingly, Anemone came with me. I’m not sure why, but I did see her move close to a depressed looking George. We were going to have to do something about George, he was starting to look like a basset hound he was so unhappy, and now that we were pals, I was going to have to fix that. Or maybe Anemone could take care of that, although I’d have to keep an eye on her. I didn’t see her marrying a small-town police chief, but she was impulsive and a fool for love, and he did look like a kicked puppy.

      The funeral was about as awful as you can imagine, with Faye making a spectacle of herself, Skye dry-eyed and hard, Cash polished and quiet and dazed, not so much from grief, I think, as from the unreality of it all. Jimmy Pitts was there looking legitimately sad, and Alex and Sun stood with him, but Alex’s mother, the senator, was near Cash, looking appropriately reverential in dignified mourning for the cameras. The rest of the Porters were there, avoiding the senator. Jill and her dad and her husband came. Belinda Roarke and her husband. Patrick O'Toole was glad-handing people like it was a campaign stop, with Honey beside him looking annoyed. Margot looked stoned but that might have been exhaustion, and Peri. . . poor Peri. Lavender was dead and Peri was confused.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her outside the church. “Nobody else knows how to feel, either.” I thought about telling her that everything would be all right, but now was no time to start lying to the kid. “There’s nothing you can do about this. Keep going. Tomorrow is another day.”

      She nodded as if that made sense, and then Margot came up to get her and gave me a glassy smile.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said to her.

      “That was months ago,” she said. “But thank you.” She looked around the church as if she’d never seen it before. “I hate funerals.”

      “Is there anybody who enjoys them?”

      “Faye seems to be having a good time.” She blinked at me for a moment, and I thought she might have forgotten who I was, she looked that vague, but then she said, “I’m going to rehab. I called the place your mother went to, and they can take me in May.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I said but she waved that away.

      “There’s just one problem.”

      “No problems,” I said. “Whatever it is, we’ll fix it.”

      “I thought you’d say that.” She looked down at Peri. “It’s for a month. I have to leave my daughter for a month. And I am not leaving her with her grandmother.”

      “Faye? God, no . . .” I began and then I realized where this was heading.

      “You and Anemone have room at the Blue House. I want you to take care of her.”

      I looked down at Peri.

      Peri looked up at me.

      “How do you feel about this?” I asked her.

      “I’m okay with it,” she said, not sounding sure. “I don’t want to live with Grandma Faye.” She sounded sure about that. “And Grandma Amy is always very busy.” She didn’t sound unhappy about that and I didn’t see the senator in a mothering role. “I can bring Red, right?”

      “Veronica might pee on him.”

      Peri shook her head. “Veronica would never.”

      I looked around for Anemone and saw her in the middle of a group of admirers as usual. I caught her eye, and she excused herself and crossed the lawn to join us.

      “Margot is going to rehab for the month of May and would like Peri to stay with us,” I began and Anemone’s face lit up.

      “Oh, how wonderful,” she said, looking down at Peri. “We’ll make cookies!”

      “Do you know how to make cookies?” I asked her.

      “No, but you can look it up,” she said, still smiling at Peri. “We’ll have a wonderful time, and your mother will be back before you know it.”

      “Okay,” Peri said, still not sure, but sounding less doubtful now.

      Margot said, “Thank you,” and took Peri’s hand and went slowly down the path to the parking lot, Peri looking back at me. I waved at her and wondered how two non-maternal women like Anemone and me were going to keep her alive for a month. I know Anemone had a stepdaughter, but there had probably been nannies involved.

      I did not see myself as a nanny.

      “We’ll be fine,” Anemone said, and I almost laughed.

      Because we really will be fine.

      

      #

      

      I went to the cemetery with the Blue family. My mother and Day and Molly went home, probably because we were the family of the nutjob who’d killed the person being buried, but I wanted to go. Faye had some awful music playing, so I put my iPod earbuds in and played Rosanne Cash’s ‘Will You Remember Me?’ because I was going to remember Lavender, and because I think Lavender would have liked it. She’d have been a Rosanne fan if she’d had time.

      When people started moving, throwing sprigs of lavender into the grave, I waited at the end of the line and then stopped by the coffin.

      “I’m truly sorry, Lavender,” I said to all that shiny white wood. “I don’t know where you are now, but wherever you are, it isn’t Burney. That’s something.” Then I threw in the purple rose I’d made the night before, dunking a white rose in food coloring, and changed the music on the iPod to ‘God Is In the Roses’, and walked away. Not crying.

      I barely knew the woman.
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Chapter 66

          

        

      

    

    
      The closest VA cemetery was, of course, not in Ohio, but in Kentucky, due south of Cincinnati. Dave had mentioned getting buried in Arlington, hopefully on a hill overlooking the Pentagon so he could curse at those fuckers throughout eternity but in the end, he hadn’t cared since he was giving his body to science. There would just be a marker. This casket thing was all for show which the VA was kind of good at.

      I thought about the fact that Dave, dying for a long time, was being buried at the same time as beautiful, young Lavender Blue. It’s one of those convergences that makes you question a lot of things.

      “You’re not going to cry are you?” Rain asked as we got out of her black, two-seater Mercedes (she’d insisted on driving, pointing out, rightly, that she had the far better ride). She also let drop that my blood test was fine. Details. I was relieved but also aware it was a potential time bomb for the rest of my life.

      “I’m a Ranger,” I said, putting on my sand-colored beret with the Ranger crest on the crest on front. Rain did the same. There were other men at graveside wearing the same and we made our way through, shaking hands, lots of long hugs for such manly men. I was a bit surprised, and pleased, at the turnout, over thirty people he’d served with. But no family. His ex was his ex. And he’d never talked about where he came from or his family of origin.

      That was okay. His real family was with him now.

      The young lieutenant in charge of the honor guard from the 101st Airborne down the road at Fort Campbell was nervous. Rangers did that to regular infantry. He also wasn’t prepared because when his men did a great job folding the flag that had covered the empty show coffin, tucking the last fold in tight to form that triangle and gave it to him, he looked about, confused who to present it to and speak the ‘On the behalf of the President, army, grateful nation, yada yada’ spiel to. There was no widow seated in the place of honor.

      And no one was sitting.

      We were Rangers. Manly men.

      So he went to Rain since she was the only woman there and that was right, even though he was an idiot. Dave would have wanted that.

      I was good with it all until the very end, when the honor guard from Fort Campbell fired their volleys. That made me jump. Rain was shoulder to shoulder with me and gripped my hand. Then they played taps and, damn, I hate that tune.

      So, yeah, I cried a little.
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Chapter 67

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t ask how Will got the gear from the highway department. A good mechanic who is also a good man is always owed a lot of favors. I had Steve Crider above us on the road and George was below, blocking traffic. The Country Club could do without business for a couple of hours.

      We’d pulled both the BMW and Liz’s wrecked Camry out previous day and now it was time to finish the job. Will positioned the borrowed truck with the hydraulic pounder in the right spot and went to work. We’d already excavated a hole several feet down and dropped the stanchion in place using a small crane on the back of the truck he also borrowed. He pounded away, pushing it into the hard rock.

      I stood on the edge of the ravine. ML had survived because the BMW had great air bags and she’d been wearing her seat belt, which reinforced my belief that Navy had committed suicide. If he’d had his seat belt on, he could be alive today.

      Where there had been two stanchions on the hairpin turn, we put in four. Pounding them in solidly, then pouring concrete to further reinforce their strength. Then we bolted in the rails. Two sets instead of one.

      I hadn’t asked where Will had gotten the material from, but he’d shared this tidbit: Patsy had called in a favor. In fact, Will said, some fans of hers from the highway department had offered to come over right away and do the repair job if she wanted, but she knew this was personal and asked them to drop off the material.

      By the time we were done, we were both hot and sweaty and covered in dirt and grime.

      And very satisfied.

      As the concrete set, Will and I sat on the brand-new steel, looking out over Burney and the Ohio River.

      I’d done some thinking as we worked. I took out my cell phone and found Liz’s number. It pretty much dominated the past couple of days. I tapped on the info and slotted her #1 on favorites to make it easier to find her, pushing the job back a slot.

      “It’s kind of nice here, isn’t it?” Will asked as he handed me a Coke and opened one for himself.

      I looked down at Burney, full of scheming ex-boyfriends and corrupt politicians and homicidal aunts and some of the most annoying people on earth. And a lot of the nicest. I looked into the ravine and noticed that the tree that had stopped Navy’s car, had a green bud on it. It was still alive.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “It is.”
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Chapter 68

          

        

      

    

    
      “So,” Anemone said, beaming at me after I got back from the funeral. Her smiling like that is always a bad sign, so I braced myself for incoming. “We still have another month of work on The Book and then there’ll be copy edits. Plus, we’re taking care of Peri in May.”

      “Yes,” I said, wary now because there was obviously something else coming.

      “So, I rented this place for the summer. Another four months.” She looked at me and smiled again, the crocodile smile that meant she was going in for the kill. “That’s an extra four months of Vince.”

      Four more months of Burney.

      Which hadn’t been that bad, aside from my aunt trying to kill me twice and my mother . . . .

      It hadn’t been that bad.

      Also, four more months of free room and a significant chunk of board. I am a practical woman.

      And yes, there was Vince. Maybe I could talk him into putting a soaking tub in the Big Chef. God knows where, but he could probably find a way.

      “Okay,” I said cautiously, and she frowned at me.

      “There’s nothing wrong with enthusiasm, Liz,” she told me. “You’re much too closed in. You need to open your arms to life.”

      Like you did? I wanted to say. Married five times and . . .

      No, wait. I’d just written her autobiography, and she didn’t consider those marriages mistakes. She’d married five men, good and bad, and came out of every marriage looking like a winner having experienced a lot, good and bad, and with a lot of money. I thought of my first thirty-three years, spent angry and alone, fighting against the world at every step, and wondered what it would be like if I just opened my arms to everything, like Anemone said.

      Opened my arms to Molly, who loved me and stuck by me and who was my sister in every way possible. That would be easy.

      Opened my arms to my mother, who loved the daughter she thought I was and was now trying to cope with the daughter I really am. That would be harder, but she was my mom and she was trying and that was a hell of a lot.

      And yes, opened my arms to Vince, who’d pretty much opened his arms every time I got close, who’d stayed with me through a rock assault and a murder rap, who’d saved my life at the cost to the front end of the Jeep he loved, and who’d never tried to make me be somebody I’m not.

      Of course, the possibility of pain there was pretty great since he was a guy, but being with him was worth the risk, I was pretty sure, he definitely was not Cash—

      “Liz?” Anemone said.

      And open my arms to Anemone, who was the mother and friend I’d always needed, God rot her soul, swooping in to save me when I was in trouble, dragging me into the light kicking and screaming.

      “Yes,” I said.

      She relaxed, beaming at me. “That’s wonderful!!”

      Exclamation points again. She’d have thrown her arms around me, but the coffee table was in the way.

      “I hate the way this place is decorated,” she said, glaring at the coffee table. “Maybe if I buy it, Faye will take her terrible furniture away.”

      “Buy it?” I said, appalled. “For four months? To move to?”

      “Well, no, to use as a country home,” Anemone said. “We can talk about that later.”

      “No!”

      “Now I need you to go to the grocery,” Anemone said as if I hadn’t shrieked. “We can’t keep ordering pizza and eating at the Red Box, it’s always so crowded. There is a grocery here, right?”

      “IGA at the bottom of the hill, big Kroger’s out on 52. But about this house--”

      “I have a to do list,” Anemone said, getting it out of a folder that was, of course, pink, “but first we need food and drink, and then we’ll settle in and I’ll get a cook and we’ll finish Anemone Rising, and it will be wonderful!”

      I sighed. “Give me the grocery list.” Which was, of course, written on pink note paper.

      Yeah, I know, I said I’d do anything to get out of Burney. But that was a week ago.

      A lot can happen in a week.

      

      #

      

      When I passed a Gladiator parked on the side of the road on my way to Krogers, I honked the horn and hit the gas hard, and Anemone’s annoying little car turned out to have pick-up, so I was over the speed limit in no time. I heard a siren and looked in the rear-view mirror, saw my cop on my tail, blue light flashing on the dash and pulled over as soon as I turned onto Rt. 52, stopping on the muddy edge of the two-lane highway.

      I got out before he made it to my window, watching him faking a scowl, jutting that chin out as he came toward me, something in his hand, his eyes narrowed in faux annoyance over that broken nose I’d kissed a lot in the last week.

      “Ma’am, do you realize you were going seventy-five in a fifty-mile-an-hour zone?” he said, invading my personal zone, which was great.

      I leaned back against Anemone’s little rental. “It’s how I meet hot cops.”

      “If you’re leaving town, you forgot this,” he said and handed me a wad of green fabric which turned out to be his COP t-shirt.

      “Excellent,” I said, holding it close. I hoped it smelled like him. I was going to wear it to bed tonight. Unless he stopped by and then I’d wear him. “But I’m not leaving.” I pulled Anemone’s grocery list out of my purse and gave it to him. “It was an emergency, copper. Anemone and I are stocking up for the future.”

      He surveyed the list seriously. “There’s diet coke and regular coke on this list. Are you expecting company?”

      “You,” I said. “As often as possible. Anemone has rented the Blue house until September. You’ve got me as much as you want me for the next five months. That’s a summer full of Anemone, Veronica, and me. I figure you’re going to need that Coke if you’re going to visit.”

      He handed the list back to me. “All summer, huh?”

      I had a moment’s qualm. “If that’s okay.” Maybe he didn’t want me all summer. Maybe—

      “That’s okay,” he said.

      Vince, the big romantic. Well, we could work on that. I said, “This is the part where you kiss me, Cooper.”

      He grinned, and then he leaned in and kissed me good.

      Somebody going by honked and yelled “Get a room,” probably that little asshole Jimmy Pitts, but I just wrapped my arms around Vince and kissed him back with everything I had. He broke the kiss, but before he could say anything, I said, “You are going to have such a good summer,” and kissed him again and he gave up and kissed me back good, necking with me right there on Rt. 52 in front of all of Burney.

      Screw my reputation. My mother and my aunt, adulterer and murderer, have pretty much taken over the disgracing-the-family job, so I am free to do PDA with the local hot cop. I’m planning on doing a lot of that, along with cheering George up, and laughing with Molly, convincing Veronica not to be a wimp, singing the bath scrubby song with Peri, drinking Diet Coke with Jill, and keeping Anemone from marrying anybody. This town needs me.

      Brace yourself, Burney. Liz Danger is back.

      

      
        
        This is not

        THE END.

      

        

      
        the next two books in the series:

      

        

      
        REST IN PINK

        (read the opening of this book after About The Author)

      

        

      
        ONE IN VERMILLION

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you!

        Please leave a review as they are extremely valuable.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            About the Authors
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            Excerpt from Rest In Pink

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SUNDAY, First Week of May

      

      

      Posted on BurneyCommunityNews on Facebook:

      
        
        WELCOME to BURNEY!

      

      

      Burney, Ohio seems like a sleepy one-stoplight town on the Ohio River, but come visit! We’re actually a seething caldron of illicit sex, graft, political corruption, arson, and murder! And now, Anemone Patterson, famous for her lurid past, has come to Burney with Elizabeth Danger, a woman born in this little town with a shady history of her own (just ask her old boyfriend Cash Porter), and who is now doing the dirty with dour Burney cop Vince Cooper, possibly in an attempt to subvert the law!

      Stay tuned for thought-provoking questions—who’s sleeping with whom? who’s on the take?— and our shocking answers. Go to BurneySecrets&Lies at ThomasThacker.online and pre-order the forthcoming tell-all e-book on Burney and all its dark secrets. You will not be disappointed.

      



  




Chapter One

      I’ve spent every Sunday night for the past five weeks with a cop. He is technically not on call on Sunday nights, which doesn’t stop people from calling him anyway, but he’s stopped picking up the phone, especially if we’re in bed when it rings. We see each other on other nights, but he picks up when people call then because it’s his duty. Sundays are the nights we do not answer the phone.

      I love Sunday nights.

      I’d padded out to the counter of the old diner he lives in, stark naked because the idea of being naked in a diner turns me on. Also, the idea of the diner’s owner turns me on. Put the two of them together, and Sunday nights have gotten really satisfying for me, especially since this diner is private, transported on a flatbed truck to the woods on the banks of the Ohio River by the aforesaid cop, who will shoot anybody who comes near the place on Sunday nights. I have heard that he has actually said this to people, so he’s serious.

      I’d come out to the counter to check my phone because the cop was asleep, and my employer, the fabulous Anemone Patterson, sometimes has brilliant ideas that she needs to share with me at all hours, and evidently Vince hasn’t given her the good news about not bothering us on Sunday nights yet. So, I sat down at the counter in the empty diner—did I mention I was naked? It’s so great—and tapped the phone to look at my messages.

      There were a lot of them.

      Please don’t let anybody be dead, I thought, which was not out of the realm of possibility given recent events in Burney, Ohio. I tapped the one person I absolutely trusted, my cousin Molly. Who is also my sister. It’s been a rough five weeks since I came home to Burney.

      I tapped on the voicemail, and Molly’s voice said, “I just texted you a Facebook URL. Go there right now. And then call me.”

      That was it, that was the whole message. Given the urgency in her voice, I didn’t think it was cat videos, so I went to my texts, found hers, and hit the link.

      “What do I have to do to keep you in bed?” Vince said from behind me, and I patted the seat next to me. He sat down, as naked as I was, and yawned as he read over my shoulder at my phone, the heat from his body distracting me. “What the hell is this?”

      I leaned back into his solid shoulder and all that good warmth, and felt his hand hot on my waist. “This is the Burney Community Facebook page, the one Aunt ML used to run. Faye Blue took it over while ML is otherwise incarcerated.”

      “And she put that up?”

      I got to the dour Burney cop part and snickered. “I don’t think this is her.” Vince is not dour. He is often unexpressive, but he never looks like a basset hound. I snickered again as I finished reading. “No, she didn’t put this up. Looks like somebody hacked the page.”

      “What exactly is illicit sex?” Vince said, sliding his hand up my bare back as he read.

      “Adultery? I don’t know. Keep doing that.”

      “‘An attempt to subvert the law’,” Vince read over my shoulder, close to my ear. “You subverting me, Magnolia?”

      “Every chance I get.” I frowned at the screen as I saw the URL, something I’d missed before when I’d clicked on it. “Oh, hell. This is Thomas Thacker. He’s that moron who was Anemone’s ghost writer before me. She fired him for being horrible, and he’s been harassing me for money for his research, which I do not want and for which Anemone has already paid him.”

      Vince rubbed my back slowly. “I don’t see how this gets money from you. He’s insulting you.”

      “Oh, not really. I kind of like having a shady past. Makes me more interesting.”

      “You do not need to be any more interesting.” Vince stopped rubbing and took my phone to read the post again. “The interesting thing here is that this is mostly true. Except the arson thing, unless he’s referring to the fire at the factory a while ago.”

      “Where’s Thacker getting his info?”

      Vince shrugged. “It’s Burney. Anybody in town would tell him anything. It’s not a secretive burg. When was the last time he hassled you for money?”

      I took the phone back and scrolled through my e-mails as he put his hand on me again. I love it when he puts his hands on me. “About a month ago. There was one every day and then they just stopped. I was so busy coping with everything else that I thought he just got tired and gave up.”

      “He stops that and he starts working on this.”

      I nodded. “If he keeps going, people will be upset.”

      “Anybody we care about?”

      “No. Anemone will love having a lurid past.”

      “I would like to have a lurid present,” Vince said in my ear.

      “You just had a lurid present,” I said, but I turned my head so my mouth was close to his.

      “More,” he said, and kissed me—the man has a great mouth—and he took my breath away so I dropped my phone on the counter and kissed him back because I couldn’t not kiss him back. He is compelling.

      Then he pulled me back to the alcove behind the glass brick wall that was completely filled with his queen-sized bed, a white bed-to-ceiling bookcase as a headboard.

      “This is my happy place,” I said as I scooted back up to the pillows and the books.

      “You’re about to get happier,” he said, crawling up to join me, and I decided that Thacker was just being an asshat, that nothing would come of his idiocy, and that I could safely forget about him and just be happy with Vince in our lurid present.

      I was wrong, of course.

      

      
        
        MONDAY

      

      

      Posted on BurneyCommunityNews on Facebook, Monday 9 AM:

      A horrible person has broken into our Community News moderator feed. We have taken down his libelous post and have reported him to the police and to Facebook, so we’re certain he’ll be in jail soon. Until then, please ignore those terrible posts and do not go to ThomasThacker.online!

      Thank you, Faye Blue, Page Administrator Pro Tem

      Posted on BurneyCommunityNews on Facebook, Monday 9:15 AM

      
        
        Have You Heard About The Blues Brothers?

      

      

      That would be Cleveland Blue, the patriarch of the Blue clan, the guy who moved his cardboard factory to Mexico and put a lot of Burney-ites out of work before he died mysteriously. And there’s his younger brother Dayton Blue, the spare heir, keeping his wife and his mistress in houses three doors down from each other, a daughter with each, including the notorious Liz Danger-Blue, current girlfriend of dour policeman Vince Cooper, ex-girlfriend of town Golden Boy Cash Porter, and employee of shady Anemone Patterson. The real mystery here? Where did all that Blue money that Cleve accumulated come from? And what does Cash Porter know about it? And where does Liz Danger-Blue fit into all of this?

      Stay tuned for the shocking answers and more thought-provoking questions. Go to BurneySecrets&Lies at ThomasThacker.online and pre-order the forthcoming tell-all e-book on Burney and all its dark secrets. You will not be disappointed.

      



  




Chapter Two

      Late afternoon on an early May Monday, after an enjoyable Sunday night, storm clouds on the horizon, I was in the cruiser alongside Route 52, the main two-lane highway that goes through Burney, when the seventh speeder of the day blew by me.

      I hate traffic stops, but George was under pressure by the mayor to get the revenue from the tickets up and he’d had a rough stretch as police chief the past month, and it was a white male in a red Porsche, which is practically begging to get a ticket, so I pulled out for the first stop of the day. I was a little surprised to see the Porsche already turning down into the half of Burney that’s on the river before I turned on the lights. Burney isn’t a Porsche kind of town. I didn’t hit the siren because the noise gives me a headache, but the lights were enough. The driver pulled to the shoulder pretty close to the spot where I’d stopped Liz Danger five weeks ago. Okay, not that close, but for some reason, every time I pull someone over, I think back to that moment. If there was an equivalent term for ‘ear worm’ for traffic stops, it would be Liz Danger.

      Speaking of ear worms, I could hear music thumping away, Thunder Road, by the Boss, which inclined me to be a bit lenient. I fell hard the other way toward ‘fuck you’ when I read the license plate: THACKR.

      I didn’t bother to call in to check the plate since the driver had already announced himself.

      The music went down, along with the driver’s window, as I reached it.

      “Officer Cooper,” Thomas Thacker said, smiling up at me, revealing a fine set of white teeth underneath a thick black mustache. He looked like a hungover Magnum PI. Whoever that actor was in the original version who now pitches reverse mortgages.

      I felt like saying, ‘Nice porn ‘stache’, but what I actually said was, “License and registration, please.”

      I was annoyed because we’d never met and he knew me by sight. We don’t do name tags in Burney PD because we know most people and they know us. As far as strangers, if they want to know who we are that badly, there are badge numbers. Or we tell them if they ask because we actually do work for the people.

      I wasn’t crazy about being called ‘dour,’ either, although Liz thought it was funny as hell.

      As he rummaged through the glove compartment, he chatted. “Fortuitous that you are the first one I meet in Burney. After all, you’re the one who solved the Lavender Blue homicide. Not that it seems to be coming to trial.” He passed me the documents. “I’d love to interview you.”

      “I’d love not to.” I took his docs back to the cruiser. People wonder what we do when we sit there, the lights of shame flashing on them from behind. Normally, we check the driver’s license on the laptop bolted to the dash, look for outstanding warrants, and sometimes floss. Instead, I put my cell phone on my thigh and punched Favorites 1, putting it on speaker phone.

      Liz answered on the second ring. “Hey, you.”

      “Thomas Thacker’s in town.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I’ve got him pulled over for speeding.”

      “Can you get him to go away?”

      “What’s it worth to you?”

      “Let me think. Oh, I know. Remember that thing you were talking about doing at the oak by the river? With the rope from the old swing?”

      I felt a surge of, let’s call it, anticipation. “Yes.”

      “Okay. After dark. Tonight.”

      I sighed in the face of current reality. “And if I don’t get him to leave?”

      “Burney will not be a better place. But we can still give it a try as long as there’s no storm and the mosquitos aren’t biting. I’m having a frustrating day, and it’s not getting better, so I could use some boundary crossing tonight. We may have to negotiate some of it, though.”

      “You’re a good woman, Liz Danger.”

      “You don’t want a good woman. You want a willing woman under that tree by the river with rope.”

      “It’s a matter of perspective,” I said. “You’ll need a dress like we talked about.”

      “Already got it. Goodwill had a sale. Can you find out what he’s doing in town?”

      “I think that post he put on the Burney Facebook page was pretty clear. He’s looking for dirt.” I smiled to myself remembering how we’d read it together last night, sitting close and naked on the stools at the diner counter, still a bit sweaty from sex. If I told someone that, they might think it perverted, but I live in an old diner, and it’s secluded deep in the woods on the flood plain of the Ohio River. So. Pretty standard for us.

      Also, she’d already gotten a dress. She really was in on this. Liz Danger is a really good woman.

      “He’s a shit disturber,” I told her. “He’s here to stir things up to unearth more.”

      “He wants money,” Liz said. “He’s trying to monetize dirt. I looked at his damn link. Bastard is going to publish a book and you can pre-order it.”

      “People would pay for that?”

      “That’s why he’s posting this stuff. To get people to sign up for the book he’s going to self-publish. You’re going to give him a ticket, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Try to provoke him,” Liz suggested. “Turn on that Vince Cooper lack of charm. Make him sweat.”

      “Roger that.” I hit the little red button and considered the tactical situation as I filled out the ticket. I hate paperwork.

      I walked back to the Porsche and gave him the license and registration and the ticket. “You can mail in the fine. From far away.”

      He smiled, which seemed to be his trademark. “I’ll pay in person at the police station and say hello to Chief George Pens.”

      “I’d mail it in, if I were you.”

      “How is Liz Danger?”

      “Keep talking and I’m going to ticket you for loitering.”

      He frowned. “You’re not very welcoming.”

      “You’re not very welcome.”

      He waved the ticket. “This part of the mayor’s monthly quota? Gouging motorists passing by Burney to fill the town’s coffers?”

      He’d hit that one on the head, but it wasn’t a very well-kept secret. “You want to pass by, I’ll take the ticket back.”

      He put it on the passenger seat, next to an old leather briefcase. “I’m staying.” There was luggage crammed behind two seats. Not an overnight bag, but luggage.

      “How long?”

      “Long enough.”

      I turned as I heard the whine of a dirt bike coming down the road. A solidly built man with white hair flowing behind him—we don’t have a helmet law in Ohio, good for organ donations—was rolling by on a souped-up off-road motorcycle, below the speed limit. He stared in our direction through dark wraparound sunglasses, as he went by and I could swear he smiled. Probably because he’d been speeding and spotted my lights and hit the brakes and Thacker’s stop saved him from a ticket. Sometimes life is all karma.

      Little did I know how much at the moment.

      “We done?” Thacker asked.

      I nodded and he pulled out, slowly and carefully, and drove down the road, stopping just before he got into the village proper where he’d have to face our lone stoplight, which always blinked red, making it really a four-way stop. I always meant to ask George if the light could be set to change.

      As I watched, Thacker turned right into the Shady Rest Motor Court.

      He must have really wanted to stay in town because nobody stopped at the Shady Rest for relaxation. Liz says there’s a complementary dose of antibiotics in every room to make up for the lack of clean sheets, double-glazing, and privacy. The Shady Rest does a lot of one-hour business in the afternoons.

      George and the mayor were not going to be happy about Thacker.

      I, on the other hand, was going to see Liz Danger in a dress with ties on the shoulders when my shift ended.

      I was just fine.
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        Thanks!

        Nothing but good times ahead!
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