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TUESDAY, OCTOBER 27


CHAPTER 1
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On day three of what was shaping up to be the second worst week of my life, I was trying to glue a blank doll’s head (I’d stripped off all its paint with acetone) to a very old bottle of paregoric (a medicine made of alcohol, honey, and opium, which was sounding pretty good to me right then) when somebody rattled the front door to the secondhand shop where I worked. I thought the CLOSED sign on the front door pretty clearly communicated that we weren’t open, but this was Rocky Start. Not a lot of people obedient to signs here. I didn’t look up as I was focused on putting that head on that bottle. Something I could control.

I was standing behind the old marble-topped counter, trying to be Upbeat and Positive About Life, but it wasn’t working. I’d put Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” on the iPod because that always started the day right, but today . . . just no. So I’d switched over to Lenka’s “Trouble is a Friend” because that had an aura of plausibility. We were in big trouble, but maybe that would turn out to be a good thing . . .

No. No, it wouldn’t. My boss and landlord had died two days ago, my future was unknown which meant my daughter’s future was also unknown, and I just wasn’t in the mood to cheerfully sell junk.

The door rattled again.

Ozzie had been a real character, aka an irreplaceable pain in the ass and a great guy. The weather-beaten sign out front said “Oddities. Mostly Old Junk Nothing You Want,” and I’d tried to get Ozzie to get rid of the second line for nineteen years, but no luck. Ozzie hadn’t been a fan of customers. I did take down the sign that said “You break it, we shoot you,” but that was as far as I’d gotten. In nineteen years. Change had not been Ozzie’s byword. Until two days ago when he’d died on our kitchen floor.

Change is bad.

So now I was trying to glue a doll’s head on an old paregoric bottle Ozzie had given me—“This looked like something you’d want,” he’d said as he’d handed it over—without getting glue on my apron, which was hard because the stuff was going everywhere because the head kept falling off and rolling away.

I was losing my head.

Joke.

Kind of.

Where was I ?

Right. My aprons are frumpy with huge pockets so I can keep the things I’ll need close by, but frumpy is actually good because nobody pays attention to a middle-aged woman in a frumpy apron, unless the apron has glue on it because people do like to judge. The last thing I needed was for people to notice me.

Lenka finished up explaining that trouble was a pal with her last “oooh oooh,” and that was when I realized I was using the wrong glue. My mind was all over the place.

The door rattled again, and I finally looked up to yell at them to go away only to see Coral Schmidt, my good friend and the proprietor of Ecstasy, the amazing German coffee shop and bakery next door. (I was pretty sure Coral named the shop that so she could say, “This is Coral in Ecstasy,” every time she answered the phone.) The CLOSED sign didn’t mean a thing to her; Coral tended to go where she wanted to go.

I started around the counter to let her in, but then I heard her key scrape in the lock, and she came in, saying, “Rose? Why didn’t you open the door?”

“I was coming . . .” I started and then stopped because Coral was dressed head to toe in tight, shiny, black mourning, topped with a huge black picture hat. She looked like the Angel of Death. If the Angel of Death were a voluptuous blonde in her seventies

Ozzie would have loved it.

I’d known Coral would be in mourning because Ozzie had been one of her friends-with-benefits, and she loved him and drama, but I was not expecting Elvira, Queen of the Dead.

“That is a lie, you have not come in years, Rose,” she said as she closed the door behind her. “I do not know how you stand it.” She handed me a necklace. “Can you fix this, please?”

I took a deep breath, and then I took the necklace. Coral was a good person who was never rude, so I was sure she was just upset about Ozzie dying. It would be bad if I snapped at her from grief, rage, anxiety, and sexual frustration. That I did not have because who needs sex? All that naked thrashing about with somebody who lies to you? I mean, really. I never think about sex. Or men. I try to keep a positive outlook on life.

I spread the necklace out on the counter. It was a beautiful, ornate locket that she’d once told me had locks of hair from her lovers—big locket—but its chain had tangled and knotted as chains kept in jewelry boxes often do, so I began to isolate the knot carefully; the necklace was old and finely made, much like Coral.

“I worry about you, Rose,” Coral was saying, standing on the other side of the old counter, frowning at the blank doll head beside Ozzie’s paregoric bottle as I teased out the knot in her necklace. “It is not good to go without sex for years. And years. And years.” She looked closer. “Is that one of Betty Baumgarten’s old dresses under that horrible apron? You have been thrifting again. Are you braless? You are fifty years old, Rose⁠—”

“I’m not fifty until Sunday,” I told Coral. “And the shop’s closed, there’s a sign and everything, so underwear is unnecessary. And uncomfortable.” I looked down at the top of my loose apron. “How could you tell I’m braless in this?”

“You are a C cup and things were shifting under there.” Coral shook her head. “Beauty is pain. Put on a bra. Somebody wonderful could walk through that door at any time, and there you would be. Not ready.”

Coral was always ready.

I kept working on the knot in her necklace.

She was flashing enough seventy-four-year-old cleavage—D cup—over a wasp-ish waist to cast doubt on her mourning, although I had to give her credit for maintaining her figure or at least corralling it with powerful undergarments. She would have pulled it off, too, except for that thing on her head, resting on her long dyed blonde hair: a wide-brimmed black picture hat full of black tulle bows with a black spotted veil that she could lower to swathe her face.

“That hat needs a crow,” I told her, squinting at it as I handed back her now unknotted necklace.

The thing was huge. I would have put a crow on it, first thing out of the box.

“No,” Coral said, rejecting my crow. “Thank you for fixing my necklace.” She clasped the locket in her hand, pressing it against her heart, and moved on from my nonexistent sex life and my equally nonexistent underwear. “Have you heard from Barry?”

“Barry?” Barry Mason (Ozzie always said somebody in witness protection had a sense of humor) was one of two lawyers in Rocky Start, the other being my good friend Lian Kwan. Lian is clever, honest, fit, well-dressed, and professional. Barry is sly, under-handed, potbellied, badly dressed (baggy white suits speckled with cigarette ash), and a criminal lawyer, emphasis on the “criminal” part. So of course, he was my boss’s lawyer. “Why would I hear from Barry?”

“About Oz’s will.”

Coral really loves drama. I think it’s the heat from the ovens at her place and all the caffeine.

“Do you think he left anything to me?”

Coral leaned forward, and her breasts came with her, threatening the black satin that bound them. Ozzie used to call her “The Couch” because he said she was well-upholstered. “I’m spending the night on The Couch,” he’d say, “If anybody calls, tell them I’m in Ecstasy,” and then he’d head over to her apartment above her bakery. He didn’t call her “The Couch” behind her back, he said it to her face. Ozzie didn’t go in for tact. He didn’t go in for people, either, although he went into Coral with surprising frequency for a seventy-eight-year-old misanthrope.

Damn it, I missed the old bastard.

“He surely left Pike something,” Coral was saying. “They were so close.”

Well, she would know. Pike, her other friend-with-benefits, was her younger man. Seventy-two. I was pretty sure that Ozzie and Pike were two of the locks of hair in her heart-shaped locket, although there were probably more in there. It was a pretty big locket. I don’t mean to be disapproving at all. I admire Coral for having threesomes in her seventies. I’d been mostly dating myself for nineteen years.

The bell rang again on the shop door, and a man came in: middle height, maybe in his forties, tanned and dark-haired, expensive suit, probably carried his wallet in his inside breast pocket—his right hand was more calloused than his left, so right-handed, so the wallet would be on the left—good-looking except for his beady eyes and air of superiority. Your basic upper-class weasel who shared Coral’s inability to read a CLOSED sign.

Trouble, I thought, but not Lenka’s kind of trouble. I always figured Lenka’s kind of trouble would be kind of hot. This guy was just sleazy. Here-to-sell-you-a-gold-Bible sleazy.

Still, I flashed the weasel the smile I gave everybody who came into the shop, the smile Poppy called “The Cheery Boost.” It’s about as authentic as Coral’s hair color. “We’re closed.”

“You must be Rose Malone.” He smiled at me with cold, dead, weasel eyes.

“Must I?” I don’t like strangers who know my name, but I kept smiling anyway, hiding my instant dislike behind my teeth because that’s what I do. I smile at people and I fix things so everybody will like me and not rat me out to the cops if they come looking for me.

“Rose Malone, my father’s right-hand woman and who knows what else,” he was saying. “Unfortunately, since my father is dead now, he doesn’t need a right hand.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, losing my Cheery as Coral swiveled to look at him.

He smiled at me, weasel to the teeth. “I’m Oz Oswald’s son, Joseph Oswald-Stafford, Junior, and I’ve inherited this building and the business. I’m sorry for your loss, but you have to go.”

I just stared at the jerk for a moment, my nightmare come true. He was evicting us.

But he looked nothing at all like Ozzie. And he didn’t seem to have any proof of ownership. Just a huge sense of entitlement.

So no on that.

When I didn’t move, he said, “What part of this don’t you understand?”

He smirked and I hate smirkers, and he was ordering me around, and if you want to see me go ballistic, try telling me what to do (unless you’re Ozzie), plus under all that bravado, he was nervous, so he really was a weasel and this was definitely a scam. I walked out from behind the counter and around him, opened the front door, and pointed to the street. “Out, Limb of Satan.”

His smirk got smirkier. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“This is a con, a truly stupid one,” I said to him. Twelve years traveling the magic circuit with Poppy’s father and then nineteen years working with Ozzie, and I had mad skills for spotting the crooked. Just not for avoiding them. I picked up the heavy reproduction of the Maltese Falcon from the shelf by the door, the statue that Ozzie had called our security system, feeling all my grief and tension and fear and frustration spiraling into rage. “Get out, Junior, and I won’t beat you to death with a movie prop.”

“Oz never mentioned a son,” Coral murmured from behind Junior.

“Look.” He reached into his left inner jacket pocket, retrieved his wallet—told you so—and took out a paper. A photo fell out as he did, and he held the paper out to me as Coral scooped up the photo. “Here’s the DNA report. Oz Oswald was my father.”

I took the paper, which was basically a bunch of numbers I didn’t understand under abbreviations I didn’t understand, but at the top it stated that Joseph Oswald-Stafford was a 97 percent match as a son of Joseph Oswald. “This is just a paper,” I said, handing it back to him. “Anybody could have typed this up. And his first name was Ozzie, not Joseph.”

He shook his head. “My mother gave me that. It’s real. She would know who my father is. I’m Oswald Junior.”

Coral was looking at the picture, rapt. Then she came to the door and showed it to me.

A young man with a sharp face, dressed in dull green fatigues, was looking at a tall slender woman with the blackest, straightest hair I’d ever seen, framing skin so pale she looked dead. Beautiful but dead. Morticia Addams in the flesh.

“That’s my mother, Serena Stafford,” Junior said, still smirking. “And my father, the man you knew as Oz Oswald. We thought he was dead all these years.”

“That could be anybody,” I said and gripped the heavy Falcon tighter, but Coral shook her head.

“It is Oz,” she whispered as if seeing a ghost. “I remember. God, he was so handsome then. Six-pack abs. He could crack a walnut with his glutes.”

I glared at her, not pleased to know about Ozzie’s glutes and even less pleased that she was supporting Fake Ozzie Junior and his fraudulent DNA test. “I don’t care if it is Ozzie. He’s just standing next to a vampire, that doesn’t mean they made this guy together.”

“This is ridiculous,” Junior said, frowning now. “You need to get out of here now.”

I opened the door wider and gestured with the Falcon. “Ozzie’s estate hasn’t been settled yet, so nobody has any idea who gets what. And I have a bottle that needs a head. Get. Out.”

Coral was still staring at the photo, lost in her walnut-cracking memories, but Junior took it from her and put it back into his wallet with the DNA test and tucked it away in his inside jacket pocket, his eyes darting all over the shop as if looking for something.

Then Poppy appeared in the kitchen doorway, home late from high school, dark curly hair flying every which way, tall and beautiful and eighteen and not like me at all. Well, I’m tall.

“I saw the lasagna. Is that for our wake tonight?” she said to me. “Ozzie would have loved that.”

Junior moved toward her. “Hello. You can stay.”

“No.” I moved around him fast to block him from my daughter, Falcon in hand.

He grabbed my arm to move me out of the way as Poppy said, “Mom?”

I tried to jerk my arm away and said, “Get out!” as Coral reached up and pulled something out of the crown of her hat. He didn’t let go, still smiling a creepy invitation to Poppy, so I whacked him hard on the shoulder with the Falcon.

Trouble is a friend, my ass, Lenka.

He yelled and staggered back, and I drove him toward the open doorway, swinging the Falcon at him, fully expressing my inner Rose as I snarled, “Stay away from my kid, you perv!” until he was out the door, dragging me with him as he stumbled onto the sidewalk.

Poppy said, “Mom!” and Junior let go and backhanded me.

I went dizzy from the blow for a moment, but Coral snarled and lunged at him, and I saw a line of red blossom on his sleeve as I slapped my left hand on his chest to push him away. I started to swing the Falcon again with my right hand as I slid two fingers into his jacket and onto his wallet while his eyes went to his reddening sleeve and then the incoming bird. When he pulled away from me half a second later, the movement of his body pulled the wallet out of his pocket, the lift hidden in his motion, and I dropped the wallet into my right apron pocket, the one where I keep the scissors and the craft knife. He reached into his jacket and I thought he’d felt the lift after all—I am a very good pickpocket so that would be unusual—and I swung the Falcon in an arc, low and hard, aiming up for his hot spot, just like Ozzie had taught me⁠—

And then he disappeared.

Momentum from the missed swing to the nuts kept me moving and I staggered a little, but I could see Junior sprawled out in the street now, courtesy of a new guy standing in front of me who turned to look at me with no expression at all: middle-aged, dark hair with gray at the temples, weather-beaten, unshaven, gaunt in dusty black, a man who looked like he’d traveled far and hadn’t enjoyed it and hadn’t eaten much on the way. He was carrying a massive backpack, and beside him was a big black wolf.

Trouble in the flesh.

I frowned at the new guy. My cheek throbbed, and I was still dizzy, so I snapped at him.

“I had that,” I said, annoyed because I do not need rescued, and I’d really been looking forward to neutering Junior.

“You did not have that,” he said calmly, which irritated me further, another one of those Master of the Universe guys, but then I saw Junior get up off the street and charge him.

I yelled, “Behind you!” and the wolf barked, and the new guy took a step sideways and took Junior down with a sweep of his foot.

His expression never changed. Stoic “R” Us.

Okay, I was beginning to warm to him.

Junior rolled to his feet, his arm bleeding from whatever Coral had done to him. The new guy shrugged off his ruck, dropping it to the ground. The two of them looked at each other, sizing each other up, the wolf dog baring its teeth by the good guy’s side, and I thought, This is dangerous. Junior was looking actually threatening now, but the new guy was scarier, grim and expressionless, just waiting.

Then Lian ran out of her law office across the street with her pink taser, and Coral was at my side with a long, skinny knife I was pretty sure she’d pulled out of her hat and then out of Junior’s arm, and Poppy came out of the shop with Ozzie’s shotgun, which was a nice gesture but useless since I’d taken the shells out a long time ago.

“I called Pike!” Lian yelled, and I glared at Junior.

“Pike’s the local law, and you hit me in front of witnesses,” I snarled, the side of my face aching from his blow. “And my friends are armed and dangerous. I’d leave if I were you.”

Junior ignored me, staring at the new guy, who stared back, expressionless, almost bored, like he didn’t give a damn. Then a dark window in the rear of a large SUV across the street powered down, and a woman’s low voice called out. “Joseph Junior. Enough.”

Junior said, “I’ll be back for what’s mine,” and walked to the car. He opened the passenger door, and the woman said, “Go, Jane,” and the car was moving before he shut the door.

Lian reached us, breathless, taser at the ready. “I saw what happened. Are you okay, Rose?”

“Yes.” I said, ignoring my throbbing cheek as I watched the massive car roll down State Street. “Did you really call Pike?”

“Yes. As soon as I saw that guy hit you, I yelled ‘Oddities!’ into the phone and grabbed my taser.” Lian looked at the new guy. “And you are?”

He nodded at her once as he picked up his pack and shouldered it. “Just passing through. You ladies have a nice day.”

“Wait!” Poppy called and came down the steps with her shotgun. “Your dog⁠—”

“Wait!” I said at the same time, feeling guilty now. The guy had helped and I’d snapped at him, the least I could do was . . . something. Offer him a drink? Lasagna? My body?

Okay, that last one was Coral’s fault.

But he really was sort of attractive, if you liked serious, dusty, underfed, expressionless, middle-aged men with cheekbones and an overwhelming aura of gravity and menace who looked like trouble but rescued you.

Which, evidently, I did. Weird how after years of going with “men are the devil,” I was suddenly having possibly warm feelings for somebody who looked devil-adjacent.

So of course, he shook his head at Poppy, nodded to me, and walked away with his dog—not a wolf, I could see now, but big and dark—down State Street, the same route the Mercedes had taken, his back straight and his stride strong except for a slight limp on his right side. He was evidently not having warm feelings about me.

“Stripes,” Poppy said.

That’s the family code for danger. I used to panic and Ozzie would say, “Rose, if you hear hoofbeats, think horses, not zebras. Unless you see stripes. Then come get me.” So our code for danger has always been “stripes.” Except now we couldn’t get Ozzie. Damn it.

“That dog hasn’t been brushed in months,” Poppy said severely. “That’s neglect.” She handed me the shotgun and started down the street after the guy and his dog.

This was all wrong. Ozzie dies, Coral comes in looking like First Mourner, a jackass in a Mercedes tries to take my home, and then Trouble with a wolf shows up just in time to protect me?

No. Poppy was right, we were looking at stripes.

“What the hell is going on?” Lian asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking down the street after the stranger. “But I don’t like any of it.” Except maybe him.

Except I have terrible taste in men, so not him.

I looked around for Coral but she’d disappeared, which was not like her, not in the midst of drama.

“You know,” Lian said, watching the stranger, “that guy was attractive in an experienced Johnny Cash man-in-black kind of way.”

“He didn’t look anything at all like Johnny Cash.” Springsteen, maybe.

“No, the vibe,” Lian was saying. “Like he had been interesting places and done dangerous things. I find that very hot.”

“Then stop dating younger men.”

Lian waved that away. “So what are you going to do about this?”

I gave it two seconds’ thought. “Go after Poppy so she doesn’t annoy that last guy about his dog. Lift his wallet to find out who he is and why he was in town just in time to interfere with Junior because two strangers here in the same ten minutes is suspicious. Put the lasagna in the oven so we have dinner tonight.” I looked at Lian. “Thank you for coming to tase the enemy. You are a good, true friend.”

“Here.” She handed me the taser. “In case a stranger gets ugly again. That last guy was not ugly, but if he catches you in mid-lift of his wallet, that might change.” She looked off down the street. “No, he still wouldn’t be ugly.”

“He’s too old for you,” I said and handed her the empty shotgun so I could go hunt zebras.


CHAPTER 2
[image: ]



Iheaded to the post office with my dog, Maggs, to pick up the package that my old boss had sent to this oddly named town of Rocky Start and to get away from the four women and the SUV.

Maggs and I had been shadow-walking just off the Appalachian Trail for months, following along beside it through the woods while avoiding the people on the main trail as much as possible, and today we’d headed for the town Herc had sent my boots to. It was a pretty little place, off to itself in the woods, spread out for a half mile covering a flat bend in the river away from the highway. When we got into town, I heard some shouting from a store, and then a guy stumbled backwards out of the door, dragging a crazy lady swinging a black statue. Parked across the street was a big black Mercedes with the subtle, but important, modifications indicating it was armored, its windows tinted and engine running.

All of that seemed odd, but none of it was my problem.

But then he backhanded her. I don’t care who started it or who was in the right or wrong, you don’t hit women. You might have to kill one if she’s trying to kill you, but that’s a different scenario. I went closer, noting that the woman was a furious, middle-aged version of the girl-next-door, all curly dark hair and flashing dark eyes. Cute in a she-demon kind of way, but then I’d been on the trail for months; some trees were looking good to me. I didn’t know who the guy was, but he had a telltale bulge under his jacket on his right hip.

He was reaching for that bulge as she swung the statue toward his balls, so I grabbed the guy’s collar and pulled him backward and behind me into the street to save both of them, just as a middle-aged Asian-American woman carrying a taser came bursting out of an office behind the SUV, yelling something about a pike.

The guy rolled to his feet while the crazy-lady-next-door bitched at me for saving her, and then Maggs barked and she said, “Behind you,” and I had to deal with the jerk as he charged me. I got him with a leg sweep but he handled it like a pro, going with the fall, rolling and immediately back on his feet.

I dumped the ruck and we were squaring off when a woman in the Mercedes called out and brought him to heel and he left, so he probably had some mother issues. Those are the worst. The SUV drove off, smooth on a jacked-up suspension to handle the weight, the powerful engine rumbling, so that problem was gone.

Two more women had come out of the shop, a dark-haired teenager who was obviously not afraid to use a shotgun and an older, stacked woman in a big black hat who was holding a small version of the classic Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife in a way that showed she knew how to use it. And then there was the Asian-American woman in the sharp suit with a pink taser in her hand and a look on her face that said somebody was going to die. And weirdest of all, the feisty, grown-up girl-next-door, blazing eyes and dark curls bouncing, swinging what appeared to be the Maltese Falcon. That last was a new one to me, and I’d seen a lot of weapons in my life. Being wise to the ways of the world, particularly those that involved danger, I moved on down the street, away from the quartet of females ready to inflict pain.

Definitely not going back there.

I continued down the main drag. There was no sign of the Mercedes; it had turned, probably heading out of town if the people in it had any sense. All I could see was a handful of folks going about their business, most of them middle-aged or older. Rocky Start did not look like the kind of place that kept its young. The trees were turning at the higher elevations, and it was going to be a beautiful fall here in a week or two, but it would also be beautiful miles down the A.T. where I planned on being shortly, where there would probably be fewer armed women.

The guy bothered me. He was definitely hinky. The woman must have caught him by surprise—who expects a Maltese Falcon?—but he’d recovered nicely and the stance he’d assumed to face me spoke of someone who’d had training, but not enough since his foot placement was slightly off and he’d run into the leg sweep at full speed.

The armored Mercedes also bothered me. It did not belong here. Very Important People rode in those, particularly VIPs who were worried about threats to their well-being. I knew because I’d taken down one or two in my time and also ridden in them on protective gigs.

Still, not my business.

I checked my map app and found out there were two post offices because the town was bisected by the state line between Tennessee on the north and North Carolina on the south where the jagged line that separated the two states ran east-west for a mile or so. That explained the blue line running down the center of the appropriately named State Street and evidently up through the building called “Oddities” behind me. Two post offices seemed extreme, but I’d done contract work for the government and knew redundancy and stupidity were built into all elements of the bureaucracy. It had kept the country running this long through a lot of shit, so who am I to complain? Plus, it had paid me pretty well for many years.

I noticed several onlookers who’d come out of the storefronts during the kerfuffle, the most notable of which were an older Black woman dressed in a white suit in front of Merriweather’s Funeral Home, and across the street, a big, doofus-looking guy wearing glasses, headphones, and a black suit. He had come out of the place called Nice Funerals. I was wondering if the two of them were waiting to see if there would be any business. Both eyeballed me as I walked the line down the middle of the street, as if measuring me for a wood box.

So. Two post offices and two competing funeral homes. What the hell kind of town was this? Because there wasn’t much of a town outside of this main drag. None of the buildings were higher than two stories, most of them old and worn brick, the ground floors being small mom and pop shops. The place dated back at least a century when these mountains had been harvested for timber before that same bureaucratic government stepped in and made things like national parks and national forests. Score one for the bean counters and bureaucracy.

The two POs were directly across the street from each other, and North Carolina had a CLOSED sign on the door. Tennessee won by default, although I had little doubt that my boots had been shipped to the North Carolina side because that was my life.

Maggs and I stopped at the Tennessee PO, and I signaled for her to wait outside the door and went in. There was no one behind the counter, but there was a bell. Before I tapped it, given the weirdness I’d already seen here, I surveyed the place, noting a pair of expensive cameras in the far corners of the room. Pretty high-tech for a small town. Then I leaned over the counter to take a look. Nothing suspicious to see except an M1014 Benelli semi-automatic shotgun with a collapsible stock in a specially made sheath, ready for quick deployment. Not standard post office issue. Last I’d seen one, it had been issued to Special Operations close-quarters battle teams for sweeping rooms with a half dozen blasts as fast as one could pull the trigger. I hoped my package wasn’t postage due.

I lightly tapped the bell. It took several seconds, then an older fellow in USPS uniform—blue shorts, white shirt, plus gray hair and bushy white eyebrows—came out. He looked me up and down, then nodded and swallowed, dabbing his lips with the napkin tucked in his collar, which was already crowded with a bow tie.

“Max Reddy?”

I tensed, half expecting dark figures to lunge out of the shadows. “Yes.”

“We received your package yesterday.”

I had to ask, although I didn’t want to. “How do you know it’s mine?”

“The wife and I know everyone in town and the package was sent care of the post office to someone we never heard of. Max Reddy. So we figured it was a stranger passing through. We don’t get many strangers. Passing through. None staying. You are him, right?”

“I am he,” I said, for lack of anything else and noting the emphasis on “none staying.” So far, this wasn’t turning out to be a friendly town. I waited for Postmaster Lionel Ferrell (according to his name tag) to produce the package, but he just stared at me.

“The package?” I finally prodded.

“Oh,” he said, as if surprised. “It was sent to Rocky Start, North Carolina. Across the street. My wife has it there.”

“That post office is closed.”

“Yep,” he said. “Postmistress is out doing the route. We flip every morning for that. She lost today. Made her none too happy, not that she’s ever happy. A grim woman, she is.”

“Could you perhaps get it for me?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nope. Not my jurisdiction. The United States Post Office is a branch of the federal government, son, and as such we are governed by very strict laws regarding the storage and delivery of mail.” He said this by rote, bored and apparently willing to ignore the coin flip thing, which most certainly wasn’t in the official manual.

The door opened behind me and the young shotgun girl came in, sans weapon, looking like she owned the place. Maggs padded in after her from the porch. Which Maggs isn’t supposed to do. I waited for Ferrell to throw a fit about the dog being inside. I was, of course, wrong.

“Hiya, Poppy,” Ferrell said, changing demeanor in a flash.

The girl smiled at him. “Hiya, Mr. Ferrell.” Then she transferred her big brown eyes to me and lost her smile. “You’re not taking care of your dog. She hasn’t been groomed in a long time and she looks underweight. What’s her name?”

“Maggs. But⁠—”

She shook her head. “Let me help clean Maggs up and feed her; I’m good at that.”

“Yep,” Mr. Ferrell agreed. “Poppy’s pretty much the town vet these days since that moron Alfie ran off to Peru with his assistant. Louise.” He said the name with loathing. “I give it a couple of weeks and he’ll be back, tail between his legs, poorer and no wiser. No Louise, neither.” He looked at me. “She’s a dangerous woman, that Louise, with her womanly wiles.” He shook his head. “Women. They’ll turn on you in a second. No offense,” he added to Poppy.

“None taken,” she said cheerfully.

“I’ll see to Maggs,” I said, irritated by the accusation that I wasn’t taking care of my dog, even though the girl was right about the lack of grooming, although the same could be said of me. I turned back to the postmaster. “Could you unlock the door across the street so I can get my package?”

He shook his head. “The wife doesn’t like me messing with her stuff. She doesn’t like me much in general right now. That woman can carry a grudge. She should be back before dinner.”

I sighed. “You want me out of town? Get my package and I’m gone.”

He looked at me keenly. “You here because of Oz?”

“What’s Oz?”

“Not what. Who. Friend of ours.” Ferrell nodded at Poppy, whose smile faded. “Died two days ago. Terrible thing, but he was getting on in years. Just keeled over. Message there for all of us.” He pursed his lips. “I hear tell there’s some stranger in town claiming to be Oz’s son, giving Rose at Oddities some trouble. That you?”

“Nope,” I said, and beside me Poppy shook her head vigorously in support, which helped alleviate some of my irritation.

“Good,” Ferrell said. “Don’t like vultures winging into town. Not much for strangers either.”

No shit. “Could I just get my package?” I pointed at my toe sticking out of the boot. “It’s boots. I need them.”

Poppy made a small distressed sound as she looked down.

Ferrell’s chin went up. “I also hear there’s a fellow who ran off the man claiming to be Oz’s son. That you?”

“Apparently.”

“Yes, it’s him, he’s the good guy,” Poppy said firmly. “But now I need to clean his dog up and feed her as a thank you.”

I said, “No,” but the door opened again, and this time it was Feisty, out of breath and bosom heaving, her cheek red from where that jerk had hit her. “Hi, Lionel,” she said cheerfully, and Lionel grinned and said, “Hiya, Rose. Looking good.”

“Thank you, Lionel,” she said, practically twinkling at him. Just a cute woman in an apron who’d tried to beat a guy up with a Maltese Falcon and was now holding a taser.

And smiling at me.

I really needed to get out of this town.
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I’d tried to make a plan as I’d followed Poppy and the new guy up State Street. First, I had to get a grip on my anger and outrage at getting hit by a guy trying to scam me. Anger and outrage are not attractive or charming, which is what I needed to be to get through life. It’s the “Cheery Boost” thing.

Poppy did not intend to become Cheery Boost Two, which I agreed with. She didn’t understand that I was Cheery Boost One to keep her safe and fed so that she could grow up and leave Rocky Start and be whatever she wanted to be and never come back. She was heading to college in August, and once she was gone, living her best life someplace exciting and full of possibilities, I intended to become Resting Bitch Face and probably starve to death, but at least I wouldn’t have to be fucking cheerful about it.

The new guy and Lionel Ferrell were having a stare down when I walked in, which wasn’t good. I didn’t need this guy annoyed. Poppy was kneeling next to the dog, which probably also wasn’t helping.

Lionel said to the good guy, “So you planning on staying long?”

The new guy shook his head. “I’ll be gone once I get my boots. Sooner I get the boots, the sooner I can be on my way. Not staying. Don’t want to stay.”

“And after I take care of your dog,” Poppy said. “Please?”

“No, thank you,” he said, so I put my hand on his sleeve and smiled up at him. Cheery Boost at work. Always.

“Poppy will take good care of her,” I told him, upping the wattage on the Cheery.

It didn’t do a thing for him. “Maggs stays with me.”

Poppy started to protest, and I said, “Go home, Poppy, the man wants his dog with him.”

“But—”

“Stripes.”

Poppy huffed and got to her feet and went out the door, and I held out my hand to the new guy, smiling, of course. “Hello. I’m Rose Malone. And you are?”

He looked at my hand as if having an internal debate, then sighed and took it. “Max Reddy.” He dropped my hand and turned back to Lionel. “About my boots?”

Lionel looked at Max. “I told you, I can’t get your package because it’s in North Carolina.”

“You mean across the road.” Max closed his eyes for a moment, and that’s when I saw my chance to get close enough to lift his wallet to see if he and Junior were in this thing together.

Yes, I have trust issues.

“Lionel.” I leaned on the counter beside Max Reddy, brushing his sleeve. If men didn’t like it when you moved in close, they moved away.

Max Reddy did not move away.

Lionel frowned at me.

I smiled up at him, not easy when you’re 5’9” and the guy you’re smiling up at is 5’8”, but I have skills. Here’s a tip: Leaning across a counter makes you shorter. “This man just saved me from somebody who hit me. I mean, look at my cheek! Max Reddy is a hero.” I leaned closer, which made me even shorter. “The government should reward heroes. You’re the government here, Lionel. You have the power to get him his boots. C’mon, be a hero, too. All he wants is the package that is legally his.” I smiled again, looking up at him from under my eyelashes, just between us, a secret we could share. It’s a trick so old it has whiskers, but it always works.

“You know how Dottie gets,” Lionel said to me, but I could see a smile breaking through. He was a cheating husband; they always respond to flirting with women who aren’t their wives. Dottie was going to kill him for invading her space, of course, but that was his problem. My problem was getting Max’s boots for him so he’d trust me so I could steal his wallet.

“Lionel.” I leaned a little closer to Max, a little farther across the counter, too, tilted my head, and hit Lionel with my smile and my dimples. Those dimples are worth their weight in moisturizer. “You’re not afraid of Dottie. I don’t believe that for a second. A tough veteran like you? You’ve faced down much worse. And this hero needs his package. I bet anything he’s ex-military; all you guys have that devastating confidence. He’s your fellow soldier, Lionel. Esprit de corps. And he really needs his package. C’mon, man. Be a hero. Get this guy his boots.”

Lionel looked at me and sighed, probably knowing I wasn’t going to quit, and turned to Max. “You wanted some boots?”

“Yes,” Max said. “I wanted some boots.”

Lionel took the napkin out of his collar, and I said, “Wait,” and leaned closer to straighten his bow tie. It was a clip-on and I almost knocked it off as I fixed it, but Lionel seemed happy to have my hands that close to him and relaxed some.

When I had it straight, I patted him on the chest and said, “Looking good, Lionel,” and he beamed at me and grabbed his big key ring, lifted the countertop, and headed across the street at a run, probably trying to get there and back before Dottie caught him.

When he was out the door, Max looked at me, grim as ever. “Don’t bother trying that on me, it’s not going to work.”

I gave him my best smile. “Of course not, I can tell you don’t charm that easily.” I watched him relax a little. Compliments often did that for men. “That was a big ask, for Lionel to invade Dottie’s territory.” I looked across the street where Lionel was at the door, unlocking it. “I lied, he couldn’t take Dottie in a fight. Actually, I think he thought that was a plus in the beginning. Lionel likes strong women.”

Max frowned at me.

“They’re divorcing,” I told him. “It’s played merry hell with the mail. Some days, nothing gets delivered if they’re really feuding and don’t do the coin flip.” I moved a little closer. “So anyway, thank you very much for defenestrating Junior. Or whatever throwing somebody into a street is. I was rude back there, and you were helpful. I apologize. It was my pleasure to charm Lionel for your boots in return, don’t mention it.” Then I stopped. “But I really did have that.”

His expression didn’t change. “He had a gun and he was going for it. And you weren’t armed.” He looked at Lian’s taser in my hand. “Then.”

Junior had a gun? Maybe I hadn’t had that. Stop doubting yourself, Rose, you had a Maltese Falcon. “I just needed to thank you.” I smiled and flashed the dimples again.

He was still frowning, negating all my dimple power, which was just wrong. I mean, I’m not young anymore, and I never was a beauty, but when I put my back into it, I can be cute as all hell.

“That guy who hit you said he was coming back,” Max said after a few moments of silence. “Why was he going to shoot you?”

“I hit him with the Maltese Falcon. It’s a movie prop⁠—”

He shook his head “I know what it is; why were you hitting him with it?”

“It was the first thing to hand⁠—”

“No, I meant⁠—”

Lionel came back into the office, out of breath from running, and handed a large Amazon box to Max. “You owe me, stranger. Good thing you’re just passing through.” He held out an electronic handheld device. “Sign here. You can use your finger.”

“Right.” Max slashed his forefinger across the screen while awkwardly holding the box.

“Have a nice day,” Lionel said in his usual, flat voice, a signal that his being nice was over and we could leave.

“You’re a sweetheart, Lionel,” I told him. “Dottie is a lucky woman.”

Lionel cheered up a little at the first part, but the mention of his wife’s name put the grumpy back.

Max opened the door for me and stepped back so I could go out first. What Coral would call “a real gentleman.” So I tripped and fell into him, and he caught me with his free hand, jamming his foot against the door to keep it from closing, and I looked up and met his eyes and he really was grimly attractive, and for half a second I forgot why I’d fallen. I mean, I came to my senses fast, we needed to know more about this guy, but there for a moment, it was just nice to have somebody’s hands on me. Especially his.

I said, “Sorry,” and patted his chest while I pinched his wallet between two fingers, and he moved away from me to call Maggs as I straightened, which pulled the wallet from his jacket as I turned my back to him to drop it into my left-hand apron pocket. I went outside, and he and Maggs came out, too, and he closed the door behind us. “I didn’t know about the gun,” I told him. “So. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“You know, Poppy would take good care of Maggs,” I told him. “Comb her out and clean her up and feed her. She’d feel so much better. You know where we are, right?” I pointed down the street to the shop, back the way I’d come. “That blue line runs down State Street and ends right at the shop. Goes through the shop, actually. You can’t miss it. I can walk her down there while you put on your boots. It’s the least we can do for your help.”

If I took Maggs to Poppy, I could give him back his wallet when he came to get her after I checked it out. I’m not a thief.

He shook his head and sat down on the curb just as Pike’s truck rolled to a stop next to him, missing his feet by inches. He didn’t flinch.

We don’t know if Pike is officially the law. He has a badge he keeps in a pocket, but I understand you can buy those online. He’s one of those guys who’s not so much elderly as seasoned, as if the years have worn away all the weakness and just left this teak-tough ancient force of nature that nobody messes with. He and Ozzie definitely ran Rocky Start together, so whether or not Pike is official law enforcement is kind of moot. It’s his law and he enforces it.

Pike looked down at Max now. “This the guy who helped you, Rose?”

“Hey, Pike,” I said, moving to the window. “This is the guy. Do not maim him.”

Pike shook his head. “Go home, Rose. I need to talk to him.”

“Do not hurt him,” I said. “I mean it, Pike. He helped me. That guy who hit me had a gun.”

Pike frowned. “He did?”

I nodded. “He drove off in a big SUV after telling me he was Ozzie’s son. Did Ozzie have a son?”

Pike ignored that. “What kind of gun?”

Like I’d know. I am personally anti-gun. I looked down at Max, who was reaching inside his own coat to pull out a very sharp knife. So that was two people carrying concealed knives in less than an hour. Plus Junior with a gun. Of course, I was carrying a taser.

Welcome to Rocky Start.

“It was a Browning Hi-Power in a hip holster on the right side,” he told Pike.

Pike stared at him. Max started to cut the tape on his box, ignoring him, which isn’t easy. Pike has a very sharp stare.

Max added, “They were in a black Mercedes G63. Ballistic protection, heavy suspension for the armor, souped-up engine, probably run-flat tires.”

“You know this how?” Pike asked.

“I have eyes.”

“That so?” Pike said.

“That’s so,” Max said.

“Rose?” Pike said to me, his voice flat.

“Yes?”

“I left a shirt at Coral’s that needs some mending. Now would be good, please.”

“Of course,” I said. “But⁠—”

“Rose,” he said.

I sighed, knowing what was coming. “Yes, Pike.”

“Go home.”

Right. Okay. I leaned over Max as he slit open the box. “Really sorry about this,” I whispered.

I started back down the street at a good clip as Pike said to Max, “You got a name? Any ID?”

Great, now the guy would look for his ID. I wanted to make it back to the shop before he noticed his wallet was missing, him being the observant sort—there was a gun?—but then he called, “Wait a minute, Rose,” and he walked over to join me, looking stern. Grimly stern. Didn’t this guy ever smile?

“My wallet,” he said.

I immediately moved into this-is-my-innocent-face. “Hmmm?”

“Cute. Give me my wallet, or I will take it.”

“I don’t know—” I started and then I stopped because he was patting me down. Everywhere. He hit the left apron pocket just as he was getting to my good parts, so that was a letdown⁠—

“If you wanted to see the wallet, all you had to do was ask,” Max said as he took his back.

“Really?” I said.

“No.”

“That’s what I thought.” I put my hands on my hips, trying for the spunky little woman this time since innocence wasn’t working. Well, the spunky little woman who was 5’9”, but still such a cute archetype; you’d have to forgive a spunky little woman⁠—

“Don’t do that again,” he said and I gave up on the spunky little woman, too.

“I wasn’t after your money,” I said, trying for outraged virtue.

“I know,” Max said.

“I just wanted to know more about you.”

He leaned forward then, almost nose to nose with me, and said, “You don’t need to know more about me.”

His dark eyes were hot on mine, and that’s when I began to think seriously about sleeping with him. Because men will tell you anything if you’re naked, not because I wanted him, I’d given that up a long time ago when I’d realized that I had a genius for finding the only cheating alcoholic in a room full of good men, and when that happens to you two or three or four times, you just say, “The hell with this,” and concentrate on being a single mother and selling odd secondhand⁠—

He narrowed his eyes at me, and I realized that being naked might not work with Max, either, him being the suspicious type, so I put my hands on his chest to hold him off and when he moved away, I lifted his wallet again.

Maybe I could get him to pat me down again, too. That was fun.

“Whatever you’re planning, the answer is no,” Max said.

“That’s really mean,” I said, and walked away with his wallet.
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Iwatched Rose go down the street for a moment, ignoring the old guy glaring at me from his truck. She was kind of hot, braless as she was under that loose dress—you can find out a lot when you’re searching for a wallet—and she had a nice swing to her step as she walked away. Insane and definitely bent, but cute. Then I looked at the old man in the truck who seemed impatient and apparently knew what a Mercedes G63 was, so I retrieved the shoe box from inside the Amazon box and sat on the curb again. I tugged off my old boots and replaced them, wiggling my toes, reveling in the feel. Sometimes it’s the little things in life. I laced up and shoved the old boots into the box. I should have changed out the socks, too—you learn that early in the Infantry—but the old guy was getting testy and I didn’t want to dig through my ruck in front of him.

He was still frowning at me as I stood. “Where you headed?”

“Back to the A.T.”

“Get in. I’ll give you a lift to the highway.” This had echoes of the opening to Rambo, except I was too old and too tired to burn the town down and my knife was a lot smaller. More useful, but definitely smaller.

I tossed the box with my old boots in a nearby trash can, put my ruck in the bed of the pickup, opened the door, signaled for Maggs to get in, and climbed aboard the old rust-colored truck. Maggs sat between us on the bench seat and I noticed she did smell a little raw. The girl was right. Maggs could use a good cleaning up. Of course, so could I.

Pike was rolling before I had the door shut, but he wasn’t moving fast as he did a leisurely U-turn to go back up the main drag. I noticed a pistol in an open-top holster bolted to the driver’s-side door, within easy reach of his hand and ready to be pulled. He noticed that I noticed.

“Name’s Pike. I’m the law.” He shot me a glance. “And you are?”

I’d had to give my name to Ferrell to get my boots—and I was pretty sure it was all over town by now given the speed of the local grapevine—so I said, “Max Reddy.”

“Where you coming from?”

“Up north.”

“Where you going?”

“Down south.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, stopping at the lone stop sign on State Street and turning to look me over. “We don’t get many strangers here. No A.T. through-hikers. Town’s too far off the trail.” He made it sound like I’d broken the law.

And we weren’t moving. Probably so Pike could stare at me. I noticed in the side mirror that Rose was on the sidewalk, slightly behind us now, and thought it interesting he hadn’t invited her in for the ride, although it would have been a tight fit with Pike, Maggs, me, and her. That would have been even more interesting.

“I meander,” I told Pike, taking my eyes off the mirror.

“You meander,” he said as if evaluating the statement. “So, you’re walking the trail, is what you’re claiming.”

“Yes,” I said, watching as Rose swung by, passing us. A lot of energy in that woman. Hips that moved, too.

“There aren’t many trails from here to the A.T. so you have to move cross-country, which is tough bushwhacking in these hills.” He nodded his head toward the west. “A.T. is five miles yonder where it cuts this road. Hikers resupply in Bearton farther down the line. Post office there is just a half mile off-trail. They welcome through-hikers.”

The implication there was obvious.

Pike went on. “Either you’re really lost or up to something.”

I pointed down. “My boots were mailed here.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

He was studying me now and those eyes were keen, but after several moments, he put the truck in gear and drove through the intersection, arriving at the end of the street just as Rose was going into her store. He waved to her, made a U-turn, drove back down the street, turned left at the end and drove out to the highway. When we got there, he pulled off the road to let me out.

“Thank you,” I said, opening the door.

His next words got my attention. “I expect you’ll be moving on right quick now, won’t you, stranger?”

Subtle he wasn’t. “Did you find the guy claiming to be this Oz’s son?” I asked, trying to level the playing field.

“Funny thing about that,” Pike said. “I did not. He seems to have vanished.”

“Isn’t that kind of odd, given it’s your town and it’s not that big and they were in a pretty conspicuous vehicle?”

“Do not push me, son.”

“I have no intention of doing so.” I got out of the truck and called Maggs to join me.

He nodded east down the road. “Keep going straight and you’ll hit where the A.T. crosses in about five miles,” he said. Then he grinned at me. It wasn’t heartwarming. “Got your wallet?”

I patted my pocket, and yes, it was gone. Great.

“Don’t be going back for it,” Pike warned.

“I have no plan to.” I nodded to him and grabbed the ruck out of the truck bed, and he pulled away laughing as I barely got it out. He pulled a hard U-turn and headed back the way we’d come.

There was a story there, and I was going to move on before I heard it. Rose could have the damn wallet. It didn’t have anything irreplaceable in it, just a cover ID and money, and I had more cash in the backpack. My old boss Herc could get me another valid, backstopped ID and mail it to my next pickup spot. Hopefully one closer to the trail and with fewer crazies.

I ignored Pike’s order to take the road to the A.T. since following the highway would take me even farther out of the way, not to mention involve me with too many people. I checked my app and found that back down the highway there was a forest road that ran behind the town, crossing the Little Melvin River which delineated the south boundary of Rocky Start. I shouldered my ruck and ambled back down the highway until I found the road in a clearing in the trees. I crossed into the woods. Past the town, I reached a one-lane, steel-trestle, wooden-planked bridge over the Little Melvin River, a fast-moving, dangerous-looking mountain stream. On the far side was a gravel and dirt road.

I crossed the bridge and stopped when Maggs went still. On the left, I saw a white, one-story cottage, shutters painted blue with a white picket fence, with a deep overgrown trench on the inside of the fence and a gated wood bridge over it. That was weird but it wasn’t enough to put Maggs on alert. Then I saw movement off to the side of the house, and a llama came out of the bushes and stared at me across the trench, clearly warning me off.

Yeah, a llama.

If anything tells you it’s time to move on, it’s when you start seeing llamas. I looked down at Maggs, who was staring at the beast now, her head cocked as if puzzled.

“I don’t blame you,” I said. “Let’s keep moving.”

I crossed another one-lane bridge over a stream, then found a narrow trail branching more to the west, and I took that so we could shadow the main trail again. Maggs moved parallel to me but off-trail to the left, which was her way.

About ten minutes later, I hit the tripwire.
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Ihad walked back to the shop, trying to get myself to calm down. My plan was to put the CLOSED sign out again because I was not in the mood to have somebody like Mrs. Baumgarten come in and try to bargain me down a dollar on a two-dollar teacup. Mrs. Baumgarten is a sweet old lady, but that does not stop her from being a very sharp bargainer, so she’s good exercise for my brain and usually a lot of fun—she keeps a llama as a support animal, I think that says it all—but not today. I had wallets to check.

My cheek throbbed and I added “ice and arnica” to my to-do list.

When I opened the front door to go into the shop, the first thing I saw was Coral, coming in from the kitchen with a plastic bag in her hand. The plastic bag had her very thin knife in it—apparently the knife had been holding her picture hat in place—and I rethought whether the hat needed a crow. After meeting Junior, I decided a skinny knife was better. From now on, all my picture hats were going to have skinny knives. Of course, first I was going to have to get a picture hat. And a skinny knife.

Coral nodded at me, her hat bobbing, and I decided that it still needed a crow. The thing was huge. Room for a crow, a skinny knife, and probably a bat and an automatic weapon.

“You had a knife in your hat?" I said to Coral.

“Women should always carry protection. It’s a dangerous world.” She sounded grim and very un-Coral-like. “And this town just got a lot more dangerous.”

“That really was Ozzie in that picture?”

She nodded. “We need to tell Pike we have got Outsiders.”

“I saw him. He knows. And now we also have wallets.” I pulled Junior’s wallet out of my right apron pocket and Max’s out of my left—good thing he’d stopped searching when he’d found his—and she looked over my shoulder as I went through them. Lots of cash in both, no credit cards in either, driver’s license in both; but Junior’s also had a condom (bleah), the DNA report along with that picture of Ozzie and the vampire, and a keycard to the best hotel in Bearton (which wasn’t saying much).

Ozzie had always carried cash. No credit cards. Not even a driver’s license.

Junior’s license said, “Joseph Oswald-Stafford, Junior.” His picture looked like an actor, all varnished to look pretty as he smiled at the camera. His address was an apartment in DC.

Max Reddy’s license picture was pretty much just Max Reddy, craggy and unsmiling, grim and dangerous, but with more meat on his bones and looking really irritated to have his picture taken, basically a mugshot. His address was in Colorado. Some town I’d never heard of.

So they were from different places. That was something. Not much, they could still be working together, but something.

“Stafford,” Coral snarled, looking at Junior’s license.

“You know him?”

“No, but I have heard of Serena Stafford. Ruthless bitch. If that’s his mother, she’s trouble.”

“Max told Pike that the SUV had ballistic protection,” I said. Whatever that meant.

Coral nodded. “It rode that way. Who is Max?”

The old yellow wall phone behind the counter rang.

“Max is the guy who threw Junior into the street,” I said, and Coral cooed approvingly as she tucked the bagged knife in her purse.

I put everything back in the wallets and then put Max’s in my big apron pocket. The phone rang again, so I went around the counter and answered it. “Oddities.”

“Rose, I just heard about Oz,” Barry, Ozzie’s lawyer, said, his gravelly, whisky-scarred voice coming through the line in a growl. “I’ll be back in town day after tomorrow.”

“Back in town? Where are you?”

“I’m in Atlanta,” Barry said. “We need to talk.”

Those words are never good. “Barry, did Ozzie leave a will?”

“He left instructions,” Barry said. “A big sealed envelope that I was to get from Pike and open in the presence of the people whose names are on the outside. I got the names so I could notify people. Your name’s there so this is your notification. Pike is bringing it for a reading the day after tomorrow at my office. Thursday, one o’clock.”

That was a relief, that Ozzie had actually made plans on the off chance he died.

“Did he make a will?” Coral asked me.

“I don’t know,” I told her. “Just the sealed envelope with names on it. Might be a will in it.”

“Was one of the names Norman’s?” Coral said. “If there is no will, then Norman is probably going to get the whole thing.”

“Norman?” That was appalling. Ozzie’s awful brother Norman getting his hands on Poppy’s and my home? “God, please, no.”

Coral reached for the phone, and I gave it to her. “Barry, did he mention a son? Was there a Stafford on the envelope?”

“Hi, Coral,” Barry said, and I was close enough I could hear him. “No, he didn’t have any kids. To the best of my knowledge,” he amended, as if afraid he might have to testify about it someday. Lian told me once that she didn’t think Barry had ever spent a day in court. As a lawyer. “No Stafford, either.”

“Ask about a funeral,” I told Coral, and she said, “Barry, did Oz say anything about what he wanted for a funeral?”

“No,” Barry said, “But Pike will know what Oz wanted.”

I took the phone back. “What about Norman? Is his name on the envelope?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, God,” Coral said. “I knew it.”

“You haven’t called him, have you?” I asked. A few seconds of silence meant that yes, he had called Ozzie’s brother. Really just hell. That meant I was going to have Norman the Moocher on my ass, too. “Who else is on that envelope?”

I heard rough voices in the background. They did not sound happy.

“I gotta go,” Barry said. “I’ll be back on Thursday. Meeting at my office at one.” And then there was just a dial tone.

“Gee, thanks,” I said into the dial tone.

“Now what are you going to do?” Coral said as I hung up.

“Put the lasagna in the oven. And go to Barry’s office at one the day after tomorrow.” I handed her Junior’s wallet. “Here, give this to Pike when he comes by tonight. Oh, and he said he had a shirt that needed mended, too.”

She took the wallet. “Come over later and I will give you tea while you mend. Want me to give him Max’s wallet, too?”

“No. If Max wants it, he can come here.”

Not that I wanted to see him again. But I had questions. And lasagna. And he looked hungry. A full stomach might lead to relaxing and chatting.

Coral smiled. “Excellent idea.”

I shook my head. “I just need some questions answered.”

Coral said, “That is not all you need,” and smiled wider as she went out the door with her bagged knife and Junior’s wallet.

I went out to the kitchen to deal with dinner and hit the ancient iPod that was out there. Poppy had asked for one for Christmas when she was eight, and Ozzie had bought her a new one every time a different version came out, sometimes repeating himself if they were different colors, so we probably had a dozen of them, scattered all over the house, including the one in the shop. He even had one in the car, full of Warren Zevon. At least, all I ever heard was “Roland, The Headless Thompson Gunner” or “Lawyers, Guns and Money” when he’d take the earbuds out to hear me say something.

I dialed up Lenka’s “Trouble is a Friend” again on impulse.

I didn’t look at the impulse. My subconscious is not something it’s healthy to examine too closely. I’m sure it had nothing to do with a guy named Max, who was definitely not going to be a friend and who I was probably never going to see again since, last time I looked, Pike was running him out of town.

Damn it.


CHAPTER 6
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The forest became quiet as I stood there, balanced on one foot. The good news: I hadn’t been killed immediately by an explosion because I hadn’t broken the wire since I’d spotted it a fraction of a second before my right foot touched it. My momentum, plus my fifty-pound backpack, caused me to stretch the wire, but my combat-honed, peace-dulled instincts stopped me before breaking it. I remained frozen in place, foot a couple of inches above the forest floor pressing against the wire, and considered my next move.

The bad news was that I was going to have to do something about this.

Looking left and right, I saw that the wire extended to trees on either side, went through green metal eyebolts screwed into the trees, made turns, and continued on as far as I could see, which explained why there’d been no big bang. It was an alarm, not an ambush.

There’s a limit to how long I can stand on one foot. I started to wobble. I slowly, very slowly, brought my foot back. I wondered about Maggs, but she was trained, having gone to school for a heck of a long time topped with a lot of real-world experience, to avoid such things as tripwires and stupid owners.

Technically, I didn’t own Maggs. It was more that she tolerated my existence. I took a quick glance to the left, and she was perfectly still just before the wire, staring at me with a look in her eyes I interpreted as “Nice move, genius.”

“A warning would have been nice,” I called to her.

She ignored that. She was a retired working dog, so she probably felt warnings were part of her old life.

Clear of the line, I looked about a bit more closely and spotted the reason for the alert line.

Ahead of me were swaths of cannabis, aka weed, sprouting where the undergrowth had been cleared out of a couple of acres hidden under the trees. It appeared most had been harvested, although a few plots remained. The plants were not there due to nature’s whims. Someone had planted them, and whoever it was probably didn’t want me wandering through. There were PVC irrigation lines painted in camouflage running through the vegetation.

Great. Now I was in Narcos.

I considered turning back, but that would mean going back to the road and making an even bigger detour from the Appalachian Trail than I already had. I was tired and grouchy and hungry, and there were a lot of weapons back in that town.

I stepped over the wire and continued on, a bit warier. Maggs lightly hopped over the line, which she hadn’t hit in the first place. Because.

I envision my innate warning system like a Geiger counter, and right then it was doing a slow, low clicking in my head. I didn’t think weed was legal in North Carolina or Tennessee. I hadn’t bothered to check the news since starting the trail months earlier, so maybe something had changed and pot was legal in one of those states. Maybe aliens had invaded. Maybe world peace had broken out and everybody was high.

I was doubtful on all three, particularly the last one. I just wanted to keep my own peace.

Sometimes I wonder if I’m living in some sort of sadistic simulation and whoever was running it liked to mess with me because as soon as I thought about peace, two young men, almost boys, appeared to my right front at twenty meters, one of them carrying an AK-47, the silhouette of the assault rifle unmistakable and one I’d seen far too often in my past. Carrying one was legal in both states, as opposed to growing weed, which is a head-scratcher if you think about it. They saw me at the same time I saw them.

They appeared related, solidly built with the same thick black hair, probably brothers. I sighed, debating whether to turn back to Rocky Start. I glanced over and saw Maggs on alert. I gave her a quick hand signal to lay low and remain in place because people often mistook her for a wolf. She crouched down and disappeared from sight in the undergrowth.

“Hey, you!” the one with the AK called out.

I turned around, ready to backtrack, resigned to a big loop around.

“Hey, I’m talking to you! Stop!”

He was yelling at me. I’d walked away from people yelling orders many years ago, so⁠—

A shot rang out and I froze. I felt, more than heard, the snap of a bullet going by, supersonic. It wasn’t close. I knew what close was and, worse, what too close felt like, but still, it was a bullet.

I turned around, not drawing the pistol inside my light coat because once you draw a weapon you use it, and when you use it, you kill, and I wasn’t in the mood to kill at the moment. Or die. It was just weed, after all.

Plus, I’d sort of made a promise to myself that I would never kill again. I’d spent too many nights along the trail with just Maggs at my side reflecting on my life, and my ledger was too long and too bloody, no matter what the justification had been. Honestly, there were times that if I hadn’t had Maggs there and hadn’t been afraid of leaving her all alone in the wildness, I might have eaten my gun.

The two stopped about ten meters away. The guy with the AK looked a little surprised, as if he hadn’t meant to pull the trigger, which really didn’t matter because he had. His buddy was slightly behind him, apparently not armed. AK guy was holding the rifle at hip level, approximately aimed in my direction. Worse, his finger was still inside the trigger guard. They both were dressed in dungaree coveralls with t-shirts underneath.

“Geez, Reggie,” the unarmed one said, shaking his head. “Why’d you do that? You could have hit him.”

A genius at work. I held up both hands. “Sorry. I wandered off the A.T. Got lost. I’ll leave.”

“You a Fed?” Reggie asked, trying to regain some bluster.

Sure, a Fed just wandering around in the woods with a rucksack on his back. “I got lost,” I repeated.

Reggie was shaking his head. “No way, dude. Can’t have you going around telling people about the farm.”

The other boy looked at him. “Come on, Reggie, just let him go.”

After all I’d been through over the years, the concept of dying over a field of pot in the middle of bumfuck nowhere because a kid named Reggie was a paranoid moron seemed ludicrous. Then again, I’d seen people die over much less in much worse places. It would probably give the entity running my simulato a good chuckle before it moved on to tormenting someone else.

I tried once more. “I’m through-hiking the trail. I’ll be out of the area before you know it.”

Reggie looked back at his buddy. “He’ll rat us out, Marley. We aren’t nowhere near the trail.”

“Dude, he’s a stranger,” Marley said. “He got lost. Chill out.”

Reggie was uncertain, and uncertain people are more dangerous, especially when they have their finger on the trigger. A person who was certain would have already killed me or let me pass through without raising the stakes. Reggie was lost in a marijuana fog on a middle road that didn’t exist.

Reggie and Marley, the Weed Brothers.

“I don’t know, man,” Reggie said. “What do you think Pike would say if we let him go? He’d want us to protect the farm, and he said we should be extra careful now.”

Pike.

The local law grew pot. Pike had a weed farm and I’d just walked into it.

Great.

“We don’t tell him,” Marley was saying, which seemed reasonable to me.

Marley must have forgotten that his brother had fired a warning shot. Someone like Pike would notice the missing bullet. Details make all the difference.

“We’ll tie him up and see what Pike wants to do,” Reggie said. “He’s been real upset since Oz died. And you know what he says about Outsiders.”

He made the last word seem like a profanity and definitely capitalized. I half expected a banjo to start playing. I didn’t want to see what Pike wanted to do, I’d had enough of Pike, he’d made it very clear he didn’t want to see me again. And no one was going to tie me up.

I started walking toward the two, which surprised both. “I don’t want any trouble,” I said.

Five meters.

“Stop,” Reggie said uncertainly, waving the barrel of the AK back and forth as if it were some sort of magic warding stick, and Marley took a step back, watching me.

“Let me just do this,” I said, which further confused both of them. But Reggie still had that gun, finger twitching inside the trigger guard, and I knew I was going to have to get Maggs involved.

I whistled a two-tone note.

Maggs came fast and hard from the left, a big blur of fuzzy black streaking through the forest. She scared even me a little bit and we’d been together for two years. She was the fastest dog I’d ever seen; one second she was there, then next she was going for Reggie because she knew what a gun looked like and if it wasn’t in my hands, then it was a bad thing.

Maggs didn’t like bad things.

She leapt and that was when the Weed Brothers became aware of her, some latent caveman survival gene kicking in, though way too late. Maggs hit Reggie in the shoulder with her chest, her jaws clamping on his neck but not closing as her sixty-five pounds of muscle and bone and claw and tooth took him down before he was halfway turned toward her.

She whined in pain as she did so, which upset me.

Marley said, “No,” and ran to help his bud, but by then I was moving forward and had the Glock out, so I tapped the barrel hard against the side of his head, and he crumpled to the ground, out cold.

Reggie was on his back, whimpering in fear, or as much as he could with Maggs’ teeth on his throat, a command away from having it ripped open, and I slowed down.

They were just kids. My training and experience said to kill them, but common sense said they were idiots, not enemies.

Worried about Maggs’ whine of pain, I knelt next to Reggie.

“I didn’t want trouble,” I said in what I considered a reasonable tone. “I don’t want any more. There’s no such thing as a warning shot, son. If you remember that, you’ll be a better person for this encounter. I’m taking the gun because I don’t want to be shot in the back and you don’t know what you’re doing with it. If I see you again, I’ll kill you. No warning, no hesitation. Just stone-cold dead. Understand?”

He wanted to nod but was too afraid of Maggs, her mouth clamped over his throat.

“Blink twice if you understand,” I said.

What was he gonna do with fangs pressing on his carotid? He blinked twice.

“Blink twice if you agree.” Because understanding wasn’t necessarily assent.

He blinked twice.

I stood. “Release,” I said in a command voice and Maggs let go. She looked up at me with those big brown eyes that could make the stoutest heart melt, even while she was ripping out a throat. “Good dog.” I knelt and checked her while Reggie stayed down, watching, wide-eyed.

She’d caught her paw on the button of his coveralls, and it had dug in under her pad. There was some blood. Nothing major. I stood, hefting the AK, and walked past them toward the gravel road they’d been coming up since it headed in the right direction, hoping my day was going to get better.

I figured it couldn’t get much worse.

Yeah. I know. Silly me.


CHAPTER 7
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Iput the lasagna in the oven and some arnica on my bruised cheek and then went back out to the shop to put away the shotgun, which is when I saw my bottle, the one without a head.

I really wanted a head on that bottle. Why? I had no idea.

I’m not a trained artist, so my work is what’s called “Outsider Art,” untrained painting, or, in my case, 3D collage sculpture. assemblage. Oddities is a great place to do assemblage because it’s full of junk—great junk, but still junk—shelves and tables full of it, unopened boxes stashed everywhere. So when Ozzie had handed me the bottle with the paregoric label, I knew I had to have it, to make a figure of a woman, not sure what woman, just that it had to be a female. I’d got one of Poppy’s old doll heads out of one of the big boxes where I kept scavenged supplies—a head with dark hair, that seemed important—and found my bottle of acetone and wiped all the paint off her simpering plastic face until it was bare. That seemed right. A blank slate. Well, at least a blank face. I could relate: I’d been keeping that dumb smile on my face, a face wiped completely clean of real expression, for nineteen years.

When you’re making art, it’s best to follow your instincts like that, trusting your subconscious to clue you in later. I’d finished a series of six assemblage saints a couple of years ago, including Saint Sacrificia of the Church of I’ll-Just-Sit-Here-In-The-Dark, who had a naked, headless green body with flowers growing out of her neck and arms, her legs planted in a flower pot that said, “Bloom where everybody else is planted.” It wasn’t until it was done that I realized I was tired of taking care of people. There was a reason to give up art: unneeded self-knowledge.

But this one wasn’t a saint. This one was an ordinary woman with a blank plastic face over a glass body that had been full of paregoric. Fifty percent alcohol. My kind of medication. I’d never tried opium, but I was willing to. I didn’t know why this bottle woman had been full of that, but I knew it was important, like maybe her back was against the wall and she might lose everything and she had a kid to protect . . .

Self-portrait, I thought, which seemed selfish, making it all about me.

But when Ozzie had handed it to me, I was pretty sure what he’d meant was, “This looks like something you’d make something from.” I knew Poppy was worried because I’d stopped making things after the saints—there just didn’t seem to be any point to them, any point to me—and he’d probably given me the bottle so I’d get back to work and make her feel better.

And now, for the first time in a long time, I wanted to make something. I should make something to remember Ozzie, like anybody could ever forget Ozzie, but my first thought was selfish. So not like me⁠—

The door rattled and I looked through the window and saw Mrs. Baumgarten, who has a real lust for ugly teacups. I have no idea what she does with them. She lives with Fernanda, her support llama, and I doubt they’re having tea parties.

The CLOSED sign was up again, but as usual nobody was paying attention to that, so I went to let her in and smiled at her—Have a Cheery Boost, Mrs. B.!—and braced myself for teacup talk. She said something sweet to me because she always does, and then she cruised into the other rooms to scope out the ugly china, and I went back to my bottle.

I stared at the bottle, trying to imagine what I’d glue to it to make it me, and I couldn’t think of anything, probably because taking all the time from work and Poppy just to make an image of me would be . . .

“What are you making this time, Rose?” Mrs. Baumgarten said from the doorway to the side rooms. Her voice has this soft little trill to it. Mrs. B. is not faking her Cheery Boost.

“I’m not sure,” I lied. “I thought it might be . . .”

She nodded to encourage me.

“. . . a self-portrait, but that just seems like a waste of time, I mean I have so many other things⁠—”

Mrs. Baumgarten just looked interested. “What would you add to it to make it you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not going to do it. It would be a selfish use of my time.”

I could swear Mrs. B. wanted to roll her eyes, but she’s never rude and that would be rude. “Make the self-portrait, Rose,” she said. “Maybe you’ll find out some things about yourself.”

“I don’t need to know any more about myself,” I told her.

“Oh, dear, you do,” she said, the trill back in her voice. “I’ll come back tomorrow when you’re not busy.” She smiled and drifted out of the shop, and I thought, What the hell, Mrs. Baumgarten? and then looked at the bottle again.

It would be selfish, I thought, and then I thought, Why the hell not?

I’d been sacrificing for everybody else for so long, and I’m not sorry about that, Poppy and Ozzie were worth it, but to have something just for myself . . .

I want to be selfish, I thought and went and got a tube of silicone glue, which is what I should have used in the first place, and glued that naked-faced doll’s head to the bottle neck, now a woman with a blank face and an empty body.

No heart at all, I thought and decided she was going to get a heart at some point. It was the least I could do for her.

And while I sat holding the head in place, I thought again about what kinds of things I could add to it to make her me. That was the most I’d thought about me in years. Five minutes later, I let go of the head, which stayed on, but I’d only come up with one idea: poppies. Every Veterans Day, Ozzie would come back with bright red paper poppies and put them in a bag in the cupboard. There had to be dozens in there even though he always gave one to Poppy. So those paper flowers would represent both Ozzie and Poppy.

I got the bag and glued a row of the paper flowers around the bottom of the bottle. The foundation of my life. Which was now cracked because Ozzie was gone but still bright because Poppy was with me.

It did occur to me that defining myself by other people was still a kind of Cheery Boost, but at least it was a start.

Then I went to check on the lasagna.

Because Poppy had to eat.
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Maggs was limping, so when we were out of sight of the Weed Brothers and had reached a fork in the path, I shrugged off my rucksack. I broke down the AK-47, which took all of five seconds, which is why it’s very popular among the untrained, and slid the parts inside my ruck. I did notice, though, that the parts were clean.

I took a closer look at Maggs’ paw. It was bleeding worse. I pulled out the first aid kit and cleaned the wound as best I could, put some triple antibiotic in it, then bandaged it.

I stood up, shouldering my ruck. I checked to see how Maggs did with the bandage and of course, she promptly started to chew it off.

“No,” I said.

She looked at me for a moment, ran that command through her brain, decided nope, not in her skill set, then finished ripping the bandage off. She seemed very proud of that. Another game we could play.

Great.

I re-bandaged the paw, using all of the medical tape in my kit, plus a bit of duct tape that I kept for extreme emergencies, such as sucking chest wounds. Maggs took that as a challenge and lowered her head to chew.

“No!” I said in my best command voice, but I knew it was a losing battle. Maggs was a great dog but stubborn. She was going to tear that off and I had nothing left to put on it and it would get infected and . . .

Damn.

I looked left and could see that way curved downhill and back east, toward Rocky Start. The road I’d crossed the river on. To the right, the trail went uphill, in the direction of the A.T.

I tried to recall what Robert Frost had said about two roads diverging.

As if that were going to help me now.

“Come on,” I said and turned left to Rocky Start and Poppy the amateur vet. And my wallet. And Rose.

We hadn’t even made it to the main road before Maggs’ limp got worse. We only managed to make it to the bridge. “Stay,” I ordered Maggs.

She didn’t need the order but lay down, looking at me plaintively.

I pushed through the undergrowth along the south side of the river and hid my ruck. Then I made my way back to Maggs, picked her up, and staggered across the bridge on my way into town.
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I put Maggs down in front of the glass door to the shop. Rose looked up from behind the counter where she’d been looking at an old bottle and smiled at me, flashing those dimples again, and came to open the door. “Oh, welcome back!”

“About my wallet,” I said as I went in.

She opened her mouth to say something just as Poppy came in from the kitchen, opened a door to the side of the kitchen door to throw in some towels—I could hear a dryer thumping—and said, “The lasagna’s almost done.” Then she saw my dog. “Maggs!” The dog limped toward her, and Poppy turned furious eyes on me, all those dark curls practically turning to snakes as she glared. “She’s hurt!”

I sighed. “That’s why I brought her to you.”

“Well, you got that part right.” Poppy dismissed me without another look and opened the kitchen door. “C’mon, Maggs, let’s see what he’s done to you.”

“I didn’t—” I started, but Maggs was already through the door, so I turned back to Rose. “My wallet?”

“Oh?” She patted her apron and pulled it out. “Must have fallen out of your pocket.”

“Must have.”

I put it back in my pocket without checking it and then folded my arms and waited for a better explanation.

“What?” she said, all big-eyed innocence, but I could see the tension in her now. The bruise was darkening on her cheek, too, and I wanted to do something for her. Like shoot Junior.

“What’s going on here?” I could see her too-bright smile that meant she was starting to cook up a story and shook my head. “The truth, Rose.”

She stopped and started again and stopped, blinking at me, and then in a rush, she said, “Oh. Okay. Okay. So Ozzie, my boss and my landlord, died two days ago, and we have no idea what his wishes were, but Barry, Ozzie’s lawyer, has a sealed envelope but he doesn’t know what’s in the envelope but he’s coming back day after tomorrow to open it, assuming whoever he’s with doesn’t kill him, so I have to wait two days to find out if we’re homeless, evicted by Junior—the guy you threw into the street who says he now owns this place because he’s Ozzie’s secret baby—or by Norman—Ozzie’s brother, the most selfish person I have ever known, which believe me is saying something—and I know Coral or Pike or somebody will offer us a place to stay but this is our home, and I don’t know who Junior is, I don’t know who the person in the black car was, and I don’t know who you are, although I’m really hoping you’re not in cahoots with Junior, and I don’t know how to fix this.”

Her voice rose at the end, and she was holding onto the counter, breathing harder by the time she finished, truly upset.

I got the feeling that this wasn’t like Rose, that she was as surprised as I was by the outburst. Mostly I was startled by the “cahoots” thing. Actually, the whole thing was pretty overwhelming for a guy who’d been communing with trees for months. And before that, I hadn’t exactly been a social butterfly.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to verbally throw up on you. I think I’m more upset than I thought I was.” She took another deep breath and met my eyes. “Really, I’m usually very calm and . . . and . . . cheery.”

She kind of snarled the last word so I moved on.

“Cahoots?” I said, but upon reflection realized it was a smart deduction. “We are not in cahoots. I have no clue who that guy was.”

Rose shrugged. “Two strangers, showing up at the same time? I had to wonder. But you didn’t seem like you’d be pals.” She took a final deep breath and steadied herself, still obviously upset but in control again. “So, your dog is now in our kitchen with Poppy. This way.”

There was a shotgun on the counter, and she picked it up and led me back to the kitchen. Because of course a shotgun.

I could handle that better than words.
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Poppy was at the back of the room by the window with Maggs, so I walked over to them. A huge dark cat lounged on the shelf over the window, surveying the place like he owned it, and the late afternoon sunlight filtered in, and it was shabby and warm and smelled like tomatoes and spices, and I could see why Maggs and the cat were comfortable here. If I wasn’t careful, I could be comfortable here.

Comfortable was bad. We had to get on the way again, not lounge around soaking up rays. Especially around a woman with sticky fingers.

I heard something squeak behind me and turned to see Rose bending over an ancient stove as she opened its creaking door. She pulled out the rack and took foil off a huge pan of lasagna bubbling away. Then she put a pan of buttered bread on the rack below and closed everything back up again.

It smelled wonderful and looked really good.

Rose bending over looked even better.

See, this is why comfortable is bad. The woman had stolen my wallet, for God’s sake. Of course, she’d also given it back. Then she’d stolen it again. And given it back. Give and take. Edging dangerously close to a relationship there. Plus the verbal explosion. I’d gotten the feeling that Rose didn’t usually lose control and tell people things. I certainly wasn’t a person people confided in, although I had heard a few last words. They usually weren’t memorable.

I turned away from dangerous Rose to angry Poppy, who was fitting a cone over Maggs’ head. “A cone. Really?”

“She’ll chew the bandage off otherwise,” Poppy said, her “duh” left unexpressed. “She needs the wound covered until the antiseptic can do its job. She shouldn’t be walking on it at all.”

I looked down at her. “Thank you for taking care of Maggs, but we really need to be going⁠—”

“No, sir,” Poppy said and went back to bandaging now that Maggs couldn’t chew off her work.

I looked at Rose, who’d straightened after closing the oven and was watching us, back in control of herself, flushed from the heat. Definitely not from the guilt of lifting my wallet.

“Yeah,” she said. “Poppy’s a Capricorn. They’re like that. But she’s right, that paw needs a rest.” She looked back at the oven like she was making a major decision and then she said, “How about you stay and have lasagna with us and let Maggs rest for a couple of hours?” She hit me with that smile and those dimples again. “I make really good lasagna.”

The smart thing to do would be to get the hell away from the dimples and get back to the woods.

But the lasagna looked really good. And so did she. And Maggs really did need to rest.

I gave up and said, “Thank you, that’s very kind of you.”

She smiled again, like she was glad I was staying, probably so she could steal something else from me, and then turned back to the stove.

After dinner, we were really getting out of here.


CHAPTER 9
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Max walked back in, trouble if I ever saw it, but I still thought, Hello, Friend. Then I’d almost laughed when Max had looked at me after Poppy’s “no,” helpless in the face of her certainty. Welcome to the club, buddy.

It was probably foolhardy of me to have invited him to dinner, but he had helped us, and his dog was hurt, and there hadn’t been anything in his wallet that linked him to Junior, like a keycard to the same hotel or something, and he probably wasn’t going to kill us, so I said, “Dinner will be ready in a minute.”

He looked down at Maggs and sighed again, and I knew he was bowing to the inevitable.

“Thank you,” he said. “So who was this guy who hit you? Junior? He wanted to evict you?”

“That’s what he said.” I went to the fridge to get the salad I’d made earlier. He frowned as I came back to the table with the greens, so I added, “He said he was Ozzie’s son and he owned this building and everything in it now that Ozzie, the owner, was dead, and we had to get out.” I looked around the ancient kitchen and thought, Home, and realized I wasn’t going to give it up without a fight. Wasn’t possession nine points of something?

“What name did he give?” Max said, sounding serious, not just chatting.

“Joseph Oswald-Stafford. Junior.” I waited for a reaction like Coral’s, but there wasn’t one so I shook my head. “I think he was scamming me.”

“He wanted you out of the building?”

I nodded. “I thought maybe he wanted me out so he could search the place. He was looking around a lot. I have no idea what for. This place is crammed with junk.” I took a deep breath, thinking about tonight, what I’d do if Junior came back for his wallet and whatever else he wanted in this place, what I’d do if he really could make Poppy and me get out. “I’m really . . . worried right now.”

He looked at me, wary, and I realized he was probably afraid I was going to freak out on him again.

“It’s okay,” I told him. “I’m not going to go weird on you again. I’m not a crier, that was a one-time thing after a couple of bad days. That kind of thing doesn’t do any good, and I apologize sincerely for inflicting it on you. I’m just having a bad week.” I plastered on my Cheery Boost smile. “The good news is, I make excellent lasagna! Everybody likes lasagna, right?” He just stared at me like he wasn’t buying it, so I lost the smile. “Wash your hands and I’ll set the table, and we’ll eat.”

He nodded and went to the sink to wash his hands.

I checked on the garlic bread and when I turned back, he was looking at our cat on the shelf above the window, who was, of course, staring down at all of us with the basic cat trifecta: suspicion, skepticism, and regret.

“That’s William,” I told him. “Poppy brought him home a couple of years ago, really skinny.” I looked up at the cat, huge now. “He’s put on some weight since then. He’s a Maine Coon. They’re supposed to look that way. Poppy wouldn’t let an animal get overweight.”

Stop babbling about the cat, I told myself, but Max was making me nervous, surveying the kitchen, and I tried to look at it through his eyes: old-fashioned yellow walls and cream molding and open shelves and worn blue linoleum with that big bay window in back where Poppy sat cross-legged, combing the snarls out of his dog’s coat.

Shortly after we’d moved in, I’d shoved the end of the long kitchen table into the bay window with visions of sunny breakfasts, but five minutes later, Ozzie had shoved the table back into the center of the room. “Never sit in front of a window, Rose,” he’d told me. I’d been so grateful to have a roof over my head and a guy protecting me who just wanted a cook and store clerk in exchange that I had nodded and hadn’t sat in front of windows for nineteen years.

I looked at Max now, gaunt and probably starving, and he reminded me of Ozzie: taciturn and solemn and still. Maybe that was why I was starting to trust him. He gave off Ozzie vibes. I didn’t have a choice anyway, Poppy wanted his dog, so she’d collected him like she’d pulled our cat William out of the woods: Max and his dog were too thin and too serious and too tired and the dog too injured, so of course she’d tried to lure him home to save him. She was right, too. This was a dog who needed antiseptic and a man who needed lasagna.

I bent to check on the garlic bread—it just needed to be heated through, it wasn’t baking—and when I straightened from the oven, I would have sworn he’d been looking at my rear end, but all he said was, “What’s in this place that was worth hitting you for?”

I shrugged. “You know how people are, always hoping to find something amazing in junk shops. Wine with dinner okay? I plan on drinking heavily.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t had anything to drink for a long time and it would wipe me out, so I have to pass. But don’t let that bother you.”

He smiled at me then, and I went still for a minute because that smile . . . Unexpectedly warm, it cut right through the grim like a hot knife through butter.

Very hot knife.

Very attractive man.

Coral would have had him naked on the table by now. Probably in the window.

“So, milk?” I said, and he nodded, and I went to stick my head in the refrigerator to cool off before I said something stupid.

It was that kind of day.
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After all the trail food and the game Maggs had caught, the thought and smell of lasagna were enticing. But I was ignoring my warning system, which is never a good thing. If my warning system was akin to a Geiger counter, then the town of Rocky Start, especially this kitchen, was equivalent to the Nevada Test Site, to the west of Area 51, which looks like the dark side of the moon after hundreds of nuclear blasts both on the surface and underground. Don’t ask me how I know firsthand what that forsaken place, or Area 51, looks like; I’d have to kill you. And I’m too damn tired to kill you.

I was not ignoring the warnings I’d felt about the guy I’d confronted, the one Rose had called Junior, because she was right. There was something off about him; he wasn’t a run-of-the-mill bozo and the Mercedes screamed trouble. Rose still had a red mark on the side of her face where the guy had backhanded her, and I’d seen her sneak an aspirin, keeping the bottle away from Poppy’s sightline, probably so the kid wouldn’t worry. The guy was claiming to be family of this Ozzie, and that could be trouble, bigger trouble than the Weed Brothers and their boss, Pike, who was a hard case, and not just in words and demeanor. The customized grips and combat sights on the forty-five-caliber pistol in his truck meant it wasn’t there for show. He gave off the aura of a professional, which didn’t jive with small town Appalachia. Plus there were two funeral homes. A bit overkill, pun intended.

Nothing here added up, besides the smell of the lasagna.

I was glad it was wine she’d pulled out. I’d never liked wine. But if it had been beer, I might have been tempted and that would have been bad. I couldn’t afford to slip. I had too much invested in my sobriety. Too many temptations here; I really needed to be on the trail.

After about ten minutes, Rose bent over the oven again and pulled out the lasagna to put it on the table. “It needs to cool a bit,” she said. “But we have salad and⁠—”

Someone rapped on the back door and then opened it, and a foolish-looking old man in sunglasses and a tan blazer came in, bulky and slow, smiling the most inauthentic smile I’d ever seen.

The cat on the shelf above the door stood and hissed, and I imagined the programmer of my simulation cackling in joy.

“No.” Rose moved to stand in front of the table, shifting from soft and inviting to scowling and cold in a second, and Poppy scowled, too, and Maggs stood up.

“Is that lasagna I smell?” he said, taking off his sunglasses and squinting as if he didn’t trust his nose, and Rose said, “No,” again sharply. “No, you cannot have some. Go away, Norman.”

“I have come to see my brother,” he said with dignity. “If you will tell him I’m here, I’m sure he will invite me to partake of your excellent pasta.”

“Can the act, Norman,” Rose said. “You haven’t been here in over a year. You know Ozzie’s dead because Barry called you. You’d never darken that doorway if Ozzie were still alive.”

Norman lifted his double chin with what he probably thought was dignity. “I will need to talk to Barry. If Oz is gone, I’m sure I’ve inherited everything since he had no other family.”

“Barry’s in Atlanta,” Rose said. “He’ll be back day after tomorrow. Which you know, since he called you.”

Norman nodded. “I’ll be staying in Oz’s apartment tonight.”

“You can’t,” Poppy said. “We rented it to Max.” She smiled at me, having committed me to a course of action without my consent. Of course, she was bluffing, but still, her face was as open and innocent as the sun. I wouldn’t want to play poker with her. “Oh, and Ozzie’s son showed up to claim the place, too, so get in line.”

“Who is Max?” Norman asked, ignoring the stranger in the room, which he’d done since entering. “He’ll have to leave. Wait, what son?” He frowned. “Oz didn’t have a son. Is this Max claiming to be his son?”

“No.” Rose gestured to me. “This is Max. He’s welcome. Unlike you. Get out, Norman.”

Norman finally looked at me, squinting.

Poppy spoke up. “The guy who said he was Ozzie Junior said Ozzie’s first name was Joseph, and he showed Coral a picture of what he said were his parents. Coral said the guy was Ozzie. You know anything about that?”

Norman frowned. “What name did he give?”

Rose said, “Joseph Oswald-Stafford.”

I saw Norman go still, just for a second.

So Norman knew the guy who’d hit Rose. Or at least he knew the name Stafford. And now, for some reason, I realized I’d also heard the name somewhere. Sometime. Getting old is hard. Don’t do it. Your brain gets full and things you should remember fall out of it.

Norman shifted gears and forced a smile at Poppy, probably trying to charm her into letting him stay. He obviously didn’t know Poppy well.

When she didn’t smile back, he gave up and turned back to Rose. “So, I’ll be staying⁠—”

Rose shook her head. “No. The door’s right there behind you, Norman. Use it.”

“Hmm,” Norman said, appearing to think hard while eyeing the lasagna. “I believe there was a woman in Oz’s life many years ago. A Serena. But a son? No.” Norman shook his head. “Oz would have told me about a son. And as long as I’m staying here, I might as well have some lasagna. It would be kind of you to help a bereaved old man.” He looked at me, blinking his pale eyes. “I’m sure you can find another place to stay, Max.”

I had no intentions of staying, but vacating the place so this remora could come in and leech off Rose and Poppy was not going to happen. “Sorry, I need the room.”

Rose moved a little closer to me, and I began to think seriously about actually staying the night. The lasagna smelled really good. Maggs needed to rest her paw. Sleeping on the ground had lost its charm a long time ago. And I’d seen a lot of trees already. Plus, there was probably a shower here. And I could feel the heat coming off Rose just from her being around the oven. Then again, she might just be getting closer to lift my wallet once more. Still, good food, a real bed, a hot shower, a chance to annoy Norman the Leech, and Rose flashing dimples at me? I’d already written off the wallet twice, a third time was no big deal.

“Oz would be devastated to know that you put me out on the street,” Norman was saying.

“He would be devastated to know I hadn’t locked the back door,” Rose said, going around him to open it. “Out.”

“Which reminds me,” Norman said. “I should have a key.”

“You’re going to have my foot up your ass if you don’t get out of here,” Rose snapped.

I was becoming concerned. Rose’s voice was sharp and getting sharper. This was a woman who was intimate with anger. Which I do not view as a bad thing. Except when it’s not controlled. Although, watching the spark in her dark eyes now, I had to admit there are exceptions to that, too. I realized my brain was going off on dangerous tangents, and I corralled it back.

Norman shook his head. “It’s not like this is a great inheritance. Oz never made money here. I don’t know how he managed to keep it afloat and feed you two all these years selling junk.”

Rose lowered her head and I could see her gearing up for action. Either Norman was obtuse or he had a death wish, and the kitchen had a lot of potential weapons like knives and castiron frying pans, so I stood up.

“It’s time to go, Norman,” I said, trying to sound kindly and probably just sounding threatening. I should work on my polite voice. Then again, why?

“And who exactly are you?” He tried staring me down and that lasted a few seconds too long for who he appeared to be.

“I’m the guy sleeping here tonight,” I said, moving toward him.

He took a step back. “Think what it will look like, somebody like you laying hands on the elderly.” He blinked as I got closer. “Why, you look like you’re homeless.”

“I am,” I said.

Rose appeared surprised. And concerned. I realized she was probably a born rescuer like her daughter, which was not good.

“He’s walking the A.T.,” Poppy offered. “You can stay somewhere else; he needs the room.”

Rose hadn’t grabbed for a weapon yet, so that was a positive. Her fists were clenched, so that was not. Time to go, Norman.

Norman scoffed. “A.T. people don’t come to Rocky Start. Too far off-trail.” But I noticed he was looking me over, evaluating. “You’re up to something, stranger.”

“True. Escorting you out of here.” I walked over to him, still limping from the damage from my worn-out boot, and took him by the arm, surprised to find there was significant muscle there. I pulled him past Rose and out the door, pressing my thumb on a nerve which causes pain and gratified to hear him gasp, but as we exited, he deftly twisted his arm out of my grasp and turned to face me. His persona abruptly shifted from greedy old man to something else as he eyed me. “I don’t know who you are. But you’re in over your head. I recommend you move on. You’re not welcome here.”

“People inside say different.” Although to be fair, everyone outside of that kitchen agreed with Norman.

“Rose?” He shook his head. “She’s a cold fish. I don’t know why Ozzie kept her around.”

Rose was not cold, I’d felt the heat, so he was wrong about that, too.

“Whatever you want,” Norman went on, “you aren’t going to get it.”

That covered a lot of potential ground. Good thing I didn’t want anything. “Go.”

Norman leveled his eyes at me. “I won’t be seeing you around here again.”

I noticed that his eyes were cloudy, as if he had cataracts that hadn’t been fixed. Now that I was close, it was obvious his clothes were worn and, while not shabby, not having their best day. Of course, I’d worn the same two sets of clothes for months now, so I couldn’t say anything about that. I also noted a dark van parked in front of an old Pathfinder that was backed up next to the door. The van hadn’t been there earlier, and I assumed it was his. “You’re blocking the alley.”

“I’ve given you one warning,” Norman said. “You won’t get a second one.”

I looked him in the eyes and this time he didn’t break off the stare. “What do you want here?”

“I’ve kept my mouth shut for decades,” Norman said. “I want what’s owed me.”

“Doesn’t look to me like Rose has much of anything,” I said.

“Not Rose,” Norman said. “I’ll collect from her another way. My brother. Oz. He owed me. Owes me. I don’t know who sent you, but you fucked up by getting in the line of fire.”

I blinked since that was such an odd metaphor for this old fellow to use because it felt like it wasn’t a metaphor but a real, honest-to-God threat. I could sense my simulation programmer sitting up straighter, enjoying this new twist.

I stepped back inside, swung the door shut in his face, and locked it and then waited to see what he’d do next.

He stood there for a moment staring at me, and then he went down the steps and a minute later, the van started up and drove away.

The cat lay back down on the shelf and went to sleep.

I turned back to see Rose smiling at me, which I found disconcerting. Then she turned and bent over the table to cut the lasagna. Rose was round everywhere, but that side of her was especially . . . Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Poppy staring at me as if she were thinking hard. She had that look in her eye that people get when they’re planning something. Maybe she was upset I’d been ogling her mother? Then she smiled, and that was worse.

“Maggs doesn’t have a home?” Poppy asked.

“We’re walking the A.T.,” I said. “The trail is our home.” That sounded like a cheap commercial even to me.

“Hmm,” Poppy said, which carried a lot of intent, none of which I liked.

“No,” I said.

“No what?” she said.

“Whatever you’re planning, it does not involve me. Or Maggs.”

“It’s so sad when people are suspicious,” she said virtuously, and then Rose pulled a pan of bread out of the oven that smelled like garlic and butter, and I remembered I’d been eating trail food and Maggs’ kill for months. I noticed Maggs was standing now, sniffing toward the table. It seemed her paw was better already. We could probably leave. No problem.

Rose brushed against me as she went by with the bread, warm and soft in her flowered dress and dark apron that covered up all that roundness I’d found looking for my wallet, smelling faintly of roses.

I checked and my wallet was still there. I should probably put it in one of my velcro pant pockets so I could hear when she tried again, which would be an obvious sign that I didn’t trust her, but then why should I trust her, she’d stolen my wallet twice. I focused on the immediate issue of staying or leaving.

Norman wouldn’t know I’d left. Neither would Junior, whoever the hell he was. And Pike had given me a strong suggestion to do so.

It was the smart thing to do.

Rose cut into the lasagna, dark, rich tomato sauce bubbling up from under lots of creamy cheese that had browned in spots and that stretched out in pale strings when she pulled up the first piece. The smell brought back memories that had dried up long ago. It hit hard because one of my few positive childhood memories was my mother letting me eat strings of mozzarella cheese from the large hunk she’d grated to put into her homemade lasagna. That was just before she died, before I was ten. I’d never known my father so that had left me a ward of the state. I hadn’t thought about that in years. A blip of good memory mixed with a rough life.

I was definitely leaving.

After dinner.
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Poppy was up to something. She had that “I have a plan” look she always gets when she has a big idea, so I frowned at her to head her off and smiled at Max. “Thank you for turfing Norman.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, his eyes on the lasagna.

Ozzie had loved my lasagna. I got a little verklempt over the pan while I was dishing up because he’d have been all over it. He was the reason I’d learned to really cook, not fancy stuff but good, simple food in trade for the refuge he’d given me and Poppy. It was a good deal.

Damn it, Ozzie, why couldn’t you have lived forever?

Poppy took the plate I filled and handed it to Max.

“This is Ozzie’s wake,” I explained.

Max raised his eyebrows at me. “If I’m intruding⁠—”

“Not at all,” I said, handing Poppy her plate. “We may swap a couple of memories if you don’t mind.”

“That’s fine,” he said as Poppy started filling bowls with salad. “I’m curious about Ozzie. And his wife and daughter.”

“No, no,” Poppy said, almost dropping the salad she was handing me. “Ozzie saved us and in return he got cheap labor and great food and I got a cranky fake grandpa. My mother is not married. Never has been. She’s completely free. So, Max, tell us about yourself.”

“I thought this was Ozzie’s wake,” he said.

“Poppy. Do not pry.” I put my own filled plate down on the table and snagged the corkscrew from the drawer. “Max obviously does not want to tell us anything about where he comes from or what he’s doing here or how long he can stay or what he wants for breakfast, so it would be impolite to ask.” I fixed him with my best quelling look. “Unless, of course, he would like to supply any of the above.”

Poppy nodded and began to fork up her salad as I popped the cork on the wine.

Max took the bottle as I sat down, poured the red into a glass, and handed it to me. He looked unsure about giving one to Poppy so I said, “She’s had a glass with dinner since she was fourteen, go for it,” so he poured one for her, too. I thought that was pretty nice considering all he had was a glass of milk in front of him.

But then he cut into the lasagna like a starving man. When he’d tasted it and looked at me, surprised, I said, “Four kinds of cheese and parsley and basil, all fresh, with some oregano and a lot of Italian sausage. Also, no-cook noodles, much better texture.”

He nodded and kept eating without answering any of the questions, and Poppy pushed his salad bowl closer and said, “Don’t forget your greens,” and I handed him a chunk of garlic bread dripping with butter and then tucked into my own plate of pasta.

It was so good, the sauce dark and savory with herbs and studded with juicy little tomato pieces, and the four creamy cheeses—ricotta, mozzarella, parm, and goat cheese, Ina Garten’s recipe—blended into thick, stringy heaven, spackling the tender noodles together, all of it dense and bubbly and hot and smelling like Italian paradise. I’m a good plain cook in general, but my lasagna is a work of art. Well, Ina Garten’s lasagna, but I added the oregano.

“Remember the first time we made this for Ozzie?” Poppy said. “He took one bite, chewed, and then said, ‘You should make this every week.’ It was love at first bite.” She looked at Max. “Not for Mom, for the lasagna.”

“I remember when Norman came for dinner,” I said, “and ate half the pan so there were no leftovers. That’s when Ozzie barred him from the house.”

Poppy and I swapped Ozzie stories, the funny ones, about the things he’d brought home—he used to drive around for days in the summer looking for garage sales and old houses that might have things he could buy on the cheap, but really he just liked driving around in the mountains—and the way he dealt with customers—Ozzie felt the customer was always wrong—and the way Poppy could wrap him around her little finger from the time she was born. “He loved you,” I told her, and I got all verklempt again, but I did not cry because Max was sitting there, and he looked like it would make him nervous.

He was mostly quiet, listening to Poppy and me and devouring salad, bread, and two large helpings of lasagna like a starving man, which I was pretty sure he was. That bit about him being homeless had rocked me. He wasn’t looking for sympathy, he seemed fine with it, but I didn’t like it. People should have a warm place to go at night. I wondered if the Colorado address on the license was an old one. What was his story? I was really doubting now that he was in cahoots with Junior. They didn’t seem like they’d bond.

Of course, there was a chance that Poppy and I were going to be homeless, too. If you’re about to say I should have saved up for the eventuality, Ozzie hadn’t paid me much to work in the shop, and since he was giving us free room and board I never complained, but it meant there was never any extra. At least that was one thing I didn’t have to feel guilty about: Nobody could have put away savings while raising a kid on what I made. Fortunately, Poppy loved thrifting—“Secondhand is first rate,” she’d told me when she was six, and I’d almost cried—and her only extravagance was animals in trouble, and if something big came up, like the hospital bill when she was born or when she broke her arm, Ozzie pulled out a wad of cash and took care of it. Ozzie was our savior. And now he was gone. Damn it.

We finished and I hadn’t managed to do anything for dessert, so I cleared the table and Max stood up.

“That was excellent,” he said. “Thank you. And now we have to be going⁠—”

“No,” Poppy said firmly. “Maggs needs to stay off that paw for a while.”

“What’s a while?” Max asked.

“Several days at least,” Poppy said.

Max shook his head. “Not possible. We need to be moving tonight. I have to finish the Trail.”

“But you have Ozzie’s room for the night,” Poppy protested. “Although we do need to clean it up a little.” She shook her head and used that voice she used whenever she got stern with me. “There is no way Maggs can walk on that paw tonight. Absolutely not.”

Max raised an eyebrow and looked at me as if for help. I smiled and shrugged.

“I left my backpack south of town so I could carry Maggs here,” he finally said. “I’d need to get that.” He looked down at Maggs. “But we really should⁠—”

“I’ll keep an eye on Maggs,” Poppy promised.

“I can drive you to get it,” I offered. “Ozzie’s Pathfinder is out back.”

“No, thank you, I can walk if we stay.” He pointed to his feet. “New boots.”

I nodded. I’d seen that his limp was a little better, and a night off the trail would help that, too, so I began to clean up, putting the leftovers in the fridge, pretty sure he’d stay the night. Max helped clear the table, which was sweet of him, and Poppy put the dishes in the sink to soak and went back to combing out Maggs’ matted hair. Maggs had done a very polite job of hoovering up the dog food Poppy had poured out for her, so she was obviously feeling fine and that was good.

William just ignored everybody. Well, he’s a cat.

I heard the door to the shop ring again and got up to go out to give the customer a Cheery Boost, another person who couldn’t read a CLOSED sign, although it was really my fault because I had forgotten to lock the damn door after I let Max in.

Okay, we might not have a store once Barry opened Oz’s envelope day after tomorrow, but for now we’d keep going. Besides, if the customer bought something good, I might have money for a better dinner tomorrow. Max looked like the kind of guy who’d appreciate a steak. Simple guy food. Twice-baked potatoes full of sour cream and cheese and butter and chives. Another green salad, this time with homemade Caesar. Maybe some dessert if I had time to bake. Cookies, maybe. So portable.

“You really should stay tonight,” I told Max on my way to the front. “Give Maggs time to heal. Leftover lasagna for lunch tomorrow. It’s no trouble if you stay, I just have to put clean sheets on Ozzie’s bed.”

He shook his head, and I backed off. Poppy was probably not going to let him take his dog anyway. We had a hostage.

I went out to sell the hell out of whatever this customer wanted, ignoring the other thought trying to claw its way out of the back of my mind:

Norman had known who Serena Stafford was.

I smelled zebra.
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Poppy was still combing the knots out of Maggs’ hair. There was a lot of it, and I hadn’t done a good job with it on the trail, which meant I hadn’t done anything, so she’d be distracted for a while. Rose was in the front of the store dealing with whomever had come in; I’d checked and the customer seemed harmless, although who knew in this town.

“I’m going out to get my ruck,” I told Poppy. Just saying it made me feel tied down, as if I were answerable to somebody, who in this case was a high school senior. She nodded and kept combing, sure of my return since she had my dog. What kind of woman raised a daughter with such confidence?

I slipped out the back door to the alley behind the stores. It was narrow with dumpsters jammed in behind back doors. The old Pathfinder was there, combat parked, facing out. It had a four-inch lift and oversized tires and a roof rack with a thirty-seven-inch spare tire on it. A Hi-Lift Jack was bolted to the back bumper and a winch to the front bumper. Both looked well used. The truck was painted flat black, not the color it had come from the factory in years ago. Spray paint unevenly applied. There were various bumps and scrapes that indicated it had seen many miles on the narrow dirt roads in the mountains. It was a cool vehicle and while Rose seemed edgy enough for it, I figured it had been Ozzie’s because Rose would have painted it something colorful. I could envision her in a Volkswagen Beetle with a flower in a vase on the dashboard. Then again, with that temper she might be more of a road warrior than she appeared.

There were a couple of other vehicles parked along the alley, leaving just enough room for a car to pass. I followed the alley to the cross street and paused when I saw Norman’s van parked on the grass across the street. The windows were tinted, so I couldn’t tell if he was inside or not. As long as he stayed away, not my problem.

I headed out to the road to the highway and walked along it until I crossed the bridge, then turned left, following the river bank. My ruck was where I’d left it. I looked across the river, catching glimpses of the lights of Rocky Start through the trees. Right in front of me, the water of the Little Melvin River was running fast, over and around its rocks.

It was a peaceful place and I needed that. A lot of spots along the Trail had been like this. Separate from the real world of humans, just the sounds, smells, and sights of nature.

But sooner or later you had to go back to the world of humans.

I sighed and stood and shrugged on my ruck. The positive was that this backpack weighed so much less than an operational one. Mainly because it didn’t have ammunition, mines, demolitions, and other assorted deadly gear, although it did have a disassembled AK-47.

I walked to the bridge but turned as I heard truck wheels on the gravel road coming from the hills. I looked over my shoulder and a familiar pickup truck rumbled toward me, heading into town. I was tempted to duck back into the cover of the trees, but I’d already been seen.

Pike’s head swiveled toward me as he drove up next to me. He rolled down the window.

“Going the wrong way, cowboy.”

“My dog’s hurt. Poppy’s bandaging her. Once she can walk, I’m out of here. I don’t want any trouble.”

He got out and walked around to the rear of the pickup. I stood on the other side of the cargo bay, staring at him across it.

“Who are you?” Pike asked.

“Max Reddy. I’m sure the postmaster already confirmed my name.”

“Yeah. And I ran it and you don’t exist.”

“On the internet. I don’t like social media.”

“I ran your prints,” Pike said. “Nothing.”

There were plenty of places he could have lifted them, most likely in the post office. Then I remembered Ferrell having me sign for the package on the small handheld. Not subtle and I’d done it without a moment’s hesitation. And my prints didn’t exist. But he’d run them, which showed way too much interest. Not something your local town cop would do.

“That’s because I am an upstanding citizen of impeccable character.”

“Coral didn’t think so,” Pike said.

“Coral?”

“Blonde. Dressed in black because she’s in mourning.”

“The woman with the small Fairbairn-Sykes.”

“Says the man with a military-style rucksack, once rigged for combat, carrying a modified Glock in a quick-draw holster.”

Pike might be old but his eyes were good.

“Your forty-five is modified,” I noted.

“Should I take my dick out now?” Pike asked.

“I’d prefer you didn’t.”

“Who are you?”

I leaned forward, putting my hands up on the side of the cargo bed. “Who are you?”

“This is my town, sonny. Not yours. I don’t like strangers showing up at any time but especially right after Oz dies. Makes me twitchy.”

“I’ve been walking the Appalachian Trail for months,” I said. “I’ve got the track on an app on my cellphone if you want to check it. It would be an amazing feat if I’d planned my hike so I hit this town a couple of days after someone died unexpectedly.”

Then again, that simulation programmer had a wicked sense of humor.

“All right,” Pike said. “Let me see your GPS track.”

I’d meant the offer rhetorically, but I wasn’t sure Pike knew what the word meant, and it was too late to point that out. I accessed the app (still stuck at mile #2,642, a glaring indictment of my current situation), brought up the map with my track along the mountains of the eastern United States, and tossed it to him.

Pike looked at the screen. “You do seem to have a hard time keeping on the trail. A lot of detours. If you’d have stayed on, you’d be done by now.”

“I like the solitude.”

Then he started hitting buttons.

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

“I’m putting my phone number in here.” He pressed a last button and his cellphone rang. “Now we’re connected.”

“Why?” I asked as he tossed it back to me.

“I call you, you better be far away,” Pike said. “The Ferrells can tell where you are by the ping off of the closest cell tower.”

“Reception sucks in the mountains.” I put the phone in my pocket wondering when the postmasters had become electronic surveillance experts. Probably around the time the weed farmer became the law.

He nodded. “Right. Which means if I can’t reach you, you’re gone.” He nodded his head toward the town ahead of us. “Why ship to Rocky Start? Through-hikers use the post office in Bearton.”

A damn good question. “The person who got the boots for me picked the location.”

“Who was that?”

“Listen, I don’t want to be here as much as you don’t want me to be here. But my dog is hurt. As soon as we can, we’ll be out of here.”

“What did you do with the AK? I had some memories with that gun.”

So the boys had told him we’d met. He seemed more upset about the weapon than whatever I’d done to them.

I opened the ruck and took out the AK, reassembled it in a few seconds, and handed it across the bed to him. “I noted the markings on the selector switch. Not Cyrillic. It wasn’t made in Russia.” My best guess, which I wasn’t going to share with him because it would tell him too much about me, was that it had been manufactured in the border region between Pakistan and Afghanistan. I’d run into their like before.

“Now what about Rose and Poppy?” he asked, ignoring my comment about the gun. He pulled the mag, made sure the weapon was clear, and shoved the rifle inside his truck.

“What about them?”

“What do you want with them?”

“I don’t want anything. Poppy has my dog. What’s with Norman Oswald? He’s as unfriendly as you.”

“Norman? He’s here?” Pike shook his head. “Fuck. It figures.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at me. “I almost believe you really are as ignorant as you’re pretending to be.”

I wasn’t sure if that was an insult or a good thing.

“Norman said he wants what he’s owed,” I said.

“He isn’t owed shit,” Pike said.

That told me Pike would be on Rose’s side, so one less thing for me to be concerned about.

“What are you running from?” Pike asked.

“I’m not running from anything,” I said.

“What are you walking to?”

“The end of the A.T.,” I said.

“I said what, not where.” Pike said, and he seemed to sincerely want to know.

So did I. I shrugged since I had no idea. “I’ll figure out what when I get there.”

Pike shook his head. “Good luck with that, son. It ain’t gonna be as easy as you think. Can’t keep walking away forever.”

He got in the truck and drove across the bridge into town without offering me a ride.


CHAPTER 13
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I’d sold four Susie Cooper teacups and saucers, which was a start because Art Deco china is not cheap. It was enough that I could invite Max to stay for a second dinner if he was still around tomorrow. Then Melissa Merriweather, one of our two funeral directors in town, called to say that Pike had called her about picking up Ozzie’s body from her funeral home. She said it would be much easier if she handled the cremation rather than the supposed celebration that Pike had in mind and asked me to tell him that. She sounded irritated with Pike, but she was irritable in general unless you were the family of somebody who’d died. Good mortician, though.

I had no idea what Pike had in mind, but since he and Ozzie had been friends forever, I was pretty sure it was what Ozzie had wanted. I told her I was fine with Pike doing whatever he was doing; besides, I didn’t really have a legal claim to the body. Much like I didn’t have a legal claim to this store or the Pathfinder out back or pretty much anything. Melissa reluctantly agreed. No one in town had ever gone up against either Pike or Ozzie.

Then I went back to the kitchen door, but Max was gone. I began to wonder if he’d come back or just keep walking⁠—

“Mom?” Poppy said, and I walked farther into the kitchen to see her on the floor in front of the back bay window, combing the snarls out of Max’s long-haired German Shepherd. That was going to take some time.

Max would absolutely come back for his dog.

“We’re having steak tomorrow night,” I said.

“Good,” Poppy said. “Max went out to get his rucksack.”

“Okay.”

I started on the dishes, trying to sort my thoughts, which were pretty evenly divided among what Junior wanted, what exactly Pike had planned for Ozzie’s funeral, how Poppy and I were going to survive the next ten months till she went to college, how I was going to survive the years after that, and Max and his cheekbones. I’d decided that Junior wouldn’t come back because Pike had probably found him, Pike would give Ozzie the kind of send-off he probably wanted, Poppy and I would probably think of something brilliant for our futures, and Max was none of my damn business.

Half an hour later, he knocked on the back door—I could see him through the window, looking exhausted and stoic as usual—and Poppy yelled, “Come in!” and Maggs barked, William ignored us all as beneath his dignity, and I smiled at Max. Couldn’t help it, I was glad to see him again. He came in and locked the door behind him. He was carrying a rucksack that looked like it was from the beginning of time, the dirt baked into it, and I wanted to rip it off his back and toss it in the washing machine.

His clothes were pretty bad, too.

The problem was, Max was screwing with my thought processes. He was so there, you know? Silent and dark and sort of ominous in a good way. A human Maltese Falcon. And very, very male.

Except that hanging out with men had never worked out well for me. Not that he was asking.

He stopped in his tracks when he saw Maggs. Poppy had been working on her, and her black hair glistened and flowed along her body. Despite the cone, she looked happy, lolling against Poppy’s knee in the twilight.

“Traitor,” Max said to her, exasperated.

“I’m trying to decide what the right shampoo will be for her once I get everything unsnarled,” Poppy said.

“She’ll just get dirty again on the trail,” Max said, which earned him another roll of the eyes.

“Did you raise her from a puppy?” Poppy asked.

He carefully lowered his rucksack to the floor. “No.”

“Is she a rescue?” Poppy asked. “We work with the rescue in Bearton, but I found William in the woods.” She pointed to the giant cat on the shelf over the window.

“Did you save Maggs?” Poppy asked.

He shook his head. “I was paired with her when—” He stopped abruptly. “She’s a service dog,” he ended and took off his coat.

“Service dog?” Poppy repeated, eyeing him critically.

He eyed her back.

I eyed him. Black t-shirt and pants, and the t-shirt was torn. I could fix that. If I got the t-shirt off him. No, Rose.

“Okay, I’m curious, too, Poppy,” I said, “but Max has made it blindingly clear that he values his privacy.”

Max wilted under Poppy’s glare about an able-bodied man having a service dog. “Military service. It’s complicated.”

“You were in the Army together?” Poppy asked.

“No.”

“Air Force?” Poppy asked.

“No.”

“Marines?”

“No.”

“Coast guard?”

“Ha, funny.”

“Why is it funny?” Poppy asked. “Seems like the Coast Guard is the best of them because they’re always saving people, not killing them.”

That gave Max pause. He nodded. “You’re right. I take back my derisive comment about the Coast Guard. A noble profession. But Maggs and I weren’t in the military together. Maggs is retired. She finished out her service. That’s why she’s with me.”

“Hmm,” Poppy said.

Max looked like he’d finished out his service too, worn and frayed. I smiled at him, impressed by how fast he’d acknowledged that Poppy was right. A man who could admit to being wrong, how rare is that? “How do you feel about steak and twice-baked potatoes for dinner tomorrow?”

“I’ll be gone by then,” he said, “although I will take you up on the offer of the room for the night. If that’s still on the table.”

“Definitely on the table,” Poppy said.

Somebody knocked on the back door, and I saw Poppy’s best friend, Mei Kwan, through the window. I let her in and said, “Hiya, baby, what’s up?” and then smiled at her when she said, “We’re going to do homework, I swear,” because they probably were, at least part of the time.

Max was looking at Poppy like he knew she was up to something, so I decided it was a good time to get Max some non-Poppy time and vice versa. Whatever she was up to could wait.

I said, “Come with me,” to Max, and he picked up his ruck and followed me into the shop.

“Nice kid,” he said when Poppy and Mei had moved to the table and the kitchen door was closed behind us.

“Mei? You met her mother, Lian, earlier. She is a nice kid.”

“I meant Poppy. Who’s Lian?”

“Pink taser.”

“Right.” He nodded at the stripe painted on the shop floor through the archway into the other rooms as we went up the steps behind the counter on the Carolina side. “So the blue line divides this place into two states?”

“Yes,” I said. “Rocky Start is split down the middle between Tennessee and North Carolina, and the line runs through the middle of our place since Ozzie combined two different storefronts to make it. The blue line is there on the street so people won’t get confused.” He looked puzzled, so I added, “There’s sales tax in both states but it’s lower in North Carolina. Two different post offices. All our kids go to school in Tennessee, though. Bearton.”

“And the line runs through the house?”

“Ozzie painted those lines, not the city. It was also practical. He put the cash register and the store entrance on the North Carolina side because of the lower sales tax. He hated paying taxes.”

At the top of the stairs was our living room, Poppy’s and mine, full of books and papers and yarn and my workbench full of junk and William’s cat tree, which looks like a cactus. Not tidy. I crossed the room to the door fast to get through the mess and motioned him into the hall that separated the two apartments, the one Ozzie had built to join the buildings. The hall also had the blue line painted down the center. Ozzie had pointed to it the first time he showed me the apartment. “State line,” he’d said. “Do not cross it.”

I crossed it, opened the door, and flipped on the light. “All of this is yours,” I said, looking at the clutter. “Welcome to Tennessee.” We were in Ozzie’s workroom, big tables filled with things that Ozzie was repairing or cleaning or whatever.

I looked around, feeling guilty I hadn’t cleared it out and was offering Max this mess. I should have cleaned it. It wasn’t like Ozzie was coming back. Damn it.

I turned to apologize and found Max staring at the strange old print of a painting that Ozzie had on the wall by the door. The print was mostly brown, an exhausted man on a tired horse on a dirt road leading to a brown-walled fortress in the distance and dark mountains in the background. Happy it was not.

“Ozzie’s had that there forever,” I said as he stared at it. “Not very inspiring.”

“On the contrary,” he said, almost to himself. “He made it out alive.”

“Who made it out of what?”

He nodded at the painting. “The only survivor of the retreat by the British Army from Kabul to Jalalabad in 1842 during the Anglo-Afghan War. It’s titled Remnants of an Army. I don’t remember the man's name. William something.”

“William Brydon?”

Max looked at me, surprised. “Yeah.”

“That’s what Ozzie named the cat,” I told him. “William only has three paws. Ozzie liked survivors.”

Max nodded. Not a great conversationalist.

I nodded back. “Okay, then. There’s a bedroom on each side of this room, bathroom on the right side. I’d put you in the spare room,” I pointed toward the rear of the building, “but it’s probably full of stuff, plus Ozzie always kept it locked and I’ve never been in there, so it could be anything. I don’t even know if there’s a bed in there. I’ll get the sheets changed in Ozzie’s bedroom, which is that one.” I pointed to the right, toward the front of the building.

“I can do that,” he said, as if he wanted me out of there, but I went to the closet and got the clean bedding and took it into the front bedroom. There’s a limit to how lousy I’ll let my hostessing get.

I pulled the sheets and blanket off Ozzie’s bed—Ozzie didn’t go in for comforters or quilts—and dropped it all on the floor as Max came in with his ruck. When I snapped the fitted sheet over the mattress, Max put the ruck down, caught the other side, and helped me stretch it corner to corner, which was great because putting a fitted sheet on a queen bed is a pain in the ass. I flipped the top sheet over the bed and he caught that, too, and helped me smooth it out. Then I picked up a pillowcase and he said, “Give me one,” and I threw the other case to him, and we finished the pillows together.

It was weirdly homey.

And also there was a bed.

And Max, while too thin, was hot. Those dark eyes. Compelling, even.

And okay, that crack about orgasm that Coral had made earlier really annoyed me. If Coral had been putting sheets on a bed with Max, she’d have had him on his back in a second, maybe with a knife to his throat. I’d been celibate for years—the few times I’d tried to date early on being confusing for Poppy and annoying for Ozzie and disappointing for me—and I had no intentions of breaking that streak now, really, but . . .

I stole a glance at Max, who was looking around the room. Not at me.

He was thin, but the man had muscle under that torn t-shirt, lovely broad shoulders, and even with that limp, he moved well, silently, which was a little creepy, but even that was kind of a turn-on.

But.

I had no idea how to make a pass. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to. He didn’t look like the flirtatious type. You had to speak to flirt. I was hopeless at that stuff. Also, maybe flirting with an armed stranger you’d trapped in a bedroom was a bad idea. I still didn’t know what he was doing in town. Maybe⁠—

“You okay?” he said.

“Yes,” I said, smiling Cheerfully again. “Why?”

“You were looking at me as if you didn’t trust me. We can go sleep in the woods.”

It took me a minute to realize that “we” meant him and the dog.

I shook my head. “No, I’m just having a bad day. I’m grateful to you for throwing Junior into the street. And for turfing Norman.”

“The lasagna pretty much paid me off for that,” he said. “We’re good.”

I flipped the clean blanket over the bed, and Max caught it again, and we stretched it over the mattress.

“This bed needs a comforter,” I said.

“This is fine,” he said. He nodded to his backpack. “I have a sleeping bag in the ruck.”

“No, it needs a comforter.”

The silence stretched out, so I gave up and picked up the old bedding from the floor and said, “I’ll send Poppy up with a comforter. Let me know if you need anything else,” and went back across the state line to my own apartment where I belonged.


CHAPTER 14
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“Ihave to do something about my mother,” I told my best friend, Mei. We were in the kitchen supposedly doing homework. She’d asked who Max, the stranger, was, and I’d updated her, but I was focused on the bigger picture. “She has no life.”

“She seems cheery enough,” Mei said.

“That’s an act,” I said.

“Pretty good act,” Mei said.

It is a good act, but I could see through it: My mom needed help. She didn’t talk about the past much, but Ozzie told me that my father turfed her out when he found out I was on the way and then got her arrested for the stuff he’d done, and she escaped and ended up in Rocky Start as a good place to hide out for a while, and then she met Coral and Ozzie and had me and stayed, and I think she’d just been scared and grateful for so long that that was her default now. But it’d been worse the past year; she used to dance and sing along to music on one of our million iPods and then she just stopped. She stopped making art, too, after the saints, which was worse. She just . . . stopped. I think maybe she’d been grateful for so long that it took her down and she finally gave up everything else but making other people feel good. Cheery Boost 24/7.

I hated it that she gave up.

Mei tapped her pencil on her notebook, deep in thought, which is why she was so good to talk things through with. She paid attention and asked questions until she understood the problem. I loved Mei.

“Why doesn’t she date?” Mei said. “My mom dates all the time. I think it keeps her from going crazy.” She shook her head. “Always younger guys, too. I told her when she starts dating guys my age, I’m leaving. She said by the time she started dating guys my age, I’d have my own place anyway.”

Mei didn’t use to date, she studied, but she said it was just because she hadn’t met the right guy. Then she met the right guy. Then she thought everybody should date.

“She went out with a couple of guys when I was too little to remember it,” I told her, “but Ozzie said they were all losers, and she had me to raise and the store to run and Ozzie and me to feed, so she just gave up on the whole dating thing, and by then half the town was stopping by the shop to chat and get a Cheery Boost from her smile. She was stuck.”

Mei tapped her pencil thoughtfully some more. Then she said, “There’s nobody in town that’s worthy of her except for Darius’s father. Maybe you and Darius could fix them up.”

Darius was my boyfriend, and his father, Luke, was great but . . .

I shook my head. “They’ve known each other forever. If there was going to be a spark, it would have flamed by now.”

“Are you and Darius okay?” Mei said.

That was a surprise. “We’re fine.” I wasn’t sure what that was about, but I took a guess anyway. “You and Marley okay?”

She was silent, and I thought, Uh oh.

“The thing is,” she said slowly, “he just wants to be a mechanic. And that’s fine, it really is, but . . .”

“But?”

“But I want the Supreme Court.” She met my eyes. “I know it shouldn’t matter, but it will.”

“Maybe.”

“No.” She looked miserable. “I was just going to let it go, but I talked to my mom, and she pointed out that if I wasn’t serious about Marley, maybe it would be good to tell him now so he could find somebody staying in town.”

“I don’t think he’d feel that way.”

“It’s not about how he’d feel now, it’s about what the right thing to do is.”

Mei had very rigid ideas of right and wrong, which was why she was going to be an excellent lawyer and probably a stellar Supreme Court justice.

Just not so much of a girlfriend. “You know,” I said. “It’s his life. You shouldn’t be making decisions for him. Tell him what you’re thinking and talk about it.”

Mei shook her head. “He’ll just want to go along as we are. He just drifts, he doesn’t think.”

Okay, I knew that wasn’t right, I’d seen Marley working on the Pathfinder’s engine for Ozzie, and he was intense in his focus.

Then the back door opened and Darius came in carrying a box of brownies from Coral, perfect timing as always. I love Darius.

I thought that maybe I should talk to Darius about Mei and Marley and then decided, no, Marley had enough people messing with his life with Mei and Lian making decisions for him. Darius and I were staying out of it.

“Where’s this stranger?” he asked. He was very protective of me, which is nice sometimes and sometimes not. Most of the time, it was great. So I’d texted him the latest and he’d shown up, bearing food, which, really. He’s great.

“Mom is showing him Ozzie’s room where he’ll be spending the night.”

“You’re okay with that?”

“Yes,” I said firmly.

“Lock your door tonight.” He kissed my cheek. “You got any milk?”

I got the milk from the fridge while Mei got glasses and Darius unloaded the box from Coral’s.

“Do you think your dad and Poppy’s mom could hook up?” Mei asked him as she handed him a glass.

“No.” Darius took the carton from me and poured milk all around. “Why are we talking about this?”

“Because,” I said. “I’m leaving for college in August, and Mom won’t have anybody to keep her company, not even grumpy old Ozzie, so that pretty much kills my bliss. I mean Ozzie wasn’t much fun for her to live with aside from the interesting junk he brought home”—really, if you crossed a raccoon with a pack rat, you’d get Ozzie—“but he’d at least have been here. Now he’s gone, and in August I will be, too, and she might not even have a place to stay unless she lets Coral or Pike or Lian help her, and she’d hate that, she doesn’t want to be pitied, she wants to be in control, and things are out of control now, and I’m scared for her.”

Darius put his glass down and put his arm around me. “Chill. I’ll think of something.” He frowned. “Isn’t it about time she got married again?”

I said, “What again? She’s never been married. And she hated dating, according to Oz.”

Darius snorted. “I bet Oz hated her dating and convinced her to stop,” and that was so likely, I couldn’t believe I’d never seen that. Darius was very smart. He got into Harvard like Mei did, which I wouldn’t have as a gift, but he was very proud so I celebrated with him. Darius was the best.

I nodded at him approvingly. “My mother needs somebody like you.”

“I don’t do older women.” Darius took a bite of brownie.

“Your dad is the only hope then,” Mei said.

“Maybe not,” I said. “There’s this new guy, the stranger I told you about. Max. He was scoping out my mother’s butt while she cooked. And she’s interested in him, too; her eyes follow him around the room when she thinks I’m not looking. I mean she tries not to look, but she looks. And he has this great dog, Maggs, who adores him. That has to be a good thing.”

Darius frowned at me. “Stranger comes to town and you’re trying to fix your mother up with him?”

“He’s a good stranger,” I told him. “He threw that guy trying to scam us out of the building into the street. And he got rid of Norman, too. I think my mother just needs a nudge. They’re smiling at each other. The lasagna was excellent. Maggs really should stay off that paw. I think I’m going to invite him to stay in Ozzie’s apartment for a couple of days⁠—”

I stopped because Darius was shaking his head. “Do not interfere in your mother’s life. That’s her business, not yours. Especially inviting strangers to stay. Bad idea.”

Yes, but she’s not taking care of business, I wanted to say, but I didn’t. Arguing with Darius when he had an opinion was a waste of time. I know I just said it was a bad idea to interfere in Marley’s life, but my mother was different. I knew what I was doing. Max and Mom were both interested in each other, they just weren’t doing anything about it. Darius and I have been friends since we were nine, but then one day we grew up and realized we were a lot more and went for it because why wait when you know? But those Gen X-ers were just slow. Well, they were old.

But they weren’t dead.

And Max looked like the kind of guy who went after what he wanted.

And my mom was the best, so who wouldn’t want to be with her?

So I needed a plan . . .
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For a moment, I’d thought Rose was going to either make a pass or tell me to get out. She’d had an odd look in her eye, and there were those tense silences. Perhaps she was regretting the invitation to a complete stranger to be right across the hall from her and her daughter. I planned on hitting the road as soon as possible, perhaps even tonight once everyone bedded down, so . . .

If she’d been thinking about a pass, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

That’s a lie. I’d have been all for it. But it would have been problematic since Maggs and I were leaving. Although maybe all she wanted was a one-night stand . . .

But then she might want to actually go to sleep with me, and I hadn’t spent a night sleeping beside anyone other than Maggs since, well, I couldn’t remember. Maybe never. Plus, it would make sneaking away that much harder. And not moving made me twitchy, and twitchy wasn’t good.

And I was thinking too much about something that wasn’t going to happen.

It would have been helpful if she’d put on a damn bra. And stopped bending over.

I shook my head and went out into the workroom and looked at the print of the painting again. The British Army, after having lost a couple of their envoys in the capital of Kabul in 1842 during unrest, decided to retreat from there to Jalalabad, a ninety-mile journey, part of which involved going through some pretty rough mountains. Don’t ask me how I know. That’s a hell of a long way to conduct a retreat while in contact with the enemy, the most difficult of all military maneuvers.

Four thousand five hundred British and Indian troops along with twelve thousand camp followers, including wives and children, attempted to make the escape. It didn’t go well. The man in the painting was the only one who made it after repeated ambushes and attacks along the way. There were some prisoners taken but most in the column died.

I always thought the painting was an excellent warning about Afghanistan for foreigners, but apparently no one else did. Not the Russians. Not the Americans. There was stuff on a table out front from the same place: Afghanistan. Why were this painting and those things here?

Add in Pike’s AK, and it was bothersome.

The easy answer was that Pike and Oz were both veterans who’d done at least one tour there, but Pike looked a bit long in the tooth—early seventies at least—even for an early post-9/11 deployment, and from what I’d heard and seen, Ozzie had been older.

I stared at the print once more because something about it bothered me. Not just the memories of that hellhole. It wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. So I took out my phone and took a picture. I could stare at it later, figure it out.

Why would Ozzie hang that? He wanted the memories? It did seem to confirm that he was prior service, probably with Pike. Or, worse, he’d been a spook. There is no “prior” in that world. Once a spook, always a spook.

Ozzie was ex-something, but there was no I-love-me wall that many former military had, filled with pictures of grim-looking men, weapons in hand, usually standing in front of a helicopter as if they were about to go off and win the war or at least the next battle, along with plaques from various units and organizations given as going-away gifts during a farewell ceremony awash with alcohol. But there were no photos and definitely no plaques here. Spooks didn’t do I-love-me walls. Once upon a time I’d had a bunch of I-love-me stuff, plaques and photos, but as my life had shifted trajectory, that stuff faded away to the point where I can’t remember where I’d left it. And from the life after that, all I had were my scars and my nightmares.

I kept looking around the room, but nothing else stood out. I considered picking the lock to the back bedroom that Rose said she’d never entered, but that would be a breach of etiquette. I’d eaten their food and been invited to spend the night. There were places in the world where those who violated that hospitality suffered horrible deaths. I couldn’t see Rose inflicting torture upon me, although I could imagine her leaving marks if . . .

I shook my head and explored the room some more, scanning the bookcases and wondering who the hell Oz had been, which was much safer than wondering anything about Rose. When I lifted the blotter on the desk, there was a picture. Three people. Two men flanking a woman. One of the men was Pike. That was clear even though time had taken its toll on him since the picture had been snapped at least forty years ago. The other must have been Ozzie. Both were dressed in OD fatigues, no markings—what we called “sterile”—with tribal scarves tied around their necks. Yeah, they’d done time over there. But well before the official invasion following 9/11.

People forget we’d played in Afghanistan a decade before 9/11, on the other side.

Ozzie and Pike were players. Like I had been. It’s what we called ourselves. Answering to and racing toward the sounds of the guns in a world civilians would never understand. Players weren’t official spies with a CIA ID card, 2.5 days of paid leave a month, health insurance, and a Federal retirement. Players did the dirty jobs across the spectrum of covert ops, from spying to training indigenous to providing security as needed to making under-the-table deals no one could acknowledge to gun slinging.

Standing between Pike and Ozzie in the picture was a woman who was taller than both with waist-length straight black hair and pale skin. She wore khaki, and the background was a bland, brown wall. She was gorgeous in a goth-type way. More like a vampire. I put the photo under a desk lamp and took a picture, then returned it to the spot under the blotter. The woman bothered me. I had never met her—she was someone you’d definitely remember—but, like the painting, there was something about her that tickled my memory.

There was a knock at the door and I opened it.

Poppy stood there with Maggs at her feet, now all combed out and glossy with a pink bow on her collar. “Here’s your puppy, all washed and fed,” she said. “Keep that cone on and I’ll check the bandage tomorrow. Have a good night.”

“Thank you.” I nodded at the instructions, wondering why I felt grateful to get my own dog back and marveling at how easily Poppy gave orders. Maggs looked longingly at the door as I shut it.

“Traitor,” I whispered to her. “And really? A bow?”

Maggs didn’t seem bothered by it.

Then I heard a door across the hall open and Rose’s voice, low and musical, and I stopped to listen.

“You’ve got a jar of overnight oats in the fridge for breakfast,” I heard her tell Poppy. “There’s still a banana left. And throw some nuts in there for protein when you stir it up. I’ll make up more oats tomorrow.”

“I know how to handle overnight oats,” Poppy said in that tone of voice that rolls its eyes.

“I thought you were going to take Max this comforter,” Rose said.

“You should do that,” Poppy said.

“Stop throwing me at him,” Rose said. Her voice was lower, but it still carried.

“I’m not throwing you at him,” Poppy said. “It’s just that you’ve been alone for⁠—”

“I have not been alone. I have you and Ozzie—had Ozzie—and this is just some stranger showing up.”

That was fair, I thought, but it seemed a little cold for somebody who had been eyeing me across a bed a few minutes before.

“He’s a good guy,” Poppy said.

I raised an eyebrow.

“And how do you know that?” Rose asked.

“He’s got a good dog. A good dog would never be with a bad man.”

I looked over at Maggs standing next to me, looking like an idiot with the bow. Poppy had some things to learn about life. And men. But Maggs was a good dog, she had that right. As far as me? I realized it depended on who you asked. There were many who might not judge me to be a good man, although, truth be told, a number of them were dead. My own jury on myself was still out and I tried not to think about it, although at night the demons would come calling.

“Well, stop it,” Rose said, and then I heard a door close and somebody knocked on mine. I waited a moment so it didn’t seem like I’d been by the door eavesdropping, and then I opened it.

Rose was standing there, her arms full of something that looked like a giant marshmallow. “You need a comforter,” she said and handed it to me. “It’s getting chilly at night this time of year, and Ozzie hadn’t turned on the furnace yet. Can I do anything else for you?”

“I’m going to take a hot shower,” I said, for lack of any other answer. Plus, if there was one thing I had absolutely lusted for on the trail, it was a hot shower.

Her eyebrows went up and I realized she might have taken that as a request for help. I quickly indicated my grubby outfit. “I’ve been on the trail a while. I’m pretty rank.”

“Right,” Rose said.

“There is hot water?” I checked, noting her comment about the furnace being off.

“Oh, yes. You need hot water all year. Ozzie wasn’t that cheap. He just thought you should throw another blanket on the bed in the fall and spring and only turned on the heat when there was frost on the ground.”

“Right.”

We stood there awkwardly for a moment and then she said, “You can toss your dirty clothes outside your door and I’ll throw them in the washer tonight.”

I didn’t have many clothes. What I wore and an extra pair of pants and two shirts in the ruck. “Right.”

But if I did that, she’d be holding part of my wardrobe captive. Civilization was hard.

“And your sleeping bag,” she said. “I can take that now, if you like.”

I didn’t like, but the bag was pretty nasty, ripped in places and stained from the trail. I’d hit a laundromat just off the trail somewhere in Virginia, but that had been a while ago. I put the comforter down and reluctantly went to my ruck and pulled out the stuff sack holding the bag, or what we affectionally called a “fart sack.”

I handed that over. “It’s a bit odiferous. Sorry.”

“No problem,” Rose paused for a second and then nodded. “Enjoy your shower. Ozzie had an extra-large tank put in, one of the few things he splurged on, so take as long as you need.”

“Right.”

She nodded again and went back across the state line to her own door.

I did not need a big marshmallow-y comforter. I was a man’s man. I slept in the woods. In a fart sack. But the comforter was really soft and it smelled faintly of roses, so I took it into the bedroom and spread it out on the bed, which was more difficult without Rose on the other side to catch it.

I spared a thought for Rose on that comforter, but then Maggs padded in behind me and leapt onto the bed, easily clearing the cone from the edge, and settled into the softness with a contented sigh. She was cleaner than I was, so it was okay. She wasn’t happy about the cone, but she was bearing with it. I could tell she liked the bed and the comforter. She didn’t seem bothered by the bow. But she’d chewed off my bandage. Go figure.

No more thoughts of Rose naked on a marshmallow.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” I warned Maggs. “We really have to get out of here tonight.”

She closed her eyes. I went to the bathroom to get clean for a really comfortable bed I wasn’t going to be spending much time in.
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At ten, I made sure the shop door was locked, stuffed Max’s washed clothes, including his now-mended t-shirt and sleeping bag, in the dryer—needle and thread I can do, even the heavy duty stuff—and put the dried dishes away. Then I got my antique paregoric bottle with the doll’s head on top and my glue and my big box of junk that was Poppy’s old toys and old jewelry and oddments from the things that Ozzie had brought back from his trips for the shop, carried it all into the kitchen, and put it on the table and tried to think of what was next. An idea about the real me that I should glue to a bottle.

The only idea I had was to go up and knock on Max’s door. At least some ill-advised sex with a stranger would give me something that wasn’t Poppy or Ozzie to stick to the damn bottle.

And that was when my phone buzzed with a text from Lian.

Come to Coral’s, PLEASE

I got my coat and before I went out the door, I remembered that shirt of Pike’s I’d promised to mend and grabbed my small sewing kit, too.

Then I went next door to Ecstasy.
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The bakery was closed, of course, just a single light behind the counter, but I could see Coral there pouring something into cups and Lian sitting at the front counter with her head in her hands. She was usually very cool and collected, even when running down the street with a pink taser, so now I was really worried. I rapped on the door, and Lian looked up and then practically ran across the shop to let me in.

“What’s going on?” I said as soon as she’d locked the door behind me, but then Coral said, “Over here, Rose,” and we both went to sit at the table she’d just put teacups on along with a plate of butterkuchen. Butterkuchen saves souls, I’m convinced of it.

“Pike’s shirt?” I said to her. It’s always good to have something in your hands when it looks like things are going to get tense.

Coral went behind the counter for Pike’s ripped shirt and then sat with us at the table, teacups and slabs of butterkuchen in front of us, me sewing the pocket Pike had ripped while I waited for them to get to the point.

Coral looked at Lian and said, “So. What is this problem?”

Lian took a deep breath, and I saw the cup in her hand waver a little until she put it down. “I need help. I wouldn’t ask, but it’s Mei.”

“Of course,” Coral said. “You should always ask. Right, Rose?”

“Absolutely,” I said, watching Lian, so clearly in hell right now. “Anything, Lian.”

She looked so tense, so I stopped staring at her and went back to Pike’s shirt.

Lian took a deep breath. “A couple of months ago, Mei’s father called me.”

Whoa. I’d never heard Lian or Mei talk about a father. I noticed that Coral’s eyes narrowed and got the feeling she knew more about this than I did.

Lian went on. “He wanted to see her. I said no, but . . .” She swallowed. “He’s a very powerful man. So I went to Oz for help, and he said he’d take care of it, and he must have because I didn’t hear anything from Mei’s father. But today he called again, so I went to Pike. I asked him for help, like Oz, and he said . . .” She swallowed, and I realized she was trying to keep from crying. She never cried.

“Go on,” Coral said.

Lian swallowed. “Pike said that it wouldn’t hurt to let him see Mei, just once. I tried to make him understand, but Pike won’t protect us, and now there’s nothing standing in the way of that man meeting my daughter.”

There was a part of me that kind of agreed with Pike; I do believe kids should at least have knowledge of their parents, even if only for medical histories. Of course, I hadn’t heard from Poppy’s father since he’d gotten me arrested to save himself, the bastard, but if he came looking for her, I’d have to let him see her, that was just rational.

But Lian was always rational, so if she was blocking this guy, it was important that he not get to Mei.

“You can move in with us,” I told her as I put careful stitches along Pike’s pocket edge. “Ozzie’s apartment will probably be empty tomorrow. If he can’t find you⁠—”

“He can find us anywhere.” Lian looked at Coral. “She needs to know. Especially since Ozzie is dead.”

Coral looked away for a moment then nodded. “Yes.”

I stopped sewing. “I need to know what?”

Lian sipped her tea, put her cup down, and said, “I used to work for this dark division of the CIA. Mei’s father was my boss.”

“You were CIA.”

Lian nodded. “He’s above the law. I know that, I worked for him creating ways around legal blocks.” She met my eyes. “I know it was wrong, but we were doing good for the country. I thought.”

“Oh, I’m not judging,” I told her. “I was just startled. There’s been a warrant out for my arrest for nineteen years.”

She blinked then slowly nodded. “I wondered what kept you here.”

“This man, Mei’s father,” Coral said, and I realized she’d been uncharacteristically silent.

Lian nodded. “His name is Herc.”

Coral nodded.

Lian looked surprised. “You worked for him, too?”

“No,” Coral said. “I met him when I was very young. He taught me things and then got me a job with some people he knew in Germany.”

“Oh,” Lian said. “Were you . . . lovers?”

“For a short time.” Coral sipped her tea.

I began to get a picture of this Herc, clearly an oversexed jerk.

“You worked for the CIA, too?” I asked Coral, and she waved the question away so I shifted back to Lian. “You can move in with us. Poppy and I will help protect you.”

Lian shook her head. “You can’t get involved. The minute he finds out you’re blocking him and there’s a warrant, he’ll have you arrested. I didn’t know . . .”

“Nineteen years,” Coral said. “Isn’t there a statute of limitations?”

“Not if you were actually arrested.” I went back to finishing up Pike’s pocket. “I escaped from custody after my arrest. There is no statute of limitations for that.”

“Did you kill someone?” Coral said, as if that were a normal question.

“No. The guy I was with, Poppy’s father, was scamming people.” I took a deep breath and started again. “When I was a senior in high school, this magic show came to town, and the headliner was Malachi Grace, and I fell for him and left town without graduating and traveled with him for twelve years. And then when I was thirty-one, I found out I was pregnant, and he told me to get rid of it, and I wouldn’t, and he decided to get rid of me. So when the cops came to arrest him for swindling grieving people by telling them he could talk to the dead, he told them it was my idea, so I was arrested with him. And then he told me to claim it was all me since I was pregnant and would have an easier time in jail. And I had hysterics and they took me to a hospital and there’d been a major accident and it was a mess there so I just walked out when nobody was paying any attention to me.”

I stopped to breathe again. I was finished with the pocket so I looked for more rips. If there weren’t any, I’d embroider Pike’s name on the damn shirt just to keep my eyes there.

Lian looked at Coral. “You knew?”

She nodded.

I found a loose cuff and kept working. “I got on a bus that stopped here and I got off to go to the bathroom and the bus left while I was in there. I walked down the street and the lights were on in here, and I knocked on the door and Coral let me in, and she fed me and told me everything would be okay and got Ozzie to give me a job and a place to live. And that’s how I ended up in Rocky Start.”

And that’s why I will do anything for Coral Schmidt forever, I did not add.

“So Poppy’s father doesn’t know where she is,” Lian said.

“I doubt very much he remembers he’s a father. Very selfish man.” I finished the cuff and stopped to sip my tea, relieved my confession was over, relieved I’d finally told my two best friends the truth. “Which is not the problem. I will still take you and Mei in. If the cops come, they come.”

“No,” Lian said. “It wouldn’t do any good. The only ones who could stop him would be Oz and Pike. Oz is dead and Pike isn’t the same without him. Unless . . .” She turned to Coral. “Can you talk him into helping us?”

Coral grimaced. “Oz’s death has hit him hard. But if he told you to let Herc see Mei, he has his reasons. Oz was always the one to deal with Herc. The balance of things has been upset. Why did Herc suddenly call you months ago?”

Lian explained. “I think he saw Mei dancing with Poppy on TikTok when Mei won that political science essay contest. He knows now she’s smart and she’s pretty, and he’ll try to use her.”

“He knew before,” Coral said. “Herc never lets go of anything. He has had somebody watching you both. All of us. He has eyes on Rocky Start at all times.”

“Well, that’s creepy,” I said, but Lian shook her head.

“I don’t care. I do not want Mei involved with him in any way, involved in his world in any way, ever.”

Coral nodded, no argument. “We will think of something, but I do not think Pike is the answer.”

“We don’t have time.” Lian turned back to me. “Do you know why Max is here?”

I was taken aback. “To pick up boots at the post office. He hasn’t said a word about Mei.”

“That would be smart,” Lian said. “If Herc sent him here to set things up, he wouldn’t show any interest at first.” She leaned toward me. “I should have seen this as soon as he got into town. He has that look. The same look everybody else has around here.”

“Not everybody,” Coral protested.

“What look?” I said. “There isn’t any look that I’ve noticed.”

Lian and Coral exchanged a look, as if each was daring the other to reveal some great secret.

Coral finally spoke. “Since Oz is dead and that man claiming to be his son has come to town, you need to know. Oz was an ex-player.”

“A what?”

“An ex-agent,” Lian clarified. “Sort of.”

Coral went on. “Oz and Pike worked for Herc. Until Oz got something on Herc that was so bad it meant that he could quit. Then he and Pike found this place and bought up most of this town. Rocky Start is full of ex-agents, Rose. Have you not noticed how odd some of these people are?”

“It’s a small town in the South,” I said. “And people in small towns are odd everywhere. So, wait, what do you mean by ‘agents’? All the people here are spies?”

“Not all,” Lian said. “Maybe ten percent. Lots of normal people here, too. But yes, retired spies. And chemists. Code-breakers. Assass⁠—”

“Stop.” I looked at Coral. “You were a spy?”

“No. I did wet work. I killed people.” She said it like she was saying, “I did some waitressing.” No big deal. “I started when I was fifteen. A man followed me and dragged me into an alley to have his way with me, and I grabbed a piece of broken glass and cut his throat. And then it turned out that he’d been followed by another man, and that man recruited me because I’d been so efficient. He taught me my knife skills.” She looked at me without blinking. “I’m very good with a knife.”

“You started that young?” I said, appalled.

Coral nodded, still lost in thought, rubbing her palm. “Even after all these years, there is a scar.”

Yeah, I thought. I bet that left scars.

“The guy who recruited you was Herc, wasn’t it?” Lian said.

“Yes,” Coral said.

“And you were lovers,” Lian said.

“Briefly,” Coral said.

“At fifteen?” I said, pretty much reaching my limit on appalled.

“He was only twenty,” Coral said. “Terrible lover. Selfish, I learned later when I could compare. Now, what are we going to do about Mei?”

“Max is here for her,” Lian said, and I lost my breath. “I would bet any amount of money that Herc sent him for her.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t know what Max is, but he doesn’t kidnap teenagers.” I thought about him with Poppy. “He would not do that.”

Coral and Lian ignored me, which was fair. I’d known Max for about seven hours, and most of that time he hadn’t even been with me. He just didn’t seem like that kind of guy.

Yeah, I know, he probably was.

“Ten percent of the town, huh?” I said, but they weren’t listening to me.

“Rose will think of something,” Coral was saying.

They both turned to look at me, and I was dumbfounded, even more dumbfounded than I was about living in a town full of spies. I could fix jewelry and mend shirts, solve arguments and arrange reconciliations, fix any number of other small problems, but if they thought I could go up against some CIA mastermind, they’d lost their grips.

“I believe in you,” Lian said, and Coral nodded.

“I’ll work on it.” I handed Pike’s now-mended shirt to Coral and went back to Oddities, completely mind-blown.

How had I missed the spy thing for nineteen years? I’d assumed Ozzie was on the run from the law, so he hadn’t been a clue. Everybody else hadn’t been chatty about their pasts, but then neither was I. I started thinking about who definitely wasn’t a spy. Sweet little Mrs. Baumgarten who loved ugly teacups and kept a support llama. Steadfast Luke, Darius’s dad, the most straight-shooting man I’d ever met (metaphor, I’d never seen him with a gun). But I wouldn’t have put Coral in that group, and Lian, and here they were, telling me they’d been an assassin and a lawyer for a dark part of the CIA. What did I know?

Well, now I knew I was living in a town of retired spies, and my best friend’s daughter was being targeted by her absent father, an evil mastermind, and a total stranger had shown up with his mother to evict me, and I had just invited another stranger who was possibly a spy to stay the night in the apartment next door, and I didn’t have a clue as to what to do next.

Fixing this was going to take some intense thinking.


CHAPTER 17
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Ihit the sheets after my shower and was instantly asleep in that great bed. It had been a long day, and the ability to sleep anytime, anywhere, was something you learned early on when you traveled the world like I had and did the things I’d done. I’d intended to arise a little after midnight and beat feet out of this town where the only people who wanted me here were on the other side of a blue line in a different state.

But the bed was welcoming and when I opened my eyes, I guessed it was at least two, maybe two-ten. When I checked my watch, it said 2:14 so I was on the slow side. One part of my brain wanted me to spring up, shrug on my extra set of clothes, grab the ruck, and go.

But it was a good bed and the comforter felt soft against my skin. I turned my head and Maggs’ butt was toward me at the head of the bed, perhaps a not too subtle message?

Rose and Poppy and Pike could take care of Norman. And Pike was already gunning for Junior. There was no reason I should stay. Everyone wanted me gone, everyone outside of this place at least. And staying would just be trouble in the next state across the hall. I was already getting soft, missing my planned departure time and lying here thinking about doing somebody—something—rather than doing it.

I sighed and slid out from under the comforter and sheet and grabbed the clothes I had ready next to the bed. Maggs moaned in her sleep, sensing a disturbance in the force around her. That force being comfort.

I’d already put everything else in the ruck, the way we did in the field, always ready to move at a moment’s notice in case the enemy attacked. Unfortunately, there had been no attack.

I’d have to find the laundry room on the way out to get the sleeping bag and my other clothes Rose had snagged from my ruck. I’d seen Poppy dump laundry in a first-floor closet near the kitchen door.

I walked around the bed and knelt, facing my dog. “Come on, you slug,” I whispered to Maggs.

She opened her eyes, looking unhappy. Yeah, well, life is tough all over.

“Let’s go.”

Maggs yawned, then did a big, long stretch while still lying down.

She did not get up. This life was making her soft, too. Another reason to leave.

“Come on.”

She got to her feet, gave me a long soulful look, yawned again to make her point, and then slithered off the bed on her belly, not exactly full of her usual exuberance to be on the trail once more. Civilization ruins the best of us. There was a flight of stairs going down at the side of Oz’s workroom, a single nightlight near the top, and I remembered that Rose had said that this place had been two buildings Oz had joined with a hallway in the middle, leaving a stair in each apartment.

I carried my new boots in hand as I eased my feet down the stairs on the Tennessee side. Maggs followed. We made it to the first floor without raising an alarm, although this stair put us in one of the side rooms of the shop, full of things to barge into.

I turned the corner into the front room of the shop and found the washer and dryer where I’d seen Poppy throw towels earlier. I stuffed the clothes hanging there into the ruck and took the bag out of the dryer and started to roll it. It was soft and smelled as nice as the comforter. And Rose had mended the tears.

“See?” I whispered to Maggs, holding it out to her to let her sniff.

She didn’t seem impressed. I stuffed the bag into the sack that Rose had conveniently left on top of the dryer and then into the ruck.

It was going like clockwork. Until I was opening the kitchen door and heard the distinct clicks of the hammers on a double-barreled shotgun being pulled back in the darkness.

“Rose?” I said.

“Max?” Rose said.

“Yes.”

“Thank God.” She was silhouetted by the moonlight behind her through the panes in the kitchen door. She lowered the shotgun. “I heard you out there. What are you doing?”

“Maggs missed her sleeping bag,” I lied.

She looked at my rucksack and then me. I was dressed. My boots were in one hand. Yeah. This wasn’t good.

“And it was time for us to go.” I sat down at the table to pull on my boots in the dark.

“In the middle of the night?”

“Pike made it pretty clear he doesn’t want to see me again.”

She was quiet for a while, and then she said “Okay,” but she didn’t smile. “I had some questions, but if you’re leaving, never mind. Thank you for all you’ve done for us.”

“I haven’t done anything.” I stood up and picked up my ruck and called Maggs to me. Then I looked at Rose in the dim light from the street, baggy-eyed with fatigue, that bruise on her cheek, rumpled and sleepy and . . . “Thank you for dinner and the shower and the bed.” That didn’t seem like enough, so I added, “That was the best lasagna I’ve ever had.”

“You’re welcome.” Rose finally smiled, a bit bleakly. “So you really weren’t working with Junior? I didn’t think so, but, you know, I had to be careful.”

“No. I had no idea who he was.”

“Good.” She hesitated. “And you’re not working for . . .”

I waited but she didn’t finish even though she was clearly concerned about something. “I’m not working for anybody.”

She nodded. “I’ll tell Poppy you said goodbye.”

That was a one-two punch: She was worried, and I wouldn’t be saying goodbye to Poppy, who’d taken care of my dog. The whole thing seemed wrong. I looked down at Maggs, who was also a bit bleak, her tail hanging straight down. She looked back up at me in the darkness, her face framed by the cone. Big brown eyes. And that damn cone was going to be a pain on the trail, hitting branches and whatnot, especially in the dark.

If I left in the morning, I could have breakfast with Rose and maybe find out what was bothering her. Not my problem, of course, but it was Rose. And then there was Poppy, who deserved a proper thank you.

I looked out the window. It was pitch black out there. “Look, it’s probably not a good idea for us to be out there wandering around in the dark. And I’d like to thank Poppy for what she’s done for Maggs. Is it okay if we stick around until she leaves for school?”

Maggs, traitor that she was turning out to be, wagged her tail hard, thumping my thigh.

“Sure,” Rose said. “She leaves early, though. Like about 7:30.”

“Great. That’s when we’ll go,” I said.

“Okay,” Rose said, and I gave up and we went upstairs, Rose and Maggs ahead of me.

And then I crossed the hall back to Tennessee where I belonged. Sort of.
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Max and I parted ways upstairs on the blue line. He went into Ozzie’s apartment, Maggs moving ahead of him, tail wagging happily. I waited, but he went in and shut his door, so I shut mine, too, and went back down to the kitchen before I could lose my grip and knock on his door and ask him if he might be interested in me naked so I could ask him about Mei. And have sex.

But he was leaving in the morning, so he probably wasn’t here for Mei. Plus, he’d had a chance to say something, anything, to show his interest, and he hadn’t. Just that he was leaving in the morning after saying goodbye to Poppy. He hadn’t even added me into the breakfast equation.

I sat and looked at my self-portrait bottle with a naked head and some poppies as a border at the bottom. That was just sad. I thought what else I could add to it that was me and realized that I’d gotten to half a century defining myself by my service to other people, reacting to other people’s needs, Cheery Boost all the way. Things happened and I fixed them, and then I waited until the next thing happened. I didn’t start anything, I didn’t make things happen, I just filled in the spaces other people made.

And Max was obviously not interested in making a space for me anywhere near him.

So I was just a reflection of other people’s needs. Except when I made my Outsider Art. Maybe that’s why I’d started the paregoric figure, maybe I started doing the saints and the other assemblages to make myself do things that weren’t work and motherhood, things that weren’t just reacting to everybody else’s needs, things that were just me. But I should do more with my life, interesting things, wild things, new things, selfish things, so I’d have something to glue to a bottle self-portrait. Yeah, I thought. Be aggressive. Do something wild.

Do Max, a traitorous voice inside me said.

I was pretty sure that voice was Coral’s. She’d have done him already and then probably slit his throat just in case.

I wondered, if you don’t use a vagina, does it close up on you? I’d had my ears pierced once and then didn’t put earrings in them for years and when I’d tried to the other day, they’d healed over, closed up. That could be a bad sign.

I tried to think of things I could add to the self-portrait that would be exciting, but all I could come up with was a big bear to stand behind it that would be my sexual fears. Or maybe it would be Max. Same thing, really.

I couldn't even remember sex with my ex, although that was probably good. Never lose your virginity to somebody at eighteen and then stick with them for twelve miserable years before they kick you to the curb. Those people are not good lovers.

I yawned and closed my eyes, thinking that tomorrow would be better even though Norman and Junior were out there gunning for me along with God knows who, and Herc was probably coming for Mei and I had to fix that, and Barry would be back from Atlanta on Thursday to open Ozzie’s envelope when Max would be gone again, and—oh, just hell. I yawned again and gave up, turning off the light, and went upstairs. I checked on Poppy, asleep with her mouth open and William curled up beside her, my baby still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and went back to my bedroom and crawled under my comforter and reached to set my alarm.

And then I thought, Why?

Poppy could make her own breakfast. Max was going to hit the trail. If he’d wanted to say goodbye to me, he could have said he’d wait around a while. Or invited me into his bed. I didn’t have to serve anybody. It seemed selfish not to get up and take care of them, but it would be so wonderful to sleep late.

I never got to sleep late.

Besides, I really didn’t want to say goodbye to Max again, damn it. I wanted Max to stick around for a while because I was dumb enough to think he’d be that unicorn, a Good Man Who Could Find A Clitoris On The First Try. And now he was leaving me without even making a pass, so fuck him.

No, don’t fuck him, Rose, he’s leaving.

Maybe I should make tomorrow my selfish day. The last day before Barry opened Ozzie’s envelope and we lost our home. Just for tomorrow, I would do whatever I wanted.

Selfish Day.

The thought was thrilling, which gives you a rough idea of how bland my life was.

I reached over and shoved the alarm away without setting it, sank into my pillows, and drifted off.

My last thought was wondering whether Max had liked the comforter.


WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 28


CHAPTER 19
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Iwoke before dawn, a bit overwhelmed by the soft bed and thick comforter. I turned my head to the right and Maggs was still asleep, snoring very lightly, the sound amplified by the cone, her snout toward me, which was better than the last time when she’d presented me with her butt. She was not a subtle communicator.

I hadn’t bothered to get undressed when I’d re-entered the room last night. Coming back in after being met by Rose and her shotgun, I’d been suddenly overwhelmed with a deep exhaustion and had just crawled into the bed. My clothes were clean, after all.

Maggs’ eyes opened and she lifted her head. I tensed, reaching for my gun on the nightstand. I remained still and listened but didn’t hear anything untoward. I slid out of the bed and holstered the gun. I’d left my ruck in the kitchen last night, so I took a last look around the room, making sure I wasn’t forgetting anything. Like the dog that didn’t want to get off the bed.

“Let’s go.”

Maggs gave a little twitch of her tail which meant she’d heard me. Compliance was another issue.

“We’re leaving after breakfast,” I told Maggs in my stern voice.

She wagged her tail. Once. But did not otherwise move.

“Maggs, come on.” I was pleading. With my dog.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, opened my eyes, and smiled at her. “Please?”

Maggs sighed then slid off the bed.

“Come on, doofus.” I opened the door and we went down the stairs on our side of the line.

There was the sound of plates and utensils clanging in the kitchen, and I paused before we went in because that normality sounded so abnormal to me. But Maggs didn’t care. She pushed forward, now eager, and pressed her nose against the kitchen door.

“Good morning,” I said as I followed Maggs in, looking for Rose.

Poppy was at the stove frying bacon. No sign of Rose. I realized Maggs had smelled the bacon, and it was the reason she’d bothered to come downstairs with me. Priorities.

Poppy greeted Maggs first. “Morning, beautiful.” That was the hint she was talking to Maggs. She rubbed Maggs’ head. Then she looked at me. “How did you sleep?”

“Fine.” Poppy was staring at me so I added, “I had a great night’s sleep.” I didn’t ask where Rose was. It was probably better if I escaped without running into her.

“And you’re going to have a great breakfast,” Poppy said with too much enthusiasm for this early in the morning. Evidently the overnight oats Rose had left for her were not going to do it. “How do you like your eggs?”

I had to think on that one for a few seconds. “Over easy?”

“Over easy.” She nodded. “Coming right up. I hope you like bacon.”

Easy question: Who doesn’t like bacon? And my alarm started ticking. This was all too easy. Rose and Poppy inviting me in, Pike giving me a pass on staying in town, even Norman and Junior going off when I chucked them out. I needed to be careful. There were people out there in the world who didn’t like me. Some who might hold a grudge or have sworn vengeance on me for dastardly deeds I had done in the past. I did have to admit, though, that serving me a hot breakfast was not a normal revenge. It was supposed to be served cold.

“Over easy,” Poppy said a few minutes later as she slid the eggs out of the pan onto a plate and brought them over, and then when the toaster popped, put some toast beside them. She gave me a sharp look. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks for the eggs.”

“Bacon in a moment.” She went back to the stove. “Maggs is such a good girl.”

I eyeballed the big furball. She was supposed to warn me of ambushes.

Poppy used tongs to extract the bacon out of the frying pan and laid them on a paper towel on a plate. She carefully turned the burner off and brought the plate over, placed it in the center of the table, and sat down across from me, which made me very nervous. Me, who’d sat across from warlords and gunrunners and mercenaries negotiating matters of life and death. She glanced at my packed rucksack. Her school pack was next to it.

“You need to stay at least another day,” Poppy said. “Maggs’ paw needs to heal.” And with that, she held up a piece of bacon. “Can Maggs have this?”

This girl was devious. “Sure.”

Maggs eyeballed the bacon and glanced at me. I nodded. “Go ahead.”

At this rate, Maggs wouldn’t leave with me. And this was wrong, all wrong. I knew it deep in my gut. Not Poppy, but Rocky Start. Why had my old boss diverted me here? Both the postmaster and Pike had made a point of saying through-hikers picked up supplies in Bearton. Herc could read a map as well as me. He never did anything by chance.

“I’ll take it slow,” I said. “But I really do want to make it to the end of the Trail.”

“The A.T. will still be there tomorrow,” Poppy said serenely as if she were some sort of Buddhist monk. I’d traded shots with a Buddhist monk one time in Thailand and . . . well, that had nothing to do with the current situation. To clarify, that was shots of scotch, not bullets. At least initially. Because it had turned out he wasn’t really a monk; good cover—shaved head and robes and all—he’d gone the extra mile for his mission, but, again, that had nothing to do with the current situation. Poppy really had me off my game.

“I’ve got a ways to go.” I waited for her to ask what I planned on doing after I reached Springer Mountain in Georgia, remembering what Pike had asked.

But she simply nodded. “All right.” Her voice was pitched in an overly neutral tone. Even I could pick up on that. It was amazing what a teenager could convey with tone.

After a few minutes, I forked up the last of the eggs. My chewing sounded extraordinarily loud.

A car horn beeped out back.

“That’s Darius, my ride to school.” Poppy got up and grabbed her backpack. She paused at the back door. “You really should stay, Max. Not just so Maggs can heal. My mom needs your help.” She hesitated, and then she said, “Please stay.”

I shook my head, but before I could say anything, she was gone without saying goodbye. I stood up and glanced out the big bay window. Poppy got in an old, dark green two-door soft-top jeep driven by a young Black man who appeared to be about her age. After she got in, she leaned across and gave him a kiss. I heard him clash gears as he tried to get it in first even though he’d probably been driving it for a couple of years. Seemed Poppy had an effect on people as well as dogs, or at least kissing Poppy did.

Probably something she’d inherited from her mother. Who didn’t need me. Rose was the kind of woman who was in charge of any situation she ran into.

She’d be fine.

I turned back to the kitchen.

Maggs was staring at me.

“You want bacon?” I asked her. She didn’t blink. “This is a trap.”

Sometimes I wished Maggs could talk. And give me advice.

I gave her the last piece then carried the plate to the sink. Washed it. Cocked my head to see if Rose was stirring upstairs. Nothing.

Put the plate in the drying rack. Then got the hot water going and did the frying pan. Then the utensils. Maggs watched me the entire time until the kitchen was clean.

Upstairs was still silent.

I shrugged on my rucksack, which seemed abnormally heavy today. Listened one more time to the quiet upstairs.

“Come on,” I said to Maggs.

I closed the door behind me.
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“Okay, what’s wrong?” Darius said when we were out on the double-lane highway on the way to school in Bearton.

I have no secrets from Darius. I mean, sometimes he’s a little bossy, and he likes to make decisions for both of us, but I can handle that and he gives good advice, so I unloaded. “Max is leaving again, heading out to the A.T., and Maggs is hurt. And my mother didn’t come down to breakfast which is not like her, she always gets up to make sure Ozzie and I are fed. Maybe she didn’t get up because of Max. Maybe she thought it would hurt too much⁠—”

“Maybe she just wanted to sleep in for the first time in years,” Darius said, keeping his eyes on the road because his dad would kill him if he got distracted and caused an accident. His dad is very protective of the public. And Darius. And me. “Your mom always seems pretty chipper to me.”

“She’s pretty chipper to everybody,” I said, annoyed. “But she’s not happy. We used to dance all the time, she’d put on ‘Three Little Birds’ every morning and dance while she made breakfast. And she’d make art things, weird wonderful things like her saints. She’s not doing any of that anymore. And I’m leaving in the fall for college and Ozzie’s gone and she’ll have nothing.”

“Pops,” Darius started with that “you’re overreacting” voice of his, but I overrode him.

“She’s always serving people. Max is the first time she’s been different, the first time she’s been even a little bit selfish, wanting something for herself, and I want her to have him. I mean, she likes him and he’s leaving.” I shook my head. “I have to do something about this.”

“Poppy,” Darius said.

“I just don’t know what.”

“Well, keeping in mind that your mom is an adult⁠—”

“Darius.”

Darius sighed and pulled off the road. Again, if he has an accident arguing with me, his dad will go ballistic. “So what you need to be happy today is this guy Max staying in town.”

“Yes.”

He nodded and got his phone out of his jacket pocket. A moment later he said, “Dad, I need a favor.” He listened for a second and then he said, “Poppy’s upset. There’s a guy she does not want to leave town. He’s at Oddities and will be leaving from there, heading . . .” He looked at me.

“He’s heading for the A.T. Going south.”

“Heading for the A.T. Going south.”

“With a big black dog named Maggs,” I added.

“With a big black dog named Maggs.” Darius listened and then said to me, “Description.”

I leaned toward him and spoke into the phone. “Dark, silent, old, over fifty anyway, crummy clothes, but strong. He threw Junior, the guy that tried to make my mom leave the shop, into the street. The dog’s a long-haired black German Shepherd, gorgeous.”

Darius took the phone and I moved back into my seat. “Did you get that?” he said to his dad. “Right.” He looked at me. “Dad says fifty isn’t old.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Name?” Darius asked me.

“Max Reddy.”

I heard Darius’s dad say something loud, but I couldn’t quite get what.

“I think my dad knows him,” Darius said, straight-faced, and then he answered his dad again. “No, he hasn’t killed anybody that I know of. Threw some loser into the street.”

“And turfed out Norman,” I said.

“And threw Norman Oswald out of Oddities. Poppy wants this Max to stay with her mom, so I don’t think she’s scared of him.”

“No,” I said. “Max is a sweetie.”

Darius rolled his eyes at me. “I think my dad has seen a different side of Max.” He listened again and then said, “I think Poppy’s worried about her mom. Sounds like this Junior guy and Norman are trying to hurt her or something, and Poppy thinks Max can stop them.” He listened and then turned to me. “Dad says Max can stop them and anything else that shows up. But he’s nobody to mess with, so are you sure you want him to stay?”

“I’m sure.” The idea of my mother being with somebody she liked who was nobody to mess with? Hell, yes.

“Go,” Darius said into the phone, listened for a minute, and put it back in his pocket. “He’s on it.”

“You are a wonderful person,” I told him and leaned in and kissed him again.

He put his arm around me and smiled at me, that lazy smile that always got me, and said, “You know, we have perfect attendance; we could skip today.”

“Have you met your father?”

“Right.” He let go and put the car in gear and pulled back on the highway.

I felt better. A lot better. Darius’s father was nobody to mess with, either. If he wanted Max to stay, he’d find a way to make that happen. Nonviolently—he was big on nonviolence—which is weird because he looks like somebody who could take out a whole town: big Black guy, muscles and sharp eyes and sharper brain. Very hot for an old guy, although I have not mentioned that to Darius.

Who is also very hot.

It was kind of odd that his dad somehow knew Max. Then again, this was Rocky Start. Odd was our thing.

“We probably don’t have to go straight home after school,” I said, and he grinned.

“Probably won’t,” he said cheerfully.

I really love Darius.
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Iwoke up beautifully late, determined to get my act together. Time to plan for the future. I assumed Max was gone and that was fine, I didn’t need the distraction and if he was gone that meant he wasn’t here about Mei so that was good, too. And I had a future to plan for. Things to do. For Poppy and Mei and Lian.

For me.

If he’d wanted to see me again, he’d have stayed.

So, the future.

The only thing I could think of to protect Mei was to get her out of town, but Lian seemed to think this guy Herc would find her anyway. So if we couldn’t stop him coming to town, we could prep Mei and never leave her alone. She could stay in Poppy’s bedroom, we could warn the school that her absent father was looking for her, make sure there were always adults with her, that he could never see her alone.

I still wasn’t sure what Lian was afraid of—kidnapping?—but putting a guard of adults and almost-adult-teens around Mei was my best idea so far. We could keep her and Poppy at Coral’s after school. They’d be in sugar shock by nightfall, but small price to pay for safety.

And then there was my dicey future after Ozzie’s death. My best bet was that he left everything to Coral. I could probably convince her to keep the store open to see if I could make it turn a profit. I was pretty sure she didn’t need the money, she just liked it. Still, her getting the shop was iffy; Ozzie had cared for Coral but she had plenty of money and didn’t need his, so I was going to need a Plan B.

I got out of bed and looked at the clock, appalled to find out it was almost nine. Well, I’d wanted to do something selfish. That was plenty selfish.

I went into the bathroom and caught sight of myself in the mirror. That was a really fine bruise on my cheek. I washed my face and slathered more arnica on—the stuff really does speed up bruise healing but it doesn’t work overnight—and considered makeup for the first time in years. Just to cover up the bruise, not to change my face. I tried a little and realized that instead of a bruise, I’d have a big splotch of make-up and that would be worse, so the bruise it was. I brushed my teeth and got the snarls out of my hair and let everything else go. This was me. Deal with it, Rocky Start. And for once I wasn’t tired. This was a new day, a new life, today I could have anything I wanted that I could afford, and I could afford to sleep late, the shop was closed.

Should it be closed?

The thing was, Ozzie hadn’t paid me for October, it not being the end of the month yet, and if I opened the shop, I could keep the money as payment for October. Although since I was losing my job, didn’t I get termination pay? I mean, I hadn’t been fired, but I was definitely out of work.

No, I’d just keep the money from whatever I could sell until . . .

Until Barry opened the envelope tomorrow. Not much time to make up your back pay, Rose. You really need a Plan B.

I went out to the kitchen to make breakfast, half hoping Max would be there but not surprised when he wasn’t. The kitchen was spotless, though; he must have cleaned. Poppy wouldn’t have had time before school. That was nice of him.

I opened the refrigerator, looked at Poppy’s uneaten overnight oats, thought about being good and eating oatmeal, and then thought, No.

It’s Selfish Day.

I was going to treat myself to Coral’s baking, one last sugar and fat blowout.

Selfish Day was turning out to be such a good idea.
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I should have mentioned last night: Coral’s bakery is great. When she bought the place many years ago, she had the front facade rebuilt with big windows that let the sun in, and she’d tiled the floor with black and white squares and etched the glass door with the word “ecstasy,” but everything else was turn of the century, the turn of the second-to-last century. She’d even had Ozzie source old counters and bakery cases so it just felt . . . homey. Warm. Nice. Coral-ish.

Most of the tables had people at them—people came from out of town to get Coral’s baking—but the short counter behind and to the left of the last bakery case was empty, all four stools, probably because that was where Pike usually sat, half-hidden from the crowd, grouchy and uninviting. So I went there. Coral smiled when she saw me, poured coffee into a mug and put hot water and a tea bag into another, and brought them down to me. I waved to her counter clerk, Anita, who waved back to me and went on serving customers, and Coral put the mugs on the counter and pulled up a stool on her side before picking up her coffee. “You are late today,” she said, clearly approving of me as she sat. “Thinking about Mei?”

“Still no solution,” I told her. “But we tell Poppy and the boys to never leave her alone at school, and we make Poppy and Mei stay in here after school, which will mean the boys are in here, too, so she’ll have people around her to block her. Not to mention you and your skinny knife. It’s not a real solution, but it’ll keep Mei safe until we think of one.”

“Very good.” Coral looked at me closer. “Is there something else wrong?”

“Well, today is Selfish Day,” I said. “I slept until nine, Coral. It’s probably my last day here, so I’m going to wallow in it.”

“The wallowing is good,” Coral said. “But it is not your last day here. We will think of something. Speaking of wallowing, how was Max?”

“Seemed okay,” I said, confused. “He’s gone now.”

“I meant in bed.”

“I just met him. I couldn’t sleep with somebody that fast.”

“Why not?”

“Because . . .” Actually, I couldn’t think of a reason. It’s not like I had to worry about my reputation. “It just seemed fast.” She looked at me, exasperated, and I said, “And I’m out of practice. And he wasn’t interested. He’s gone. Left this morning. Back on the Trail.”

“He was there all night, just across the hall, and you did not join him?”

“He tried to leave in the middle of the night.”

“And?”

“I met him in the kitchen and he said he’d stay until morning.”

“And?”

“And he went to his bed and I went to my bed. And then he left before I got up this morning. If he’d been interested, he’d have made a move.”

“It was your home,” Coral said. “You had to make the move. No wonder he left. He probably lay awake all night wondering when you might come to his bed.”

“I doubt that.”

Coral shook her head. “He could have used a warm woman. That kind of man does not ask for anything. You should have⁠—”

“Look,” I said, exasperated. “I do not have the skills to lure somebody into sex, let alone the body to have sex with somebody⁠—”

“There is nothing wrong with your body,” Coral said. “Your clothes are terrible, but your body is fine.”

“Coral, I’m going to be fifty on Saturday.”

“I am seventy-four, and I have been double-teaming Pike and Ozzie for years.” She looked thoughtful. “I should get someone to take Ozzie’s place. After the ceremony, of course.”

“Ceremony?”

“Oz’s ceremony of death,” Coral said. “Pike is handling it.” She thought some more. “Maybe if Max comes back, I will try him.”

“He’s not coming back,” I said shortly.

“What a shame,” Coral said, smiling at me.

The problem with Coral is, she doesn’t miss much.

Actually, she doesn’t miss anything. I looked at her, a woman who refused to let age define her, who indulged her strong appetites for everything, who never doubted herself, who killed her first man at fifteen and had a stiletto in her picture hat. “I wouldn’t know how to seduce a man,” I said, realizing that sex was another thing that I’d always done as a reaction to some man asking. I’d never gone up to a guy and said, “How about it?” That had seemed . . . selfish.

And today was Selfish Day.

And Max was gone. There’s my life for you. There had been a part of me who’d hoped he might still be around when I got up. I didn’t want to say goodbye to him again, but I would have enjoyed another hello.

Coral was talking. “Honey, you do not have to seduce men. You offer and they are yours.” I blinked at her and she said, “Well, if you have seen them show interest, they are yours. But you can do things to make them take interest. And then when they sweep you off to bed, you tell them what you want. Especially guys like Max. He is just like Pike and Ozzie, so used to being grim and stoic he doesn’t know how to be anything else. That is why they need us.”

“Coral, I have served enough men in my life.”

“He would serve you, too.” She thought of something and smiled. “I bet he would be good. Men like that are competent at everything.”

I remembered how swiftly he’d taken down Junior and turfed Norman. He probably would have been.

“I would have been all over him,” Coral said.

“Yes, but you’re a force of nature.”

She shook her head and then got up to open one of her bakery cases and take out a slice of Nusskuchen. “For Selfish Day,” she said, putting it down in front of me.

“Oh, God, I shouldn’t,” I said, but really, I had to. Coral is a master baker, and Nusskuchen is a sublime loaf cake with hazelnuts and lemon and chocolate pieces in it.

“About Max,” Coral said. “Sex is fun, correct?”

“I can’t remember.” I cut into my Nusskuchen.

“But society puts all these restrictive rules on it, especially for women. If you ask me, men started that whole concept of women’s honor just to keep women from having a good time.”

“There’s a logic problem there,” I began, but Coral swept on.

“Look at you. You haven’t had sex in nineteen years, and why? Because you didn’t want to upset anybody.”

“Sixteen years,” I corrected her. I hadn’t been a nun my first few years here in Rocky Start, but then Poppy had gotten older and Ozzie grouchier about me going out and the pickings had been slim. “Actually, there wasn’t anybody I wanted to have sex with,” I said and changed the subject. “Did Barry call you about the will reading tomorrow afternoon? Was your name on Oz’s envelope?”

She ignored that. “When Max comes back, you should go to him. You’re attracted to him, you are both of legal age. What’s the problem?”

“Coral, I’d have to put on makeup and probably a bra and be . . . flirtatious, and I just can’t. I’m done.” I took another bite of loaf cake. “And he’s not attracted to me. And he’s definitely not coming back.”

“He was interested in you without makeup and a bra, so I do not see why you would have to change. Give him a chance. Then tell me how he was. I really want to know.”

“He’s gone.” I took another bite of my nut loaf. It was sublime, but the slice was huge. The rest of my Nusskuchen was going home with me to fuel the rest of Selfish Day.

“I am willing to bet he will be back,” Coral said.

“Why?”

“My intuition. I am very good at anticipating what men will do. I do not believe it was chance that brought him here.”

Well, yeah, she would be good at anticipating men. Honey pot. I bet she’d been good at it, too. “It doesn’t matter what brought him here, he’s gone now, so I am definitely not having sex⁠—”

The shop door opened just as I said “sex,” and a woman with a little girl looked daggers at me, so I finished by whispering “—with him or anybody else. I have problems to solve.”

Coral shook her head at me and went down the counter to wait on the glaring woman as Anita, her counter clerk, got the little girl a cookie, and I finished my tea—Lemon Zinger, my fave—and headed out the door with the rest of my Nusskuchen wrapped in a napkin.

But after I got outside the Ecstasy door, I hesitated. It wouldn’t hurt to be prepared. Small steps. I didn’t have to actually sleep with anybody, but I could be ready . . . I went next door to the other side of Oddities, to Quill’s Pharmacy, and bought condoms and lube from an interested Sid Quill and then went back and opened the shop.

All I needed now was a plan. And some guy.

It was a real shame Max had gone.
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Imade it out of Rocky Start without running into Pike, which I considered an accomplishment since the guy seemed to be everywhere. Maybe he’d slept in.

I doubted that.

I walked down the highway and crossed the Little Melvin River on the same bridge—fifth time’s the charm. I paused then turned to the left. Maggs stood on the road, confused. But I walked along the side of the river and took off my ruck. I realized that what I thought was just undergrowth was a stone bench, so I got out my knife and cut away all the vines that had obscured it, and sat down. Rocky Start was across the river. The water in the river splashed and tumbled over the rocks.

It was a really nice spot.

I heard a rustle in the bushes and looked up. The llama must have escaped: It was staring down at me with a “make my day” glare at the top of some stone steps. I looked at Maggs, who was even more confused now, and then I heard somebody yelling, “Fernanda!” so I got up and retrieved my ruck and headed out.

It was all good. I was back in the wilderness where I did not have to face the withering gaze of an eighteen-year-old or the allure of her mother and her damn comforter. Where my soul was at peace with the wonders of nature.

Not really.

Maggs trudged along behind me, not her usual spot off to the left.

“Stop pouting,” I said.

Surprisingly, I wasn’t feeling very chipper myself. The Trail was ahead, to the southwest, but Pike had had a point. Then what? What the hell was I in a rush to get to? I had to finish the Trail—I’d promised to do that as part of my recovery plan, I always finished a mission—but I wasn’t on a deadline. I was just running on autopilot and had been for a long time. Maybe it was time I took control. Slowed down. Had more lasagna.

We’d barely made it a quarter mile before Maggs started limping and the bandage began unraveling. “Really?” I asked, but I accepted that the master programmer of my simulation was thwarting my paranoid instincts and fucking with my autopilot.

I shrugged off my ruck and put it down. “Come here,” I said to Maggs as I knelt. She limped over. I had gotten the first aid kit out to redo the bandage when she stopped and turned, head up, on alert. I stood up, unzipping my jacket for access to the pistol.

A very large Black man dwarfed the mountain bike he was pedaling up the trail, even though the bike was large-framed with oversized tires. His black hair and thick beard were tinged with white, and he wore a bright yellow biking jacket and long black biking pants along with wraparound sunglasses. He slowed and came to a halt about ten feet away. He had an air about him which was familiar: confidence and smarts.

He removed the bike helmet and sunglasses and I recognized him. “Tiny?”

He smiled. “Mad Max. It’s been years. Where was it last? Kazakhstan? Or somewhere in Southeast Asia?”

“I think Kazakhstan. Protection gig.” I stepped forward and we shook hands, Tiny taking care not to crush mine but exerting enough pressure to let me know he could.

He nodded past me at Maggs. “Trouble?”

“Just redoing my dog’s bandage.”

He nodded, looked Maggs over, then me. “It’s just going to come undone again.”

“Yeah, probably.”

“She shouldn’t be walking on that paw.”

That sounded familiar. “Did Poppy send you?”

“Good guess.” He laughed. “But I ride every day.” He tapped his chest. “Good for the heart and losing weight.”

I realized he was still a big man, but there was a lot less of him than I remembered, which is why I hadn’t recognized him at first.

“So this is all by convenient accident?”

He smiled. “My son Darius did give me a call before school started. He said Poppy was concerned. Since he’s pretty gone on her, he was concerned. Which got me concerned.”

“Lots of people concerned about my dog,” I said.

So Rose’s daughter was dating Tiny’s son? The suspiciously small world of Rocky Start had just gotten suspiciously smaller.

Tiny shrugged. “Sometimes things work that way.”

“What are you doing in this town?” I asked, but I was beginning to get the picture, which had been in front of me all along. All those close-mouthed, armed, and trained citizens of an older age?

“Retired here. At least as retired as we can call it in our profession.” Tiny shook his head. “I haven’t taken a contract in forever. And I go by Luke here. No one calls me Tiny anymore.”

“Right. Luke. I didn’t know you had a son.” I hadn’t known his real name either.

“How much did we know about each other back then outside of the job?” he asked. “I had a wife when I was in the service before becoming a player. She filed for divorce after I had just left on a deployment, and I was like, ‘Fuck it.’ And she disappeared. Can’t say as I blame her since I was gone all the time and an asshole when I was back. Didn’t give it another thought until ten years ago when I got a call. Turned out she’d been pregnant when we’d separated, and I had a nine-year-old boy I never knew about and now she was sick.” He shook his head. “Real bad Forrest Gump shit. I retired, went to her, and barely got to know Darius before she died. My son needed me. No regrets. We’ve been here nine years, no problems. And you? Done with it?”

I was taken aback by the story of a life I hadn’t imagined for him that he’d delivered as succinctly as a mission after-action debrief. Also, “nine years” surprised me. It didn’t seem that long ago that we’d worked together on an op. Then again, he didn’t know anything about my life prior to us working together.

“Yeah,” I said. “Around two years since my last contract.”

“Enjoying it?”

That was a tough question to answer honestly. “I’m getting by.”

He looked at me closely and I felt uneasy. Sometimes I wasn’t sure who I’d been in that old life, but one thing for sure is that I hadn’t been fit for polite company.

“Why are you in a rush to leave?” Luke asked.

Good question. “A fellow named Pike suggested I move on.”

He nodded. “Pike’s a hard case but a good man. Old school. Older than us since some might say we’re old school now. He’s off his game with Oz gone. The two of them were tight.” He peered at me, evaluating. “My son says you helped Rose and Poppy with some stranger who claimed to be Oz’s son.”

“It was nothing.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But nothing can always turn into something. We know that. Murphy.”

He was referring to Murphy’s law: What can get fucked up will get fucked up.

He glanced over his shoulder, back in the direction of town. “Don’t worry about Pike. I’ll talk to him. He’s more paranoid than usual, but he has reason for that. That dog needs rest to heal.” He looked at me. “Maybe you do, too?”

“I’m fine,” I automatically replied.

“Sure,” he said.

“How’d you find me?” I asked.

“The story is you’re walking the A.T.,” Luke said. “North to south. If you’re trying to pick up the trail going south you’d either go along the highway five miles to where it crossed or you’d take this forest road. I figured you’d stay off the main road.”

He’d gone to a lot of trouble on that bike to track me down and he’d called my route accurately.

He folded his arms, which made his massive biceps seem even larger. He was in great shape for someone with that much white in his beard. Retirement was treating him well or, rather, he was taking it well.

“People don’t stop here for resupply off the A.T.,” Luke said.

“So I’ve been told. By everyone.”

“Who sent you?” He asked that without threat. More curiosity.

“A friend.”

“A friend sent you far out of your way,” he pointed out. “This friend sent you to Rocky Start for a reason that had nothing to do with resupply, Max. If you don’t know why, you probably should figure it out. And you’re not going to do that walking the trail.”

I looked down at Maggs. Not only was the bandage unraveling, there was a trace of blood seeping through. And he had a point. Herc had sent me here and it wasn’t for boots.

“How many of us are there in town?” I asked.

“We don’t ask questions in Rocky Start,” Luke said. “Rose and Poppy aren’t up to speed on Oz and what’s coming. They were never players. Civilians. Like a good part of the town. There aren’t that many of us here, but there are enough. It’s not a place that allows trouble.”

“What about Oz? Who was he? What’s coming?”

“You don’t know?” He seemed genuinely surprised.

“Know what?”

“Those visitors she had,” Luke said. “Bad news.”

“Pike is on it.”

“Pike is past his prime,” Luke said. “Hell, we all are. Forget it.” He waved his comment off.

“Are you up to speed on Oz and what it’s all about?” I asked.

“Not really,” he said. “The only one who knows the truth about Oz is Pike. And he’s rattled. That worries me. I think Rose is in over her head.”

I looked back toward town and Rose.

“Don’t worry,” Luke said. “Not your problem.”

Nice guilting, I thought. I could see the long hand of Poppy Malone playing into this. “Right.”

“I’ve said my piece, my friend. It’s good to see you again.” He smiled, put the helmet back on, turned the mountain bike, and headed back toward Rocky Start, a place with good food, a comfortable bed, and a hot shower.

And a very warm woman.

He hadn’t said goodbye, not just because we didn’t do that in our previous employment, but because he knew he’d hooked me good.

I could just go off-road, find a campsite, and settle down for a couple of days. Let Maggs heal. Ignore Rocky Start. And Poppy. And Rose. And all the nuts who inhabited the place, many of whom, it now appeared, were former players, armed and lethal. I looked up the forest road, which curved toward the Appalachian Trail.

Which, as Poppy had noted, wasn’t going anywhere.

But Luke, aka Tiny, who’d been one of the toughest guys I’d ever done a mission with, clearly thought I should go back to town. He’d been a stand-up player who could be counted on. I imagined he still was. He was right. There were unanswered questions.

I looked at Maggs. “You’re causing a lot of problems, girl.”

She stared back, not accepting responsibility.

“Oh, come on,” I said.

We headed back toward town.
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Back in the shop, I put the pharmacy bag of my future—but not likely—sin on the counter and looked around, trying to make a plan to convince whoever inherited the shop to keep it going with me as manager. It looked pretty bad, just a jumble of junk on old miscellaneous tables and bookshelves that I’d tried to keep dusted, but there was so much . . . stuff. I had tried to convince Ozzie to let me make displays, but he had been against increasing store traffic. I’d told him, “If we had more interesting windows, better displays, I know we could do better, and Poppy wants to put things up on the internet—” and he’d just said, “No.”

He was even sterner with Poppy last year when she said she could put up a website for the shop. It was one of the few times in her life that he’d yelled at her, told her not to put anything about the shop on the internet ever if she wanted a place to live, and then stormed out. She’d looked at me, shocked, and I’d shrugged and said, “I don’t know.” He’d apologized to her later and treated us to dinner at the Wok Inn, a major concession for him to take us to the most crowded place in town, but that had also just confirmed my long suspicion that he was on the run from the law or hiding from somebody or maybe starting to lose it. “He’s in witness protection, maybe,” Poppy’d said, but that didn’t seem like Ozzie. Ozzie didn’t need protection from people, people needed protection from Ozzie.

Now, of course, I knew why he had been lying low. But it didn’t matter because now he was dead. And I only had about twenty-four hours before that damn envelope would be open and we’d probably be out on our asses.

I needed that Plan B.

I should have been scrambling to make that plan, but I was tired of scrambling. It felt like it was definitely time to be selfish for the rest of the day. Now all I had to do was find somebody to be selfish with. Unfortunately, it was Rocky Start, which meant the pickings were slim to none. I mean, Darius’s dad was extremely hot, but he was Darius’s dad, and I’d known him for years, we’d raised our kids practically together, so he was more of a brother in my mind, and if I tried that and it blew up, it’d be a disaster, and also he had never shown any interest. I think he was still in love with his deceased wife, Octavia, which just made me sad, yet hopeful when I thought about it because then it meant true love really existed.

Maybe someone would pass through, although Max had already checked that box, damn it, and I’d flubbed the opportunity.

Somebody knocked on the door and I saw Mrs. Baumgarten, her smiling face under her sleek white bob, her eyes bright behind her glasses, and the one person I was sure had never been a spy or an assassin. Thank God.

I went to let her in.

“Hello, dear,” she said as she drifted past me.

I flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN. “Hello, Mrs. Baumgarten. How’s Fernanda?”

“She wandered off again. Something in the woods bothered her.” She smiled her gentle little smile vaguely in my direction. “You really should call me Betty, dear. We’re such good friends.”

“Yes, we are, Betty,” I said dutifully, knowing I would always think of her as “Mrs. Baumgarten.”

I went back behind the counter and stashed the bag of sin under it, not sure what Mrs. Baumgarten would think of lube and condoms.

“I meant to tell you, I am so sorry about Oz, dear,” she said as she gazed around the shop as if she’d never seen it before.

“Thank you, Mrs.—Betty.”

I wasn’t sure what she was looking for. She came in once or twice a week, usually to buy the ugliest teacup in the place, and we always had plenty of those, Ozzie having no taste in china whatsoever. She moved slowly, but she wasn’t small—she was only a couple of inches shorter than I was—and while she did have a sort of inane smile and eyes that were wide open and innocent, she was definitely all there.

Now she said, “I could use another teacup, dear,” and drifted across the hall into the room on the Tennessee side, the room under Max’s bedroom. Ozzie’s bedroom. I think she was lonely—a widow, no kids, living on social security just outside of town on the other side of the river—so Ozzie always gave her a deal on whatever she picked up and so did I.

I looked in the pharmacy bag under the counter, kind of amazed at myself for buying condoms and lube. This was what talking to Coral did to me. I was folding the top of the bag over so Mrs. Baumgarten didn’t catch sight of my future plans when the door opened and Harvey Ware, the exterminator, came in to tell me how sorry he was about Ozzie and to buy an ashtray made out of an artillery shell casing to remember him by.

I looked at the bag of sin and then at Harvey. No. I’d slept with him once sixteen years ago, and I was never going to be that desperate again.

Harvey hung around for a little while, leaning on the counter, trying to flirt, so I asked him how his current squeeze, Bea Handler, was doing, and he said, “Just fine,” and left.

About five minutes after Harvey left, Sid Quill came in, which was unusual, and after a few stunned minutes, I realized he’d come down to see if he had a chance with me since I’d bought condoms and lube. It was Selfish but not Stupid Day, so I said “No,” but thanked him for asking. Sid is kind of hinky. He sells pot out of the pharmacy, and if you’re wondering why Pike hasn’t busted him, it’s because Pike grows Sid’s supply with his two foster sons. There’s also a lock on his basement door, which is steel, both of which I always thought were odd, but he probably kept drugs down there. I mean, he is a pharmacist. Also, he bears a strong resemblance to Riff Raff from Rocky Horror, so, really, no.

And then I wondered who Sid had told about my purchases and if that was why Harvey had turned up out of the blue.

Shortly after Sid went back to the pharmacy, the bell on the door rang again, and I braced myself for another pass since the rumor that I was prepared for sex had obviously gotten out, but instead it was that rat bastard Junior.

“Out,” I said.

“I want my wallet back,” he said grimly. “Or else.”

Great. I’d given it to Coral to give to Pike, hoping he could get something from it. “A man named Pike found it on the steps where you’d dropped it. He has it. He’s looking for you. Go get it from him. If you want to stand outside, I can call him and he’ll be here pretty fast.”

“You took it,” he said, looming over the counter now. “And I want it back. Or else.”

“Pike has it,” I said loudly because I’d seen Mrs. Baumgarten come to stand in the archway. Go away, I thought, hoping she’d get the hint from my face. This is not a good guy and he might hurt you.

Then Junior pulled a gun out and I focused on that. He was awkward about it, probably because Coral had slashed his arm the day before, but the end of the barrel looked pretty big since it was pointed in my direction. “Let Mrs. Baumgarten go. She’s not part of this.”

He smiled, evil incarnate. “Fuck Mrs. Baumgarten, whoever she is. Things are going to be different this time. Go put the CLOSED sign on the door.”

“Nobody ever pays attention to that,” I said, trying to think fast, but basically, he had a gun and I didn’t, so not a lot to think about.

Then I saw another gun press into the side of his neck, and a voice like cut glass said, “Drop it, Junior.”

I tilted my head slightly to see behind him and saw Mrs. Baumgarten, her eyes hard and sharp, her hand wrapped around a small black gun that did not go with her flowered dress. “Uh, Betty?”

“Not now, Rose,” she snarled, pressing the barrel of the gun harder into Junior’s neck.

He turned suddenly, swinging his gun around clumsily, and she stepped back and pulled the trigger.

There was a snapping sound, then a loud buzz.

I froze as he dropped the gun on the counter and fell backward, hitting the floor twitching.

I scooped the gun up and into my apron pocket as I blinked at Betty. “Is he dead?”

“Not yet.” Betty took an ancient flip cellphone out of her equally ancient black leather purse, deftly opened it with one hand, and hit a number while I peered over the counter at Junior on the floor.

He was twitching in place, a grimace on his face. He started to get up and Betty kicked him in the head, putting him back down on the floor, out cold. But he was still breathing and there was no blood, so there was that.

I was a little confused.

“Melissa?” Betty said sharply into the phone. “I have a cleanup at Oddities. One pax. No blood. Quickly, please.” Then she clicked off her phone and looked down at Junior, who still wasn’t moving.

“What exactly did you do to him?” I said.

“I tased him,” she said matter-of-factly. “And then I knocked him out. He’ll be fine as long as he has no heart problems and isn’t prone to strokes. If he is, c’est la vie.” She pulled a pair of thick zip ties out of her big bag and knelt to cinch Junior’s feet together at the ankles and then his wrists in front of him. I could see the one on his wrists dig into the skin. She finished him up by wadding one of her little flowered hankies and shoving it in his mouth and then wrapping her nylon scarf around the bottom part of his face to gag him.

I almost felt sorry for him.

No, I didn’t; he was a jerk. Tough luck, buddy. You walked into the wrong store in the wrong town with the wrong threat.

And the wrong customer. Jesus.

He started to come around then, so Betty—I was having no problem thinking of her as “Betty” now— put her knee on his chest, hard, and said to him, “When you see your mother again, Junior, tell her I will put her down like the bitch she is if she ever comes into my town again. And that goes double for you. You shouldn’t have hit Rose yesterday. People are upset about that.” Then she straightened and looked at me. “Pike should have taken out this trash yesterday.”

I nodded. What could I say?

Outside, Melissa Merriweather pulled up in her classic Cadillac hearse. She’s a petite Black woman who always wears an immaculate white suit. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in anything else. Her funeral home is just down State Street, so it wouldn’t have taken her long, but even so, that was fast. Of course, she tends to stand in the front display of her place in between two coffins, watching the street as if waiting for someone to croak on the sidewalk in front of her, so she’d probably seen Junior storm in and braced herself for trouble.

She got a gurney out of the back and wheeled it to the door.

She looked at Junior on the floor. “Is he dead?”

“Not yet,” Betty said, looking at him, too. “Tased and zipped. A tap on the head. I need you to juice him, then notify Pike.”

Melissa nodded to me. “Rose. We need to talk about Ozzie’s funeral. What Pike has planned is⁠—”

“Not now, Melissa.” I pointed at Junior.

“Right.” She collapsed the gurney so that it hit the floor and pulled a syringe out of a pocket of her suit, removed the cap with her teeth, and jabbed it none too gently into Junior’s thigh. She pushed the plunger all the way, then put the cap back on the needle and placed it back in the pocket. Junior’s head, which had been moving as he came to, slumped back.

“Get his shoulders,” she told Betty, and she took his feet, and they swung him onto the gurney, which I saw already had an open body bag on it, which they zipped him into, leaving the slightest opening at the end so he didn’t suffocate.

Melissa raised the gurney again and pushed it out into the street to load into the hearse, none too gently.

I looked back at Betty, trying to sort all of it out—sweet little Mrs. Baumgarten had just tased Junior, and Melissa Merriweather in her sharp white suit was about to . . . bury him alive? Or had she poisoned him?

Melissa climbed in the back of the hearse and I braced myself for a gunshot, but then she climbed out and slammed the back door on the limo and got inside and drove away, and I looked at Betty.

“What the hell? What was in that needle?”

“Some sort of tranquilizer,” Betty said. “Melissa doesn’t like it when cargo gets active in the back of her hearse.”

“Cargo?” How many people did Betty and Melissa do this to?

Betty held out her hand. “Give me the gun.” Her voice was deeper and sharp now, full of certainty and authority. She lost about ten years of age on the voice alone.

I pulled it out of my pocket and handed it to her. From now on, Betty Baumgarten was getting whatever she asked me for.

She dropped the magazine out of it and pulled the slide back, deftly catching the bullet that was ejected in midair. Then she slid it into her purse with the rest of the ammo and clicked the latch at the top of the bag, shutting it with force.

Then she paused. “Do you have a gun, Rose?”

“Ozzie’s old shotgun.”

“Tsk.” She shook her head sadly. “Oz should have prepared you better. Old coot thought he’d live forever.” She reached into her purse, slid the magazine back in the weapon, pulled the slide back and let it ride forward. “It is now loaded with one in the chamber. The safety is here. Point, click it off, pull the trigger. Head shots are most effective, but if you’re not used to firearms, go center mass.” She handed it back and smiled at me. “I’ll be back for a teacup later, dear,” she said, vague as all hell again, her voice a little trill, just a sweet little old lethal lady, and drifted out of the shop.

I just stood there for a moment, and then I flipped the CLOSED sign on the door, locked it, and went into the kitchen to think about dinner and the multiple realities I was experiencing, not to mention the gun in my apron pocket.

Zebras everywhere.


CHAPTER 24
[image: ]



Istopped just before crossing the wood bridge back to the highway and then into Rocky Start.

Luke had hit on the crux of the matter that had been worrying me since yesterday: Why had my old boss sent me to Rocky Start? It hadn’t been for boots. Even I, slow as I was at times, had finally accepted that. I turned right and walked along the river to the bench I’d cleared off earlier. Leaned my ruck against it and sat down. Maggs used the break to find a place where the riverbank wasn’t so steep and went down to get a drink, which was kind of funny to watch since she still had the cone on.

I dug the secure satellite phone out of the bottom of my ruck and turned it on. I waited while it sought out and then made its linkup with a government satellite. Then I called on the special line direct to Herc.

“How goes the meander?” Herc asked when he answered.

“Why did you send me to Rocky Start?”

“To get your boots.”

Fucking Herc wanted to play games? “Oz Oswald is dead.”

“Wait. Oz is dead?”

“So you knew him.”

“Hell, yeah, I knew him.”

“Is that why you sent me here?”

“No.”

“Why am I here?”

Several seconds of silence ticked off, then Herc ordered: “Start from the beginning.”

Fuck him. “My journey began as a young lad on the dark streets⁠—”

Herc wasn’t in the mood. “Don’t be a dick.”

I started over, not in the mood either. “My journey began when I left Mount Katahdin in Maine on a misty morning in April⁠—”

“Max. Start from when you reached Rocky Start,” Herc said.

“Fuck you, Herc. Why am I here?”

“Start from when you reached Rocky Start,” Herc said, and I knew I wasn’t going to get anything from him until I told him what I knew.

I gave him a concise, typical after-action report for a mission, except I didn’t know what the mission was, and it obviously wasn’t over.

When I was done, his first question wasn’t about my wellbeing, but that was the norm for him. “So Oz died of natural causes?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “I haven’t heard anything to the contrary. You know this guy named Pike? He seems to have been Oz’s running buddy.”

“Yeah, I know Pike.”

“Who else do you know in this town? I ran into Tiny just now.”

“How is Tiny?” Herc asked. “It’s been a long time since⁠—”

“He goes by Luke now.”

“Of course, he would. How⁠—”

“Herc. Why am I here?”

He ignored my question but stopped trying to chitchat, which he’d always sucked at. “How long has Oz been dead?”

“Three days. Who exactly was he?” I demanded. “He was a player, right? Like Pike. Like Tiny. Like me.”

“Three days? And people are showing up?”

“Who was he?”

“You ever hear of The Wizard?”

“Of course I’ve heard of . . .” I had my own moment to pause and realize what I’d missed that had been right in front of me. Yeah, getting old sucks. “Oz was The Wizard? That Oz?”

“Oz. Wizard of. That’s how he got the nickname.”

“I heard he died a long time ago.”

“Everyone did.”

“But not you.”

“No.”

“And now he really is dead.”

“And now he really is according to you.”

“And Pike?”

“Oz’s partner from a long time ago. Everyone thinks he’s dead, too.”

“Except you.”

“Yeah,” Herc admitted.

“Why am I here?”

“Chill out, Max. Nothing nefarious. I just wanted you to check on someone.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“I figured you’d drop me a line when you got the boots. I had Amazon put a note on the card inside for you to call me. It wasn’t high-priority.”

I hadn’t checked because Rose had chatted me up and stolen my wallet, twice, and Pike had been up my ass outside the post office when I’d opened the box. I’d just tossed it all after swapping out the boots. And since when does Herc send messages in Amazon packages? We had secure satellite links for that, like the one we were using now.

“Who did you want me to check on?” I asked. “Oz? Pike?”

“Neither.” Herc sighed. “My ex. Sort of my ex. We were never married. But she’s the mother of my daughter.”

Not Rose, I thought. Please, let it not be Rose. “Who?”

“Her name is Lian. My daughter’s name is Mei.”

“Asian, forties or so, good looking, wearing a business suit and carrying a taser.”

“Sounds like you met Lian. I imagine she still looks good; she was always one to⁠—”

I cut him off. “I saw her. We didn’t chat.”

“Did she tase you?”

“Not funny, Herc. You should have told me up front.”

“You might have said no to doing a sensitive personal job,” Herc said. “And you needed the boots, right? It seemed like a karmic convergence.”

“Screw your karmic convergence.” For a big chunk of my adult life, Herc had been my Special Ops boss, the entity controlling my life, giving me my contracts. I thought I’d left that behind. But I need boots, and he gives me his ex and his daughter and Oz and the Weed Brothers and Pike and Junior and Tiny and his son and Norman and Poppy. And Rose. Rose braless, making excellent lasagna and my bed. All to check on his kid. The fact he hadn’t thought he could ask me for a favor up front really pissed me off, after all we’d been through. But it fit perfectly with who he was: Never take the direct approach when you can manipulate from the shadows to get what you want. People can’t say no when they don’t know they’ve been maneuvered into something. And when they figure it out, it’s usually too late.

“Why did you want to check on her?”

“The kid’s going to college next year,” Herc said. “Planning on Harvard,” he added proudly, as if he’d had something to do with that other than a spurt of sperm. “I wanted to know how she’s doing.”

“Why didn’t you just ask your ex?”

“There’s a reason she’s my ex,” Herc said. “She’s got a restraining order on me. Sort of. Not a legal one. One backed up by Pike and Oz.”

“I don’t blame her,” I said. “Why didn’t you have Pike or Oz check on your kid?”

“Oz said no, so I figured Pike would, too. There’s a reason she’s in Rocky Start. It was a compromise when we split. Oz ran cover for the town and Pike backed him up. I knew my daughter would be safe. I provide overhead cover for the town on the big scale.”

And Oz had provided cover from Herc, which was interesting. It had probably been a very rare lapse into humanity for Herc to have sent Lian here with his daughter. Or maybe it was just Herc covering his ass again, not wanting a rabid ex on the loose. Lian was lucky she wasn’t dead. Or maybe he’d gotten sentimental about having a kid.

No. This was Herc. If it was because of the kid, he had a long-term plan for her.

“So why did you want to check on your daughter now?”

“She’s eighteen,” Herc said. “She’ll be going out into the world soon.”

Like Poppy, I thought. That Herc had channeled Rocky Start into a dual purpose—providing a landing pad for his retired contractors and his daughter—was one hundred percent his style. Keeping an eye on everyone, even after they’d dropped out of the game.

“How many ex-players are living here?” I asked.

“That’s not an issue right now,” Herc said.

That was Herc’s way of telling me I didn’t have a need to know. Which I actually did. Off the top of my head, besides Oz and Pike, I figured the German woman, Coral, and her knife; the guy who ran the post office, Ferrell; and my most recent visitor, Tiny, now known as Luke. Rose? No. She was off, something strange in her past, but I didn’t get any player vibe from her.

“Why are people showing up now that Oz is dead?” I asked.

Herc didn’t reply.

I thought about it. Rose’s Ozzie, aka The Wizard, aka Oz, had been one of the most infamous players of the last century. He’d been a legend for his missions at the tail end of Vietnam and then into Afghanistan when we’d been supporting the mujahideen, who’d been fighting the Russians. I’d even heard stories of him from the locals when I was there later. And he’d done some stuff in Europe during the Cold War, classic ops. He’d also pulled off one of the biggest heists in history, millions in pay-off money that he’d taken from . . .

Oh, fuck. “Did Oz really rip off the Russians?” I shook my head, disgusted with everybody. “Damn it, Herc, is the story about him true? Because if it is, there are some good people here who are in harm’s way.”

“There are lots of stories about him,” Herc said. “Be more specific.”

“His last op in Afghanistan. When he went off the grid with a lot of cash that he’d taken from retreating Russians. When he supposedly died. Along with Pike.”

“Depends which version you’ve heard,” Herc evaded.

“The one where they lived. Why don’t you tell me the real version since we know the dying one wasn’t true?”

“Now isn’t the time,” Herc said. “Plus, even I don’t know all of it. The only ones who do, who did, were Oz and Pike.”

“Did you have Oz killed?”

Herc sounded offended. “Hell, no. I just wanted you to check on my daughter. I had no idea Oz had died. And the cash he took wasn’t Russian, it was ours. The US’s, I mean. Stinger buy-back cash.”

He meant money to buy back the Stinger ground-to-air missiles we’d provided to the mujahideen in Afghanistan to fight the Russians a long time—and several wars—ago.

“So he ripped off the United States.”

“No one really cared,” Herc said, which meant he hadn’t cared. “The cash was written off the moment he and Pike went into Afghanistan to do that op. It was completely written off when the plane he and Pike were returning to the States on went down in the ocean and was never recovered.”

“But the plane didn’t go down.”

“Oh, it did.”

“But not with Oz and Pike on board.”

“They were as far as everyone was concerned.”

“But not you.” Maggs came up from the river, her cone dripping water. She lay down in front of me.

“Nope.”

“How much did they still have?”

“Millions.”

I’d worked for Herc for many years, but I didn’t trust him at all. How could I in the world I’d existed in and in which he still lived? But I did buy the part about the cash being written off. I’d seen pallets full of cash off-loaded in foreign countries that would disappear into the wild. I’d done some of that disappearing myself, paying off warlords and arms merchants and foreign allies and all sorts of nefarious and not so nefarious characters. Sometimes we’d even paid for good things like wells being dug for drinking water. Sometimes. Oddly, that sort of stuff seemed to work better than the warlord thing in the long run, but who cared about that? A lot of the contract work had been security, protecting people on sensitive missions in dangerous places. Tedious and boring but necessary to keep the package we were guarding alive.

“So Oz’s death was an act of God?” I asked.

“Hell, Max, I didn’t know he was dead until you just told me. He was getting on in years.”

Millions. In cash. And Oz hadn’t been living in a mansion and reveling in a lavish lifestyle as far as I could tell. Norman’s visit now made sense if he knew about the money.

“Did Oz have a kid?”

“I don’t think so.”

Herc was hedging. He was the kind of guy who could lie without blinking. Who could tell you the sky was green and almost get you to believe it. He had confidence, smarts, and duplicitousness to the nth degree. Which was good when he was on your side, backing you up.

“You’re full of shit, Herc.”

“What are you going to do?” Herc asked.

“You’ll find out.” I hung up.

I looked at Maggs. “What are we going to do?”

She didn’t wait for me but just got up and headed for the bridge into Rocky Start.

Smart dog.
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Istarted dinner, which was going to be later than usual, like seven or eight o’clock. I’d decided to clean out the register and buy groceries, not just because it was Selfish Day, but because the way my week was going, I wasn’t sure I was going to live until breakfast tomorrow, although the threat of Junior seemed significantly less. Junior’s mother was still out there, and it seemed Betty Baumgarten had some history with her. Rocky Start had always been odd, a lot of close-mouthed retirees skulking about, but now it was beyond odd, zebras popping up everywhere.

I mean, Betty Baumgarten was a badass. Mindboggling.

So I figured “one day at a time” is a good motto. And since this was Selfish Day, I was sticking with it.

We had the money from the Susie Cooper cups, which was something—Art Deco china is not cheap and Ozzie had scored a box of it the week before—so I’d gone out and bought the stuff for the meal I’d been thinking about—steak, twice-baked potatoes, huge Caesar salad (Poppy has an unreasonable dislike of anchovies, which are essential to Caesar dressing, but as long as she didn’t actually see them, she’d be fine)—and come back and stashed everything in the fridge, pleased that there was no one with a weapon in my kitchen. It might be my last day here, but Selfish Day was cheering me up. It didn’t hurt that Junior had been wheeled out in a body bag. Alive, but you couldn’t have everything.

I’m not a fancy cook. I have about twelve things I can make for dinner and they’re all simple, like lasagna, but I’d worked on those recipes until they were really good. Ozzie never asked me to keep it cheap with cooking, so I didn’t while he was paying for the groceries, but I never went overboard. I knew he didn’t make anything from the shop, so I figured we were living on his savings. Ozzie had kept the books, which meant there weren’t any, it was all in his head, and everything was done with cash. I understood that, not having any credit cards myself. But I saw sirloin and fresh mozzarella and organic produce fading from my life as soon as that damn envelope was opened tomorrow, so it was a good idea to roll in all of that today.

Also, cooking had nothing to do with the CIA.

So I scrubbed the potatoes and put them into the oven to bake, then mixed up the marinade—tamari, lemon juice, olive oil, Worcestershire sauce, garlic, salt, and pepper—and poured it over the four steaks I’d bought—two for tonight and then one for sandwiches for lunch tomorrow and another for stir fry tomorrow night—and put them in the fridge to soak for a couple of hours.

When Poppy got home, she told me she was having a meeting in my kitchen the next day after school with five other students, which brought some normalcy back to my life. I did notice her look over to the corner where Max’s backpack had been.

“It’s our final meeting for something secret,” she told me as she leaned on the kitchen table, crunching a carrot she’d been dipping in the Caesar dressing I’d made. “So we’ll need some privacy while we figure things out. Distribute the skills.”

“Skills?” I said.

“Well, Darius is a great writer,” she told me, smiling at the thought of her boyfriend. “And Mei is great at organizing. And Marley is a genius with motors and metal, and Reggie can carve anything into anything else. And Owen is a terrific manager. So we’ll figure it out.”

I was a little surprised at Reggie and Marley, Pike’s two foster sons, sort of. No one quite knew the story there. They’d just appeared one day, two grungy little runaway boys, couldn’t have been more than ten, and a week later, Lian had gotten their backstory which she did not share but which was obviously pretty bad, and arranged for Pike to foster them. The past ten years had been good for them: They’d grown up healthy and hardworking and non-criminal, aside from the weed, and really, weed doesn’t count, but it did seem odd that they’d be working on a project with AP kids. “Isn’t Reggie angry all the time?”

“He’s better since he came out. It made him angry pretending to be somebody else. That would make anybody furious. He’s dating Owen now. He’s doing lots better.”

“And he and Marley are usually stoned.”

Poppy shook her head. “Mei made Marley quit before she’d go out with him. And he’s crazy about her, so I think he’s doing better. Not completely, but he’s never high when he comes to school or town now. What they do out in the woods, that’s their business. That’s a start.”

“I still don’t get Mei and Marley,” I said, wondering if Lian knew her Harvard-bound daughter’s boyfriend was a pothead.

“You are so close-minded.” Poppy was glaring again.

“Well . . .”

“Do you know how they got together? Lian’s car stalled—it’s too old, really—and Marley drove by and stopped. Lifted the hood and fixed whatever it was. And when Lian offered to pay him, he shook his head and said, ‘Neighbors,’ and smiled at Mei, and then followed them into town to make sure they made it back to the office.”

“And then he hit on Mei?”

“No, then Mei hit on him. She said he was so good with the engine and then so sweet to her mom, and then he followed them to make sure they were safe. She said, ‘That’s boyfriend material.’ So she hit on him. He was stunned, but he went for it.”

Coral was right, I thought. Men were easy. I leaned back against the bookshelf behind the counter, thinking, Mei’s right too. It was that competence porn thing. Like Max.

I mean, I was looking askance at Mei for dating a stoner, and I’d been lusting after a homeless guy who probably had a rich history of intoxicants and God knew what else. Although he wasn’t a drinker now. There’s a step up for me.

Poppy wasn’t done. “I don’t get this whole ‘college people are better than tradesmen’ thing. The ability to fix a car is a lot better than the ability to deconstruct a sonnet. Or make a business plan, anybody can do that.” She looked around the shop, probably thinking about a business plan that was never going to happen. “I mean, if you’re going to attach to somebody, it’s really hot if he’s good at something.”

I thought about what Coral had said about men like Max and shook my head. “So what’s Darius good at? Besides writing.”

“Oh my God,” Poppy said. “Art. I’ll have to make him show you his sketchbook. I watched him draw the other day, and I got hot just watching that pencil move across the page, he was so sure, you know. Just good.”

“Hot?” I looked at her, wondering if she was going to finally come clean about sleeping with Darius, and she said, “Don’t ask if you don’t want to know.”

“Never do it without protection,” I said, and she said, “Mom, I know,” and I said, “Your mother and your grandmother were both single mothers. Do not be like us.”

“I’m not stupid,” she said, which I could have construed as an insult, but since it was basically true that I’d been dumb as a rock to leave town with Malachi Grace, aka Jeremy Snodgrass, I let that one slide.

“Listen, I want you to stick close to Mei for a while,” I told her. “Tell the guys to stay close, too. Come straight home and go to Coral’s until Lian’s off work and then walk Mei home.”

Poppy’s eyes had gotten huge. “Why?”

“Her mom thinks her dad’s going to try to get in touch and she doesn’t want him to,” I told her. “He’s not a good guy.”

Poppy nodded. “Okay. We can do that.”

She looked thoughtful and I wondered if she was thinking of her own absent father, a man who was gone before she was born. I didn’t want her meeting him, either. So I changed the subject.

“We’re eating big tonight,” I told her. “Steak, salad, and twice-baked potatoes. Living large, baby.”

“Even without Max here?” Poppy said.

“I’ve decided that today is Selfish Day. I’m doing whatever I want to. You can, too.”

“I pretty much always do,” Poppy said, still looking thoughtful. She was going to have questions later, once she’d worked it through. “Does that mean you’re going to make something besides food today? Go back to making art?”

She sounded like she really cared about that, and I thought about my paregoric bottle with poppies. Not art. Pathetic. “Don’t really have the time,” I said. Cheerfully. “I’m not really an artist, Pops. I have more important things to do.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “So you opened the shop today, despite it being Selfish Day?”

“I wanted money for a Selfish Dinner. My selfish is practical. Which reminds me, be very nice to Mrs. Baumgarten. Junior came back and pulled a gun on me, and she took him out with a taser. Then Melissa Merriweather came by in her hearse and took him away in a body bag.”

“He died?” Poppy was aghast.

“No. He was still twitching. It was just a taser. Although Melissa did inject him with something, but Betty said it was just to keep him knocked out till she could get him back to the mortuary. Or to Pike.”

Poppy nodded, accepting a tasing and the removal of a problem in a body bag as just part of the day. “How long can we stay here before somebody throws us out?”

“Barry’s opening that envelope tomorrow at one. If there’s a will, we’ll know who gets what then.”

“And if there’s not?”

“Norman gets it all, probably.”

Poppy looked as horrified as I felt at that thought. “Life is not fair,” she said. “I’m glad Mrs. Baumgarten tased that jerk. And we will definitely stick close to Mei. I’ll tell the guys.” Then she went upstairs to get her homework done before our Selfish Dinner.
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Two hours later, Poppy and I were cutting shallots and red peppers for the salad—I know shallots and red peppers don’t belong in a Caesar salad, but they were good, and it was Selfish Day—when somebody knocked on the back door.

Poppy turned around and her face lit up as she said, “Max!” and ran to open the door for him and Maggs.

I stopped chopping for a minute as my heart lurched into overdrive.

Maggs limped in, and Poppy said, “I told you so, there’s blood on that bandage,” and took Maggs over to the bay window to fix her up again.

I looked at Max. “Welcome . . . back.”

I’d almost said “home,” which was ridiculous.

He said, “Thank you,” and put his ruck down. I thought if he was staying, he’d probably have taken it upstairs, so he’d just come back to get Maggs taken care of, but it was something. At least he came here when he needed help, didn’t go next town over to some strange vet who wouldn’t feed him steak and twice-baked potatoes.

But he was leaving again, so I just smiled and nodded—I’ve done a lot of smiling and nodding in my life, so it was pretty much my default look—and said, “Just in time for dinner,” and then the oven dinged and I went to start scooping out the potatoes while Max sat down beside Poppy to see how bad Maggs’ paw was.

William on the upper shelf looked down on them and went back to sleep. There was a good sign: William didn’t hate him.

I stole a glance at Max, expressionless in the light from the setting sun. He looked stern and solid, like a bulwark against whatever was waiting to wash over us.

And hot. Now that I knew him, really hot.

Selfish Day had just gotten a lot better.
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It took me a second or two to get past seeing Rose, somebody who’d been a stranger yesterday and who was so familiar today in her flowered dress and frumpy apron, round and rosy from the heat from the oven. She looked warm, and then she smiled at me, and my alarm system evidently took a hike because today she didn’t look like trouble, she just looked good. Better than I remembered.

Yeah, enough of that. I sat down on the floor beside my dog to see what Poppy was doing. She was cleaning Maggs’ paw so gently that Maggs wasn’t even twitching. This was a dog who reacted to my nail clipping as if I were touching her with a red-hot poker. I looked at all the dried blood there, fresh blood underneath, and I felt guilty as hell.

“I know,” I said to Poppy. “I should have let her rest.”

Poppy nodded. “Why is the left side of her coat always more snarled than the right?”

She was probably changing the subject to keep from yelling at me, so I went along. “Maggs always goes left of me on the trail when we’re walking, so I guess she brushes against more things on that side.” I didn’t want to admit I had never noticed.

Poppy frowned at me.

“For some reason she loves being on the left,” I said. “Rarely right. Maybe a dog shrink could figure it out. Know any?”

She grinned at me, so I kept going.

“I figured she’s left pawed, like I’m left-handed. Maybe she just likes left? Maybe one of her legs is microscopically shorter than the other and she leans that way? Maybe to her I’m always walking to the right and she wonders the same things about me?”

Poppy laughed, and I felt more at ease. I didn’t bring up the fact that Maggs didn’t walk directly ahead of me like a good service dog should because I tended to walk into things like tripwires. Plus, she was retired. And I’d just said more than I had in months to anybody. Possibly to avoid looking at Rose again. Looking at Rose was not good for my thought processes.

I watched Poppy put ointment on Maggs’ paw just as carefully as she’d cleaned it and then wrap it up neatly. Very professional job.

“Are you planning to go to vet school? You’re very good at this.”

She flushed a little, probably pleased and embarrassed to be pleased. Then she shook her head. “Vets have a really high suicide rate. I couldn’t stand to see that many hurt animals, so I’m just going to run my own business.”

My brain had switched tracks at the first sentence, taking it the wrong way, thinking about all the veterans who’d taken their own lives, some of whom I’d known. I focused back. “What kind of business?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve got four years of college to figure that out.” She let go of Maggs’ paw and Maggs leaned against her, so she put her arm around my dog.

Poppy Malone, the dog whisperer.

“So do you carry dog food in your rucksack for her?” Poppy asked. “That’s pretty heavy.”

“Some, but we also hunt on the trail.” I saw Rose shoot us a look from where she was scooping out the insides of baked potatoes. Her face was flushed and rosy, darker on one side from the bruise Junior had given her. I really wanted to find Junior and return that bruise.

“Hunt?” Poppy was frowning.

“Yep. We’ve shared squirrels, which taste like chicken. Rattlers, which also taste like chicken. Field mice, which taste like small chicken, and rabbits, which taste like rabbit. She hunts game down and brings it back to the campsite.” I didn’t add that I occasionally used the SW22 Victory .22-caliber pistol with suppressor that I carried to take down small critters. Both for food and to keep my skills up to speed. That’s how I’d taken out three rattlers Maggs had alerted me to along the trail over the course of my journey. Then we ate them.

“You eat mice?” Poppy said. “Oh, gross.” Which was odd because most people would have reacted to the rattlesnake part of that.

“Don’t knock what you haven’t tried. Her foraging allows me to travel light and I appreciate it. You might be upset about her taking down prey and bringing food, but we’re all in the food chain, one way or another.”

“I know,” Poppy said. “I should be a vegetarian, but I really like meat. I try to go vegetarian most of the time. I’d starve on the trail.”

“No, you wouldn’t. I pick berries and dig up other edible stuff. There’s even an app for that, to help identify edibles. I tried fishing a few times with my line and hook, but that rarely works. Maggs loves jumping in water, and she scares the fish away.”

“Maggs,” Poppy said, lovingly. “Shame on you.”

I shook my head. “It just a game we play. She likes the water, and I see no reason to put an end to it just to catch some fish.”

“Good for you,” Poppy said.

I was talking too much, but Herc’s revelations made me see this place and Rose and Poppy in a different light. If they truly didn’t know who Oz had been, they were facing a possible storm that could overwhelm them. They were good people in trouble.

Which, I tried to tell myself, was not my problem. But here I was.

I looked back at Rose again, scooping sour cream into a bowl of potato innards. She caught me watching her and met my eyes and smiled slowly and didn’t look away, and I didn’t either, and that was a damn long look, neither of us smiling now . . .

She went back to beating her potatoes and sour cream, dropping slabs of butter in as she whipped—that bowl was a heart attack waiting to happen and so was Rose—and then Poppy said softly, “Junior came back this afternoon,” and I focused on her instead.

“What happened?”

“Mrs. Baumgarten tased him and he’s gone.”

“Who is Mrs. Baumgarten and what exactly occurred?”

Poppy told the story, and I could tell it was secondhand from Rose. The ex-player circle now expanded to include Mrs. Baumgarten, who, Poppy explained, owned an emotional support llama, so I knew where she lived, and Melissa Merriweather, the funeral director who lived and worked just down the street. And had an injection at the ready. This wasn’t their first rodeo.

Poppy looked at me, solemn, when she was done. “It’s better when you’re here.”

I almost gave my automatic reply that I couldn’t stay, but this time I knew enough of her to know she wasn’t scamming me. She was scared.

Now it was my problem.
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Ilistened to Max and Poppy talking while I cut the potatoes in half, scooped out their insides, and was lavish with the sour cream and butter I mixed into them before I stuffed them back into their shells. Then I got the good cheddar I’d bought and grated it over the halves—eight of them because twice-baked potatoes were great as leftovers—glad I’d made enough for the next two days because that meant there was more than enough for Max to stay tonight.

I heard him say that Maggs had been catching game for him—mice? Really?—and thought, No wonder he’s so thin. He was like William, so skinny when Poppy had brought him home, and now the Maine Coon was the Beast on the Upper Shelf, glaring down at all of us. We could do the same for Max, put some meat on those bones, some weight⁠—

I caught myself thinking about Max’s weight on top of me—that’s a dumb fantasy, I probably couldn’t breathe if he were on top of me, he was thin but broad—and looked down to see that I’d overdone the grated cheese. Although really, there is no such thing as too much cheese so it was fine.

Then Poppy had to mention Junior, which caused a sudden change in Max. It was startling how fast he went from the kinder, less scary Max back to Grim Bastard. He asked what happened and she told him. He didn’t seem surprised about Mrs. Baumgarten tasing Junior. More thoughtful.

He probably wouldn’t have batted an eye when she pulled out her taser.

“What do you think they did with him?” Poppy asked.

“Probably took him to Pike,” Max said.

I put the pan back in the oven as Max stood up. “Really, you’re invited to dinner,” I said.

He started to say, “You don’t have to⁠—”

I said, “I really want to,” and Poppy said, “Don’t argue with her, she always wins and the food will be great.”

The “always wins” part was a lie; Poppy usually wins.

Max shrugged. “Hard to top that lasagna.”

I smiled at him. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” and turned to get the steaks out of the fridge.

He came up behind me, not touching me, and said, low in my ear, “We need to talk after dinner.”

I damn near came on the spot. Coral would be so proud.

Then I registered what he’d said. Why is it that “we need to talk” is never good? It’s never “We need to talk, you just won the lottery,” or “We need to talk, you’re getting a raise,” or “We need to talk, I think we should have great, headbanging, kinda rough sex⁠—”

Yeah, it’s never stuff like that.

But it did feel really good to have him close behind me. Which was odd because usually I move away from people unless I’m trying to pickpocket them. But this was nice, him standing close, growling in my ear. Cozy. Warm. Hot.

Oh, my God.

I fought the urge to press against him and turned around with the pan of steaks, now nicely marinated. “Absolutely.”

He stepped back.

I have to work on my moves. He still looked grim, so whatever he wanted to talk about, it wasn’t sex. Selfish Day had just hit a wall.

He went back to talking to Poppy, and I broiled the steaks—rare; we don’t ruin good meat—while the cheese on the potatoes melted underneath, and then Poppy served salad, and I got the potatoes plated, and we ate. Lavishly. Dinner was actually fun, mostly Poppy asking questions about Maggs and the Trail, but they were easy together, Max somehow treating her like an adult but clearly thinking of her as a child, trying to amuse her, keep her entertained and reassured.

I should have run away with him twenty years ago. He’d be a great dad.

Of course, twenty years ago he’d probably been in some far-off jungle, shooting somebody, so it would never have happened. Our paths would never have crossed.

Well, they were crossed now.

Poppy got up to check on Maggs one more time before she offered to help with the dishes, but Max was looking serious again, so when we had the table cleared and the dishes were soaking, I sent her upstairs to finish her homework. She went without protest, so she knew something was up.

When she was gone, I sat down at the table. “So. Talk.”

He sat down across from me. “I have questions.”

I snorted. “You have questions. I know absolutely nothing about you, and you’re sleeping across the hall from me. I learned some stuff last night, so I have questions, too.”

“I slept across the hall from you. One night. And then I left.”

So he wasn’t staying the night. Damn. “Then why did you come back? Was it just Maggs?”

Max shook his head. “What is going on in this town?”

“I don’t know all of it.” I sat back. “Ozzie was paranoid about keeping a low profile, and some of my friends have skills I was not expecting, and evidently about 10 percent of the population is retired from interesting careers, but I don’t have many details. I mean, it’s odd that Ozzie and Pike ran this town as unofficial sheriffs, but it worked, and we’re a small town in the middle of nowhere, so I figured . . .” I shrugged, not sure what I’d figured. Maybe I’d just figured what I didn’t know couldn’t hurt me. That sounded like me.

Of course, now that I knew that Coral had killed her first man at fifteen, and Lian had dropped the CIA on me, and Betty had tased Junior, it was all getting clearer.

“A lot of the people in this town have backgrounds in covert ops,” Max said. “Oz was one of them. Pike’s another.”

I nodded. “Coral. Betty Baumgarten. Melissa Merriweather.” Lian.

“What do you know about Luke Granger?”

“Darius’s father? Good guy. Coaches football at Bearton. Runs a successful carpentry business. Makes beautiful furniture. Raising a great kid . . .” Wait. “Him, too?”

Max nodded.

It made sense. Luke exuded the same sort of calm competence that Max and Ozzie and Pike did.

“And what are you?” Max said.

“Me?”

“Why are you stuck in this town, Rose? Were you covert ops, too?”

I pulled back. “You’re kidding, right? What about me screams ‘trained to kill’?”

“The Maltese Falcon?” He half smiled. “Okay, I didn’t think so, but if not, why stay? What are you running from?”

“Nothing!” I said brightly, possibly too brightly.

“I need to know, Rose,” he said, staring into my eyes. “I need all the information I can get to get us all out of this.”

“Us?” I said. “We’re an ‘us’ now?”

“I’m staying until we figure this out.”

“Oh,” I said, my feelings merging into a terror-lust-gratitude maelstrom.

“Why are you stuck in this town?” Max said.

I took a deep breath. “I may be on the run from the law.”
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Rose on the lam. It made sense as far as the situation, not considering the woman. But nobody goes on the run from a pickpocketing charge. What kind of law could Rose have broken that would make her run? Poisoning an ex with lasagna? It wouldn’t be a bad way to go. “What law did you break?”

She frowned at me. “I didn’t do it; it was a bum rap. Why did somebody send you here to pick up your boots? It was out of your way.”

I wasn’t ready to give that up. “My ex-boss has a twisted sense of humor. You said you were on the run.”

“Yes, but I didn’t say I was guilty. You have your boots. Why did you come back?”

That was a surprisingly tough question. “Maggs was hurt.” As she got ready to object, I continued, “Plus, bad things are happening. Junior. Norman. There may be more. I couldn’t leave you to deal with that.”

“You left this morning.” She sounded a little upset about that. Maybe she’d wanted me to stay? She hadn’t asked me to spend the night again, so⁠—

She stood up. “You did not come here to get boots. That is just too far outside the realm of coincidence.”

“Oh, relax,” I said, which was clearly the wrong thing to say because she blazed at me.

“Do not tell me to relax. You’re⁠—”

“I came here because my old boss sent me to pick up boots here. His choice. That’s the truth. But not the complete story.” I added “Do not tell an angry woman to relax” to my list of things to remember, right up there with “Never look into the barrel of a loaded gun.”

She stood there, still suspicious but not yelling at me anymore.

“What does the law think you did?”

She stiffened. “Fraud. Fugitive from justice, which has no statute of limitations. Enough about me. What did he send you here to do?”

I shook my head. “I need to know how much trouble you’re in besides the mess with Junior and Norman. So here’s the deal: We tell each other everything, and then tomorrow, we deal with it all. Okay?”

She blinked at me, and then she nodded. “Are you staying the night?”

“Yes,” I said.
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Itook a deep breath. He was staying the night. I went from suspicion to happiness in a nanosecond.

I was in the middle of some kind of spy mess with people gunning for me, and there was a good chance he was the danger I had to protect Mei from, but I was still glad that a cute boy was spending the night—oh my God, I was regressing to teenybopper. I had to get a grip. I tried to frown. “So what are you really doing here?”

He sighed. “My ex-boss has an ex-girlfriend here and they have a kid and he wanted me to make sure everything was okay.”

I knew it. I knew Max was too good to be true. I pointed at the door. “Out.”

Max shook his head. “I didn't know that until a couple of hours ago when I called him. I would have said no if he’d asked me.”

“But you came back anyway after finding out.” I pointed at the door again. “Out.”

“Listen,” Max said, still not moving from where he sat. “You’ve got bigger problems than Herc checking on his daughter, okay?”

“Lian’s my best friend. Mei is Poppy’s best friend. I’ve got plans to protect her, but even I know I can’t protect her from you, so get out.”

“I’m not here for Mei,” he said, and he sounded tired but truthful. “I told Herc I wouldn’t help him. What you need to worry about is that Oz was a player a long time ago.”

“Yeah. CIA. Black Ops.”

“You knew?” He didn’t seem surprised.

I sat down again, too tired to stand up anymore. Outrage is exhausting. “Lian told me last night.”

Max nodded. “So we both didn’t know something important. But here’s the real problem. Oz appropriated a lot of money a long time ago. And people are going to want that money. That’s probably why Junior is here. And his mother. And Norman. And there might well be others.”

It was good he kept the sentences short because they hit like body blows, even though I’d sort of known all along. All of Ozzie’s rules. Don’t use cellphones, they can track you. Don’t set up a website for the store. Don’t call attention to yourself, don’t tell anybody I’m here. Always use cash. Don’t sit in front of windows.

What didn’t make sense was the “lot of money” part. We didn’t have a lot of money.

Then again, the shop didn’t make much money, but Ozzie had always had cash when he’d needed it. Right from the start after I gave birth to Poppy and he paid the Bearton hospital by peeling hundreds off of a thick roll of bills. When you don’t have health insurance, giving birth takes a lot of money.

“I get it, but I don’t get it,” I said.

He held up a hand. “I’ll explain as much as I know, but first, I need to know how you fit into all of this.”

“I don’t fit into Ozzie being a spy. Or money. Or whatever.”

“Who was your partner in the fraud?” Max asked.

“I wasn’t a partner, I was a dupe,” I said, feeling sick even as he said it.

He waited, so I swallowed and told that awful story all over again. I finished with, “I was stupid and in love and I trusted the wrong guy. Very common story. Nobody’s come after me, and Ozzie swore he’d protect me if they did. But now Ozzie is dead, and I have no idea what I’d do if the law showed up to take me, what Poppy would do, and I don’t have a job or a place to stay once that envelope is opened tomorrow. That’s it. That’s my whole story. Very simple.”

He sat there listening, his face as impassive as ever, so when I was done, I thought, Time for a subject change. “You know, Ozzie was a lot of things, but I never suspected he was an international spy. That seems . . . unlikely.”

Max nodded. “Oz was a legend, so good at what he did that they called him ‘The Wizard.’”

“The Wizard of Oz?” I said, dumbfounded. “You’re putting me on.”

“Oz was putting you on. He and his partner, Pike Bernard, went missing about thirty years ago with that money. Everyone thought they died.”

“Pike? Our Pike?” That made sense.

He nodded.

“Was Coral part of . . . whatever they were part of?”

“I don’t know. But I bet she’s got a background that would be interesting, to say the least.”

Killed her first man at fifteen. I wasn’t going to forget that. “How much money are we talking about?”

Max shrugged. “Millions.”

Millions. Junior and Norman suddenly didn’t seem so weird. “Who did he steal it from?”

“He didn’t exactly steal it as much as not give it back. The money was ours. The United States. How did you end up here with Oz?”

I told him the rest of the story, about the bus and how Coral fed me and then took me to Ozzie. “She told him to give me a job, and he looked at me and said, ‘Why is it that the stray cats that show up here are always knocked up?’”

Looking at that now, it occurred to me that he’d probably already met a pregnant Lian, sent into his town by the rat bastard who’d dumped her.

I remembered something that hadn’t made sense at the time. “Ozzie asked who’d sent me. I told him I’d gotten off the bus and it left me, and he laughed. As if it were a big joke.”

“And you just stayed here?” Max asked.

He was starting to annoy me. “I was penniless and pregnant. Ozzie gave me an apartment and a job and paid for my food if I cooked. My skills were sleight of hand, distracting people from what the magician was doing, and picking locks and pockets. Not a lot of call for those things. Yes, I stayed here and had my baby here, which Ozzie paid for, and I brought her up here where she was safe because Ozzie would kill anybody who tried to hurt her and where the law couldn’t find me. That’s my secret. Please don’t tell anybody.”

He shook his head. “I don’t tell people things.”

“I’ve noticed. Ozzie stole millions?” I was still trying to wrap my brain around that because it didn’t fit with the way Ozzie had lived.

“Not exactly stole. He and Pike were given millions to do a buy-back of Stinger ground-to-air missiles from the Afghan mujahideen fighting the Russians as that war wound down. It wasn’t a popular program, to understate it. They didn’t buy many back. And they decided not to give what money was left back.”

“Millions,” I repeated. “Who gave Ozzie and Pike millions?”

“The government.”

“How do you know this?”

“My old boss just told me.”

“Herc.”

“Yes.”

Lian’s bastard ex. “And when did Ozzie and Pike do this?”

“Over thirty years ago.”

“Why did people wait so damn long to come looking for them?” I was pretty much gobsmacked by the story, especially by the way it was part of Lian’s story, but I was also annoyed as all hell. I did not need this. Damn it, Ozzie.

“Everybody thought they’d died when their plane went down.” Max said. “Which obviously didn’t happen. But now Ozzie really is dead, and the only thing standing between people and the money is⁠—”

“Me and Poppy.” I closed my eyes. “That’s just great.”

“Well, there’s Pike,” Max offered, which did help a little bit. It would not be easy to get through Pike. But I noticed he didn’t add, “And there’s me.”

I shook my head. “There is no money. Look around. Does it look like a millionaire lived here?”

“It was cash,” Max said. “Did Oz use cash a lot?”

“He only used cash,” I said. “He didn’t have a credit card. Like you.”

“Credit cards can be traced,” Max said.

“Junior didn’t have any credit cards either.”

“You stole his wallet?”

“I looked in it. I gave it to Pike.” I thought about it. “How did Junior find out Ozzie was dead?”

He frowned. “Good question. Another one is how they knew that this old guy named Ozzie was also The Wizard. Could be somebody in this town is working for an outsider. Junior and his mother and Norman showing up indicates that.”

“Well, Norman found out because Ozzie’s lawyer called him,” I said. “His name is on the envelope Barry is going to open tomorrow. But Junior? Barry said he never heard of Ozzie having a son.” I tried to think who would have called Junior and his mom.

Coral wouldn’t have betrayed her guys. Betty’s handling of Junior said she hadn’t invited him here. It could be anybody, though. I didn’t even know for sure who in town wasn’t an ex-spy besides me and Poppy.

“I’m so tired of putting out fires,” I told Max. “I’m so tired of looking up every time the door opens and smiling, hoping it’s not some sheriff come to take me in or now, some asshole looking for millions of dollars. Like Junior. Or Norman.” He was listening, not commenting. “It just feels like my life has been a mistake. I gave twelve years of my life to a cheating, lying bastard, and the next nineteen to Poppy and Ozzie, and now I find out that Ozzie was a cheating, lying bastard, too, in the past. Although he came through for me, so I forgive him. And then there’s you, you’re just like him. I have terrible taste in men.”

“Sorry about that,” Max said, not taking offense.

“And Lian gave years of her life to your rotten, lousy boss. Did you lie to me? Did you come here knowing you were checking on Mei?”

“Not until I called him today. If he’d have asked me, I’d have said no. Which is why he didn’t tell me up front. It’s the way he works. Manipulative.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding because I believed him. He didn’t seem like the type to betray a woman, although that could just be my hope talking. Plus, he described this Herc guy just the way Lian had. “I forgive you. Okay, seriously, you’re going to be out of here again—I’m amazed you came back—so how do I handle this? Is anybody else around here something horrible?”

“There are a lot of former players here. At least half a dozen of the people I’ve met. Poppy told me about Mrs. Baumgarten and the funeral director. And there’s your friend Coral with the knife.”

“Listen, I’ll defend Coral to the death. She’s been damn good to me. Which does not mean she wasn’t Mata Hari in a previous life.” I thought about Coral, slinking through alleys with a knife in her stocking. Or her hat. “I don’t care. She drives me crazy, but I’m keeping her.”

“That’s nice of you,” Max said.

“And Pike was like Ozzie. And you.” I thought about it. “That makes sense. Pike’s very efficient at law enforcement. We don’t even have a jail. People who cause problems just . . . go away.” I met Max’s eyes. “He’s not killing them, is he?”

“Probably not. A lot of people dying as they pass through Rocky Start would attract attention. Although the funeral director probably has a crematorium, which can be useful.”

“Do you think Melissa fed Junior into it?” I asked, sort of appalled.

Max shook his head. “I doubt it. That would cause a reaction that no one wants from his mother.”

He sat there, completely calm, his eyes steady on mine, having told me this horror story of theft and death like it was no big deal. Because it wasn’t to him. He was just like Ozzie.

Was that good? Or bad?

“So how do we handle this when you leave? Can you teach us some skills? Or something?”

“I’m not leaving until you and Poppy are safe,” he said, and my heart gave a little surge because my heart is a dumbass. “There’s something that’s bothering me. Mrs. Baumgarten said she knew Junior’s mother?”

I nodded. “She mentioned a name. Serena. Coral did, too.”

Max frowned in thought. “I’ve heard that name before. I just can’t place it.” He shook his head. “Can I stay in Oz’s room for a while?”

“God, yes.” I swallowed. “I have the shotgun”—I nodded to it over on the shelf by the pantry—“but I really don’t think I can shoot anybody on purpose. You probably can. I also have the gun Mrs. Baumgarten took from Junior.”

He didn’t respond to that so I had to ask, even though I already knew the answer. “Have you?”

“What?”

“Shot people?”

“Yes.”

He just sat there, steady as ever, no expression, and told me he’d shot people, probably killed people. It wasn’t like he was a gun nut. He was sane. But he shot people. I mean, maybe he missed sometimes or aimed for a leg, but I doubted it. Max didn’t look like somebody who would aim to maim. Or miss.

I stood up. “Well, if you get the chance, shoot Norman.”

He frowned. “I think Norman is living in his van. It’s parked on the next block over. What’s his story?”

“I have no idea. He used to come here and mooch off Ozzie, and then one day he showed up and told me he knew about my arrest, but he wouldn’t tell Ozzie if I slept with him. So I told Ozzie everything, and Ozzie told Norman if he ever saw him again, he’d kill him.” I stopped there because of the look on Max’s face, which was a lot like the look on Ozzie’s face when I’d told him. “Norman is scum and Ozzie loathed him. I’m certain he left him nothing, but if he didn’t make a will, Norman will get it anyway unless Junior scoops the pot.”

Max nodded and then stood up, too. “I can stay somewhere else if⁠—”

“No. If you were going to shoot Poppy and me, you’d have done it by now.”

That made him change his expression. “Why would I shoot you and Poppy?”

“Max, I have no idea who you are, so I have to be prepared for all contingencies. I have always had to be prepared for contingencies. I remember trying to make Ozzie promise he’d take care of Poppy if they found me and arrested me, and he told me that if anybody found me, he’d get rid of them. I thought he meant pay them off or threaten them, but now I’m thinking . . .” I swallowed hard. “But I still had to be prepared for it. I’ve been braced for disaster my whole life, the law could come find me at any minute, and then Poppy⁠—”

“Hold on.” Max held up his hand to stop me and got a fancy phone out of his backpack.
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Herc answered despite the late hour, which didn’t surprise me. I don’t think he sleeps, sort of like the undead. I put the phone on the table and hit speaker, and Rose sat again, a questioning look on her face. Maggs went under the table and lay down, her head on my feet, the cone hard. She was smart, getting overhead cover.

“I’m back in Rocky Start,” I said to Herc.

“Good. As word spreads that Oz and Pike survived, there are going to be people interested. Plus, you can check on⁠—”

I cut him off. “No. I’m not getting involved in your personal life. I will not help you get to your daughter. How much is it worth to you for me to stay here and see the rest of this mess through?”

Several seconds of silence played out.

“A standard recon contract,” Herc finally said.

“That ship has sailed. This is looking like a direct-action mission.”

“All right. Direct action.”

“Backdate the contract,” I said.

“What?”

“To when I started walking the Trail in Maine. You’re the one who talked me into hitting the A.T. and then diverted me from my plan. You were planning on sending me here all along. I know you, Herc. You’ve got patience and you’re always scheming. You just didn’t plan on Oz dying right before I got here.”

“I did you a favor getting you on the Trail.”

He had a point there, but I wasn’t going to let him score it. “Backdate it.”

“Okay.” The fact he didn’t argue my guess meant it was right. The fact he’d “rescued” me from my dark cabin in Colorado and gotten me sobered up and then on the Trail faded in light of his ulterior motives. I glanced over at Rose sitting across from me.

“Plus per diem.” I smiled at Rose, who raised her eyebrows in question.

“Per diem for where? The Appalachian Trail?” He chuckled.

“No. Someplace nice.”

There were a few seconds of silence. “How about Des Moines?”

“I’m not in a laughing mood.”

“New York?”

“Zurich.”

“You’re killing me here,” Herc said.

“It’s not like it’s your money,” I said.

“Don’t push it,” Herc said.

“Fine. I’ll walk away. By the way, your ex and your kid might well be in the line of fire. This whole damn town might be. But you know more about that than I do.”

Several seconds of silence played out.

“You’re an asshole, Max.”

“That’s what you like about me.”

A deep sigh floated out of the speaker. “All right.”

“Another thing,” I said. “New Jersey has a nineteen-year-old arrest warrant out for . . .” I looked at Rose. “What’s your real name?”

Her eyes were wide. “Rosalie Malone.”

“. . . for Rosalie Malone. Fugitive from justice. Make that disappear.”

“Who the fuck is that?” Herc demanded. “Hey, am I on speakerphone? Who is there?”

“Rosalie Malone,” I repeated. “The woman sitting right across from me. Who took care of Oz for eighteen years. She and her daughter, who is friends with your daughter, could end up dead with all these assholes showing up here. I don’t want the law complicating things.”

“I don’t recognize the name,” Herc said. “Was she in the game?”

“No. She’s a civilian who got a bum rap. And before you say something you’re going to regret, I am not sleeping with her. Consider this an operational necessity.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Herc said.

“And one final thing,” I said.

“What?” Herc’s voice was sharp. I’d managed to irritate him, which made me feel a bit better.

“Serena Stafford. Supposedly she had a liaison with Oz that produced a son. The name seems familiar. Why?”

Several seconds of silence. Which wasn’t good. Finally, “I can’t talk about that on an open line.”

That was bullshit since the satellite phone was secure. He meant he couldn’t talk about it with Rose sitting here. “There’s a good chance Serena is here, Herc. With her son whom she claims is Oz’s son. I’d like to know what I’m dealing with. A threat assessment.”

Herc sighed loudly. “She was Pike and Oz’s handler in Pakistan, sending them into Afghanistan on ops back in the day. So it’s possible she did ten toes up, ten toes down with him. Who knows what goes on overseas on an op?”

“What happened to her?” I asked.

“After that mission went south and everyone thought Oz and Pike died when their plane went down, she got the blame.”

“And?” I glanced across at Rose, who was avidly following the conversation.

“She was pissed. She read the handwriting on the wall and knew her future was shot in the Agency. So she left.”

“And?” If Herc had covered for Oz and Pike, I knew there was a lot more to it than that.

“She set up her own, private contracting service. Very elite and exclusive.”

Oh fuck, now I knew where I’d heard her name. It was like Oz being “The Wizard.” It had been right in front of me. “The Cauldron.”

“Yeah. And she’s going to be real interested to learn Oz didn’t die back then. And that Pike is still alive.”

“She’s here,” I said, certain now it had been her in the armored SUV. “Do you have contact with her? So we can have a meeting and sort this clusterfuck out?”

“Nope. She’s been dark for years. All I know is the results of her work. She’s very, very selective in the jobs she takes on as curses. Top dollar only.”

“So why does she give a shit about the money?” I asked.

“My guess? She was really pissed at Oz and Pike for double-crossing her with the Stinger money and the fake deaths.”

“Thirty years ago,” I pointed out. “You can’t take revenge on a dead person.” Something wasn’t adding up. If it were revenge, Junior would have gone after Pike. He’d come into the store. Looking for something. “Herc, I don’t⁠—”

“Hold on,” he said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll get back to you on the contract.”

And he was gone.

I clicked off the phone and looked at Rose.

“I didn’t understand half of that,” she said. “What’s a curse?”

“Serena being cute. A ‘curse’ is when one of Serena’s contractors from the Cauldron does a job.”

“Like you?” She asked. “Or Ozzie?”

I shook my head. “No. We’re players. We have a code. Her contractors are what we call ‘dogs,’ which is disrespecting real dogs. Mercenaries. Working for the highest bidder. No loyalty except to the money. Serena Stafford is a legend, more a nightmare, a ghost in the world I lived in before I retired. Rarely spoken of. More of a myth than fact. Which is why I didn’t pick up on it right away.”

“So she’s dangerous?” Rose asked.

“Very.”

“And she’s not going to be happy Junior left here in a body bag.”

“He was breathing, right?”

She nodded. “When he left. I don’t know where Melissa took him.”

“Most likely to Pike.”

“Huh.” Rose sat back. Thinking. “He’s going to pay you to check out Rocky Start? How much is per diem for Zurich? Zurich is expensive, right?”

“It’s government money,” I said. “If he doesn’t give it to me, he’ll buy Boardwalk and Park Place with it. Zurich is the most expensive city in the world.”

“And he really can take care of the warrant?”

“Yes. He has very good lawyers working for him.”

“Like Lian was.”

I nodded. “And he has dirt on a lot of people, which gives him a lot of leverage.”

“Will he do it?”

“If he wants me to stay here, he will. He keeps his word. At least regarding contracts. It’s the stuff he doesn’t tell you that you have to worry about.”

“So I’ll be free.” She seemed dazed.

“Of the threat of arrest, yes.” I hesitated. “Well, arrest for fraud and being a fugitive. I have no idea what else you’ve been up to.”

“Surviving.” Rose sank back in her chair again. “My God, it doesn’t seem possible. Thank you. Thank you.”

“Not a biggie.”

“I am very grateful,” Rose said.

“Good,” I said. She was looking at me the way I imagined I’d looked at the lasagna yesterday. Which I was probably imagining. Projecting. “Okay, Rosalie. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow, so⁠—”

“Why? I mean, besides Barry opening Ozzie’s envelope, which will determine my fate.”

“What?”

“Ozzie left an envelope to be opened tomorrow. If there’s no will in it, Norman or Junior gets this place.”

“No.” I had no idea what I was going to do about Norman and Junior, but they were definitely not kicking Rose and Poppy out of their home. “Tomorrow morning, we’re going to search this entire place.”

Rose frowned. “Why? The money? You think it’s here?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I have a feeling Serena is here for something else. She’s not short on cash. And since Oz is dead, it’s not revenge.”

“What does she want, then?”

“I have no idea, but Junior has come in here twice. And you said he wanted you out of here.”

“To search for the money?”

“For something. Who knows?”

Rose swallowed hard. “Okay, then. Okay. I’m really screwed, aren’t I?”

“No,” I said. “You have me. And your shotgun. Where is that now?”

She nodded to the shelf at the end of the kitchen again. I got up and checked it, making sure there was a round in each barrel, then gave it to her. Maggs went to the kitchen hallway door, waiting to go to bed.

“So I’m going to pack a shotgun wherever I go?” She lifted it, keeping it pointed toward the door and away from me, which I appreciated. “It’s a little heavy for daily use.”

It was dark outside. We hadn’t finished dinner until almost ten, so it had to be close to midnight now.

Rose yawned.

“Go to bed, Rosalie. We’ll fix this tomorrow.” I headed toward the hallway door, and she followed after turning out the kitchen light. I opened the door, letting Maggs through, but paused, feeling her close behind. Because what I’d said to Herc about us not sleeping together was rattling around my brain. I wasn’t planning on slipping out of here in the middle of the night again. And she’d had that look in her eye. I was here for the immediate future and beyond that, who knew?

I went into the hallway and turned around, and Rose bumped into me, the shotgun between us.

“Max?”

The only light was from the streetlight out in front of the shop, so I couldn’t see her clearly, but for the first time I realized her eyes were almost level with mine. And just inches away. Her body was separated from me by only a few warm inches. And a shotgun.

“Rose?” I said.
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Iheard one of the small clocks in the shop chime midnight, meaning Selfish Day was over, but I figured I could push it a little longer.

I took a tiny step toward Max, who didn’t move away. “I’ve been telling myself not to jump you for two days now, and you just made that a lot harder. Thank you for setting me free from that warrant.”

He froze. “Jump me?”

Okay, not a great response. “Attack you for sex. It’s okay, you’re safe. I’m not good at seduction, so I’d probably just have lunged at you, and you, of course, would repel my attack because that’s what you do⁠—”

He looked stunned. “Why would I repel you?”

“Because you’re a mysterious loner, walking the Trail with your dog, suffice to yourself, needing no one.”

“Maybe. But I’m not a monk.”

“Oh.” I swallowed again, confronted by a guy who might say yes. “This is the least sexy conversation ever.”

“It woke me up,” Max said, looking a lot less grim now.

Yeah, he might say yes. A guy I’d met one day ago, a guy who killed people, a guy who knew that Zurich was the most expensive city in the world . . .

“All right,” I said, panicking now. “I apologize for sexually harassing you. Your bedroom is just as you left it. You know the way. Goodnight.”

I put the shotgun down and ran up the stairs before I could say anything else dumb.
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When I got to my apartment, breathing hard, I was really confused. Well, there was a lot going on.

I’d had to cope all day, no freaking out about imminent homelessness in front of Poppy, dealing with ex-spies while working the selfish thing, and then flailing around in front of Max, but I was alone now, and a little solo freaking seemed about right.

I checked on Poppy, who had fallen asleep with her headphones on as usual, William curled up next to her, keeping her warm. I pulled the headphones off gently and put them on her bedside table, and then just looked at her for a moment, my beautiful, beautiful daughter, more together at eighteen than I was at forty-nine. I was so damn proud of her. I kissed her on the forehead, softly so as not to wake her, and then went back to my room and crawled back into my own bed under my own big comforter and fell back on the six pillows piled up against my headboard. I like pillows. Sue me.

I lay there with the softness pulled up to my chest and wondered what the hell had happened to my life. Three days ago, I’d had a safe place to hide and raise my daughter, and today people with guns were coming into a place I was going to be evicted from, and there was an armed stranger in my kitchen whom I’d made a pass at, although I was pretty sure he’d be gone as soon as it was humanly possible. Which was fine.

Not really a stranger, though.

Max.

Right across the hall.

All I had to do was cross a state line. And probably apologize for running like a rabbit when he got close, but . . .

I looked at the white paper bag on my nightstand, the one that said “Quill’s Pharmacy.”

The bag of sin.

I decided it was still Selfish Day. I’d woken up at nine, so I still had nine hours after midnight to get what I wanted, the hell with everybody else. Or try to get it. Take my shot. Go for it. Make Coral proud. Astound Lian.

Appall Max.

I got out of bed and took a shower and changed into a clean t-shirt and boy shorts because I didn’t have anything sexy in nightwear. In anything, really. Then I sat there trying to get my nerve up. Max was perfectly capable of rejecting me and shoving my butt back over the state line, so I had to be prepared for that. But I had to be fierce, too. If he was going to reject me, he was going to have to put some back into it.

I took a deep breath, picked up my white paper bag of condoms and lube, and started for the door.

No, wait, brush my teeth first. That was just polite.

I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror while I brushed. I didn’t look that bad. Maybe Max would appreciate a natural woman, no makeup or perfume, just me. It was a real shame that my face was starting to slide off my skull, but you couldn’t have everything.

I thought about trimming some pubic hair, and maybe painting my toenails because I have great feet, I should call attention to them, and . . .

You’re stalling, Malone. Get in there and take that man down.

I waffled around for a few more minutes and then pulled myself together, picked up the bag from the pharmacy, and crossed the state line. I knocked on the door, and after a minute, Max opened it and I pushed past him and walked in. I almost knocked him over—he wasn’t expecting me to go in—but that’s okay, I had a couple of other surprises for him, too.

“What the hell are you wearing?” he asked, and I turned around to make my move and stopped. Max had on pants and a towel around his neck, the ends hanging down and obscuring part of his chest, and that was it, the rest of him was naked and still kind of damp from his shower, and it was good naked. Too thin but broad in the shoulders. Muscles. Really good naked.

“Rose?” Max said.

I looked him up and down, taking the time to appreciate the moment. “You’re a very attractive man.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Do you own a bra?”

“A few, but they’re uncomfortable and nobody’s looking at me anyway, I’m forty-nine.”

Max closed his eyes. “I’m looking. What do you want, Rose? We have a big day tomorrow and I need sleep. And if you go back to your own state, I might get some blood back in my brain.”

“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”

He nodded, patient as always.

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s the thing.” I took a deep breath. “Yesterday was Selfish Day? I decided I could have anything I want? Well, I didn’t wake up until nine, so I figure I could add the nine missed hours on to the end of the day, which means it’s still Selfish Day even though it’s tomorrow.”

“And I need to know this why?” Max said, folding his arms over his chest.

He had a really nice chest.

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s the thing. I want you.”

“Uh . . .” he said.

I grabbed the ends of the towel so he couldn’t get away without strangling himself and I kissed him. Coral had told me to put some tongue in it, but Max and I didn’t know each other that well⁠—

He put his arms around me and pulled me close and kissed me back, and I realized he was fully on board, his hands on my ass, which I’m pretty sure he had been checking out for two days. I have a great ass.

He made me dizzy with that kiss, the scent of him, the taste of him, the reality of him after all that thinking, his mouth hot on mine and his body that hard and close, plus it was Max. My God, I was kissing Max. So when he pulled back and looked at me like he was checking to see if I was okay, I grabbed him again—such a good kisser—wrapping my arms around him, and then he put his forehead on mine and said, “Before I drag you off to bed, exactly what did you have in mind? So I don’t make any mistakes.”

I looked up into those dark, dangerous eyes. “Everything. I want everything. I want us both naked and having every kind of sex you can imagine. Although probably not anal. And⁠—”

He kissed me again, and I felt him touch my lips with his tongue, and I opened for him, and let me tell you, the man hadn’t spent all his time shooting people.

I pulled back, breathless. “Wow. This is going to be good.”

He turned me around and started pushing me gently toward the bedroom, and then he stopped. “I don’t have condoms.”

I looked around and saw the bag with “Quill’s Pharmacy” on it on the floor where I’d dropped it. I picked it up and handed it to him. “Although you’re safe with me. I’m think I’m going through menopause so I probably can’t get pregnant, and I haven’t had sex in fifteen years so I’m STD-free.”

I turned around in time to see the startled look on his face. Then he said, “Am I going to die tonight, Rose?”

“I don’t know,” I said, smiling at him, not a Cheery Boost, a real one. “Want to find out?”

“Yes,” Max said, and I headed for his bedroom with him close behind me.
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I turned down the bed, flipping that great comforter to the foot, and climbed in.

Max put the box of condoms and the lube on the bedside table and opened the box to take out a strip. Then he sat on the side of the bed and looked at me. “Are you sure about this? I’ll stay regardless.”

“You trying to talk me out of this? Because you can’t. I’m sure. Kind of. If I change my mind, I’ll let you know.” I hooked my thumbs in my shorts and shoved them off and pulled my tank off over my head. Naked.

I had a moment of panic then—my breasts aren’t as high as they used to be, hell, nothing’s as high as it used to be—but he reached for me, and I thought, Shut up, Rose, the man has breasts in his hands, he’s happy, and I let myself sigh against him because he had good hands. “Lose your pants.”

“Right.” Max let go of me and shoved off his sweats and rolled into bed.

So I was in bed with a naked man. A naked Max. Whose hand was back on my breast. And my hand was on his chest. Which was nicely muscled without being man boobs. The muscles of a man of action, not the gym.

I took a deep breath. “As I have said, it’s been many years since I’ve done this⁠—”

Max tightened his hand on me and I closed my eyes because it felt so good, all that strong heat pressing against my breast.

“—so I’m not sure everything works.”

He pulled me close, and I arched into him, into all that heat and muscle and contrast and pleasure. “You don’t have anything that has to work. I’m the one with the moving part.” He moved his hand to my other breast. “And all your non-moving parts are excellent.” He bent and licked my un-grasped breast, sucking a little on my nipple, and I shuddered at the touch, so good that I could feel it everywhere, and thought, Lie back and think of Max, you idiot, and kissed his neck and then bit him gently, letting my hand trail down his side to his hip. He shivered, so that was good. He had nerve endings. He was so stoic, I wasn’t sure, but when I moved my hand again, he exhaled against my neck, and I was sure.

Then he took my hand away, and I figured it might have been too much, so I slid my hand up to his chest and started to kiss my way down, absolutely sure I remembered how to⁠—

“Nope,” he said, pulling me back up. “Definitely later, but⁠—”

I sat up. “Are you going to direct this whole thing?”

“No,” he said, staring at my breasts. “But if you want this to last more than a minute, we concentrate on you first.”

It was hard to argue with that logic.

He reached for me again, and I slid down against him again, nestled in, and he wrapped his arms around me and said, “You are a very beautiful woman, Rose,” and I said, “No, I’m not, don’t lie to me,” and he said, “Right now, you are the most beautiful thing in my world,” and he kissed me, and I lost myself in that great mouth and figured that right now, I probably was. Naked does tend to blind guys. Then he began to lick his way down my body—he got distracted when he hit my breasts, but that was okay—and I kept my hands moving over him, finding a lot of scars and a lot of muscle that tensed when I touched him, and then he pushed my legs apart and I helped, only panicking a little, and then he showed me a whole new meaning of “competence porn.”

I forgot about my aging body and possible non-working parts and just lost myself in the wet heat of his mouth on me, his hands gripping me while I touched him everywhere, scraping my fingernails against his back, through his hair as he made me tense and shiver, drunk on his touch and the shudder at my core when he hit the right stuff, the strength of his grasp on my hips as the pressure grew until I finally broke, spasming against his mouth, finally getting that explosion that cleared out all my cells, leaving me limp with satisfaction and, since it was Max, security. He might leave me, but Max would never use me, hurt me, betray me. Not because he said he loved me—he didn’t, we’d only known each other two days—but because he was Max.

Yeah, I know I was insane to think that after two days, but I did.

So when he crawled up to me, the weight of him on top of me, I held him tight and wrapped my legs around him and sighed at the things he murmured in my ear, and when he reached for the condom, I reached over him for the lube, my hand shaking, leaving nothing to chance.

Then he rolled over on his back and said, “On top, please. I want to look at you,” and I straddled him, soft against his hard, sent up a short prayer that everything would still work, raised up a little, found him, and sank down over him.

The shock of him inside me, the thickness and the heat and the fullness there, like jumping into a lake the first time of a summer, except he was hot not cold, so hot under my hands, and then opening my eyes as I gasped from the impact of him and seeing him, seeing Max, it was Max under me, inside me, Max with his head thrown back, naked and vulnerable in me, and I was so flooded with heat that I almost forgot to move, but he didn’t, flexing under me, holding me tight and close, and I lost my breath and lost myself in him.

Everything still worked.

He touched me everywhere, but all I could see was him, watching him shudder as I moved, feeling myself tremble as he surged up into me, the tension building in his face with our rhythm, the charge of knowing I was driving him crazy every time I clenched over him, rocked on him, his hands tightening on me. The power was erotic, but not as erotic as Max, scarred and strong and dark and devastating, staring at me in the light from the streetlamp outside as he moved inside me, part of me, his hands all over me, and I let myself go, all my fear and uncertainty, and trusted him completely.

Then he shifted under me, moved his hand down to where we were joined, and began to stroke, and everything tightened, and I cried out and shattered, spasming against him again, over and over because he didn’t stop moving, didn’t stop touching me. And when I was finally spent, lying on top of him, holding on to him for dear life, he rolled us over and began to move over me, against me, inside me, shaking on the edge of control, and I bit him on the shoulder to make him hurry. He was holding me so tight he was going to leave bruises, and I loved it, drowning in how out of control he was, surging against me as if he couldn’t stop, his hand tangled in my hair as he held me where he wanted me, his face twisting as he moved inside me, Max coming apart because of me, and that was almost as good as me doing that. And when he groaned and came, I loved how sated, how satisfied he felt as he slumped against me, how he never let go of me, even when he rolled us to our sides, and I wrapped my arms around him tight and we just lay there, breathing hard for a while, minds blown and bodies spent, secure in each other’s arms.

“That was good,” I said finally, when I had my breath back, and he opened one eye to stare at me.

“Good?”

“That was really good,” I said. “We’ll get better with practice.”

“Practice?”

That was a question? I sat up a little. “That was a one-time thing?”

He sat up a little, too, and kissed my breast. “No, that was not a one-time thing. It’s gonna be a long night.”

“A one-night stand?”

He looked at me, exasperated. “What do you want?”

“I want a lot of sex for as long as you’re here.”

He nodded. “I can do that.”

“Good.” I lay back down and snuggled against him, and he pulled me close again, one hand back on my breast, which was comforting and a little funny. I’d had him pegged as an ass man.

“I’m not a long-term guy, Rose,” he said.

“Oh, go to sleep,” I said.
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I woke up a couple of hours later, and it took me a minute to realize I wasn’t in my bed and I had a naked Max curled up close and warm behind me, his hand on my ass now. A multitasker, I thought and laughed to myself.

It was still dark, so I should really go back to my own bed and let Max wake up alone. I knew he’d prefer that. But it was Selfish Day and I was curled up next to a furnace of a man and maybe I’d get morning sex before I made breakfast for everybody. And we could eat it together in the sunny kitchen and . . . I could get used to this, I thought and then kicked myself. He’d made it clear this was not long-term.

But short-term? Yes, please. Breakfast was on.

I hit the bathroom and then went downstairs to see what I had to work with for breakfast in the morning and saw my paregoric self-portrait on the table. A bottle anchored by poppies, Ozzie and my kid.

And I thought, But I’m different now.

It’s amazing how good solid sex can clear out the cobwebs in your body. I’d forgotten that, how it could make you feel more alive in every cell, make you glad you had a body as more than a delivery system for your mind. Sex was the body delivering to the mind, saying, Hey, we’re more than thoughts and plans and chores and lists. Basically, I thought, sex is an authentic Cheery Boost for the brain.

And then I thought about that damn bottle in front of me, a picture of myself that consisted of an empty container that once contained exhilarating possibilities, now anchored by family. That was it. I was an empty bottle.

Except that Max had really gone for that empty bottle. I thought of the way his hands had gripped me, pulled my hips to his, the way he’d gone back to my breasts again and again; I got hot all over again just thinking about the way he touched me. Max, the multitasker, I thought and laughed again. Okay, that was still defining myself by others, but he’d reminded me that I was a body made for pleasure, too, so . . .

I found the box of artificial flowers we kept in the pantry with the rest of the collage stuff and pulled out a spray of pink roses. Then I went back to the bottle and glued two of the rose heads in front of the bottle for breasts and two lower down on the back for butt cheeks. They were big roses so they were kind of overdoing it, but I didn’t care, I loved them. I loved me. Max had given me back my body and I had just given it to my bottle.

Okay, the bottle still wasn’t the whole me, but it was a lot more fun, a lot more attractive . . . a lot less empty.

I remembered the way Max had filled me, all that solid sureness inside me, stroking me to ecstasy . . .

I put the glue away and went upstairs to the guy who’d given me ideas.
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I walked back into Oz’s apartment and thought, I have to clean this up. If Max was staying for a while, we really needed to clear Oz’s stuff out so he’d feel . . . comfortable. Stop spinning a web, I told myself. Comfortable would not make Max stay; if anything, it would probably drive him out the door. The man had a real addiction to suffering⁠—

“Rose?” Max said, and I turned to see him standing naked in the doorway to the bedroom, gun in hand, which he was mercifully pointing at the floor.

“You know, this gun addiction you have,” I began.

“Do not wander around in the dark bumping into things. This town has too many people in it coming for you.”

I nodded to the gun. “And evidently you’re one of them?”

“I didn’t know it was you.”

“Couldn’t you have assumed⁠—”

“No.”

He was so sure about that, and when I thought about it, I realized that the reason Max was still alive was probably because he didn’t assume.

I nodded. “Fair enough. Do you want me to leave so you can get some sleep?”

“No.” He gestured with the gun. “Get back in my bed, Rose.”

“Put the gun down first,” I said, and he turned back to the bedroom, and I followed him.

It was cold and he was warm and that bed was the safest place I’d been in a long time.

He was putting the gun in the ruck when I climbed back into my side of the bed. “You can leave that out if you need to,” I told him.

He turned to look at me. “Are you afraid?”

“Of you? No. Of what might come through the door? A little. Mostly I’m just cold.”

He put the gun on the bedside table and rolled in beside me and put his arms around me and pulled me close and I wasn’t cold anymore.

“I’m sorry I’m screwing up your life,” I said into his shoulder. “But I’m grateful, too.”

“Speaking of screwing,” he said, and I laughed a little, and then he said, “You’re not screwing up my life. You’re just making it more interesting.” He kissed me, and I thought, He’s really good at that. I’m really good at that. WE are really good at that.

It was a really good thought.
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When I woke up very early the next morning, before dawn, after a long, tumultuous night and not much sleep, Rose was gone, which was a relief and a disappointment, which was confusing. Rocky Start was growing on me.

Maggs was on the bed beside me, so Rose must have let her in.

I dressed and went down the stairs from my apartment, Oz’s apartment, Maggs following, feeling a few aches Rose had inflicted the night before, which was a good memory, and walked through the two rooms to the side of the shop entry, turning to go through the main room and then back into the kitchen. I found a note on the kitchen table from Poppy that said, Mom, don’t forget, secret meeting this afternoon here.

I had no idea what “secret meeting” meant, but if Poppy was running it, it would succeed. Of course, leaving a note saying “secret meeting” and designating where and when it would be flunked Tradecraft 101. The kid had already left for school, probably with Luke’s boy again. There was no sign of Rose, so maybe she was sleeping in again, back in her own bedroom in case Poppy looked in?

I, on the other hand, had some work to do. I knew it was early, but I didn’t care.

I called Pike first since he was evidently the top gun in Rocky Start. He answered with a “Yeah?” as if he weren’t surprised to hear from me and he was already awake.

“I talked to Luke yesterday,” I said.

“He mentioned that.”

“And Herc.”

Silence.

“And now I need to talk to you.”

More silence. Then he said, “Meet me at Ecstasy in five,” and hung up.

I had no idea what he meant, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t a pass. I pulled up a browser on my phone and typed in “Ecstasy, Rocky Start” and got back a picture of a shop with big windows that looked familiar. I zoomed out and saw that it was right next to Oddities. Coral’s coffee shop. Plus bakery. Convenient.

“Stay,” I said to Maggs.

She didn’t need to be told twice and settled down on the kitchen floor in the sun by the back door, ready to stop anybody who wasn’t Poppy or Rose. She was already at home here.

I walked out and down the alley. As I came to the side street, I noted that Norman’s van was parked in the same spot. I was tempted to go over and knock on the darkened window to see if he was sleeping in there. I went around the end of the block and came most of the way back to Oddities, stopping short at Ecstasy. The front was almost all glass, a rehab of a building like Oz’s. The name of the establishment was etched in a small font on the glass door. A CLOSED sign was in the window since the sun wasn’t even up yet, but the lights were on.

Coral saw me and waved me in. I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The first thing I noticed was the smell. Fresh baked goods, fresh bread, with a rich undercurrent of recently brewed coffee. The nectar of the gods.

There were tables scattered in the front part, empty for now until the shop opened, and a fancy counter between two glass cases displaying the baked goods. Pike was sitting on the first of a row of four stools at a counter to the side—around the corner from the glass cases and the big counter—a semi-private space, half hidden from the rest of the shop. He had a mug of coffee in front of him with an excellent field of fire facing the front door. He was not using the coffee to wake up. I wasn’t sure he ever slept. Coral was on the other side of the bar, leaning toward him, then straightening as I walked to join them. She wore an apron with the name of the shop embroidered on it, and both it and the tee under it were pretty low-cut. There was a slight smudge of flour on her cheek and her face was flushed. I imagined she’d been up for a while to fill all those racks with fresh-baked goods.

They both eyeballed me as I walked forward. I noted that Pike had his forty-five in a holster on his right hip. Open carry, which might or might not be the law in either North Carolina or Tennessee, but I don’t think it mattered to Pike. I also noted surveillance cameras up in the far corners.

“Morning,” I tried with my most cheerful voice, which, like every other voice I had, came out like a threat.

Pike just stared at me.

“Good morning,” Coral said. “How may I be of service?”

That brought a chuckle from Pike, which earned him a dirty look from Coral. An epic history there between them, something I didn’t want to know about.

Then again, if I was going to be here for a while, maybe I did. “Coffee?” I asked, which made me feel stupid. It was a damn coffee shop, after all. I’d been on the trail too long.

Coral smiled at me. “Dark roast, cappuccino, espresso shot, flat white, latte, macchiato, mocha⁠—”

I held up my hand to stop her. “Just coffee. Please.”

“A simple and direct man. I like it.” She nodded and went down the counter to get a pot of just coffee.

“Where’s your dog?” Pike asked.

“Guarding next door.”

“Good.”

Coral poured from an elegant pot into a satisfyingly large mug. “Cream, milk, sugar?” I could almost imagine her adding “me?” to that.

“Sugar, please.”

She used a tiny pair of tongs to remove a single cube from an ornate thing. I’m sure there is some name for the little thing that holds sugar cubes, but it had never been part of a mission briefing, so it’s a “thing.” She plopped it in the mug. “More?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

I guessed. “Four.”

“You like it sweet,” Coral said as she did the transfer.

“I haven’t had anything sweet in a while.”

She batted her eyes at me, and I wondered if she was going to turn everything I said into a double entendre.

“Right,” Pike said. “Since you’re walking the A.T.”

“Rose might have something to say about that,” Coral added at the same time.

“What do I owe you?” I asked as I took the mug. It felt nice and warm in my hands.

“On the house,” Coral said. “Any friend of Rose’s is a friend of mine. And how did she sleep last night?”

“I have no idea.” I knew how she’d been before she’d slept, which was unbelievable, but how she was after I fell asleep . . .

“Certainly,” Coral said. “You’re a gentleman. Discreet. I like that. An admirable trait. We get so few gentlemen here.” She sent Pike a pointed look.

“You’re in Rocky Start,” Pike said to her, as if that were an answer to everything.

“What exactly is Rocky Start?” I was going to sit down near Pike at the side counter, but then I noticed the array of baked goods in the display case. I was drawn back to Berlin, my last Army duty assignment before I went into the gray world. I’d loved the cafes and bakeries.

“Something to eat?” Coral put her hands on top of the display case and graced me with a smile. “It is all freshly baked. I rise early every morning⁠—”

Pike cut in. “Almost every morning.”

“—and bake. It is one of my passions. Nourish a man’s stomach and he is a satisfied man.”

I selected a cake-looking thing labeled Blitzkuchen. I am always impressed how everything in German sounds like it’s ready to attack. Coral retrieved a piece of it and put it on a plate. She carried it to the bar and set it down near my coffee.

I walked back and sat down, keeping a stool between Pike and me. It’s a guy thing. Sort of like the way we approach urinals, keeping our distance.

She resumed her position on the other side of the bar, leaning forward. She seemed to like that stance. One could easily see why. Despite her age, she was a distraction, which I knew she knew. And she knew I knew, and so did Pike. We were a knowledgeable little early morning coffee group, all of us thinking about Coral’s breasts.

Before I could start my questions, Pike preempted me. “Why are you really here?”

I took a sip of coffee. “Excellent,” I said to Coral, and she graced me with a smile that I now noticed didn’t touch her eyes.

One thing they teach you in covert ops is to use the truth as much as possible. It’s hard to keep track of lies. Plus, I was still ticked off at Herc.

“I’ve been walking the A.T. since April. Herc directed me here. You know Herc, right?”

Pike just stared at me with those flinty gray eyes.

Coral shook her head sadly as if Herc’s name was not a fond memory, which I completely empathized with.

“I had no idea why until I spoke to him yesterday,” I continued. I told them about checking on the daughter and that Herc had not been aware that Oz had died.

“You stay away from Lian and Mei,” Pike said when I was done. “Lian’s good people. Her daughter is doing great, so mission accomplished. She and Poppy are Oz’s and my goddaughters, they don’t need anybody else.”

I noticed Coral giving a sideways glance, indicating she wasn’t 100 percent on board with Pike’s assessment.

“Agreed. But it seems like you’ve got another problem.”

Pike raised one eyebrow. “I do?”

“You were on the last op in Afghanistan with Oz, weren’t you? Died in the same plane crash?”

Pike exchanged a look with Coral. “Herc wouldn’t have told you much about that. Which means you know even less.”

“I know Norman is looking for something. I know Junior came into the shop twice looking for something.”

“The second time it was for his wallet,” Pike said. “I gave that back to him.”

“After Mrs. Baumgarten tased him and the funeral director drugged him and took him out in a body bag. You gave it to him after he got out of the body bag?”

“Yes.”

“And then?”

“I sent him to his mother with a message,” Pike said.

“Serena Stafford,” I said. “And what was the message?”

“To back off.”

I took another sip of coffee now that it had cooled off a bit and forked a piece of the cake. “This is amazing,” I told Coral, telling the truth again, and she beamed at me.

I began to wonder about Pike. He’d sent a message, but that wasn’t exactly taking action. Mrs. Baumgarten and the funeral director were doing good work, but Pike seemed to be mostly making threats without backup. “Will she back off?”

“Doesn’t look like it,” Pike said, nodding toward the front of the store as Junior approached the glass door followed by a vampire.

Junior opened the door and held it for his mother, the infamous Serena Stafford. She didn’t appear much older than the picture I’d seen in Oz’s room, still pale and beautiful. Drinking the blood of virgins can do that, I’ve heard. The only real difference was two silver streaks in her pitch-black hair starting above each eye and ending where the hair hung down below her shoulders in the back. She wore black leather pants, a black turtleneck, and a black leather coat that went to mid-thigh. I figured there had to be a weapon or two inside that long coat.

She took three steps in. Junior let the door shut, wincing as he didn’t move fast enough and it hit his arm, and stood slightly behind her and to her right.

Her gaze raked over us, one by one, and then fixed on Pike. “Pike Bernard. It’s been a long time.” Her voice was low, husky, almost sexy if you were into a lot of pain and no future.

“Not long enough,” Pike said.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” she said, coming closer.

Pike kept his eyes on her, his gaze steady, no smile. “Take it up with Herc.”

Serena let her eyes drift over Coral, who was watching her, frowning. Then she looked at me. “I checked on who you are. You have no dog in this fight. You can go now.”

I met her gaze. “I don’t like men who hit women. You should have raised your boy better.”

“And you’ve never killed a woman?” Serena smiled at me, not warmly. “Yet you strike my son because he hit a nobody?”

I noted that also didn’t go over well with Coral, whose frown turned into pressed lips and narrowed eyes, probably about to reach for her stiletto. Strike two.

I wasn’t too happy about the “nobody,” either.

“What do you want, Serena?” Pike had adjusted his position, his hand casually closer to his pistol.

I still had my hands cradled around my mug of coffee. This was Pike’s play, although I noticed that Coral was moving away again, putting distance between her and Pike and probably getting closer to a weapon. This wasn’t her first potential gun fight and she wanted out of the line of fire. I kept my eyes on Junior, leaving Serena to Pike. It appeared from the slight bulge in Junior’s coat that he was carrying, just as he had been the first time we’d crossed paths, but when he moved his right arm again, he was careful, since Rose had given him a good whack there with the Maltese Falcon and then Coral had knifed him in the other arm.

“I want justice,” Serena said to Pike. “Word is, you’re the law in this town. My son was assaulted by the woman squatting in my son’s store and by that man.” She indicated me.

“If I’d assaulted your son,” I said, “he’d be in a body bag. Again.”

She ignored me. “I am willing to forego all that if I get what is mine.”

Coral spoke up. “Did Junior tell you he was taken out by Betty Baumgarten with a taser? I was so sorry to miss that.”

Serena waved that detail off. “She will be dealt with later.”

Coral snorted. “Good luck with that. Your dance card is too full, Serena. Pike? Herc? Betty?”

I thought it was interesting she didn’t add my name to the list.

But after a pause, Coral did add, “Me.”

Serena’s eyes narrowed at that last bit, but she didn’t respond to Coral.

“That woman kidnapped my son,” Serena said, looking back at Pike.

Pike shook his head. “He pulled a gun on a civilian and Betty did a citizen’s arrest. You know Betty. He’s lucky she didn’t turn him into llama kibble.” Pike looked at Junior with contempt. “I even returned his wallet, which he’d misplaced. Didn’t he give you my message?”

Junior stood there while they talked about him, looking uninterested. Probably trying for aloof and only achieving blankness.

“But now you’re here,” Pike was saying, “so you didn’t take the warning seriously. There’s nothing for you in Rocky Start other than trouble, Serena. Don’t make me regret the decision to let your son go. Oz didn’t have a son, so you can back off on that bullshit, too.”

“Come now,” Serena said. “Do we want to talk about what happened in Pakistan between missions? We were all so bored.” She smiled at him, possibly suggesting she was bored again and he could fix that, but Junior spoke up, perhaps feeling a bit neglected.

“And I’ve a got a DNA test.”

“How’d you get Oz’s DNA?” Pike asked.

“My Uncle Norman,” Junior said. “They can tell from that.”

That elicited a snort of derision from Coral. “Uncle Norman?”

Junior was undeterred. “Dad’s lawyer demanded a new DNA test, and I’ve had the results sent straight to him from the lab so he knows I didn’t tamper with it. I really am Oz’s son, and that will prove it.”

“Dad’s lawyer?” Pike scoffed. “You mean Barry?”

Serena looked back at Junior and he shut up. Then she turned to Pike and shook her head. “You should be happy I didn’t roll into this town hard. I thought I’d be reasonable, but I’m losing that inclination given the way my son has been treated. Just give me what I want and I’ll be gone.”

Pike shrugged. “What do you want?”

“You know.” For the first time, there was a crack in Serena’s confidence as her eyes shifted briefly to Coral and me before focusing back on Pike. “What Oz took that he shouldn’t have. Do you really want to get into this in front of others?”

“You walked in the door,” Pike said. “You saw who was in here. Seems like you played that hand.”

“I want the Russian files,” Serena said.

Oh, fuck, I thought.

“I don’t have them,” Pike said.

“I know,” Serena said. “Oz took them. I want them. I’ll pay. I’ll set up that woman next door and her kid for life.”

“Should have started with that,” Pike said, “rather than sending your idiot son in to try to con Rose. You used to be smarter.”

Junior flinched and Serena glared, and I realized she was also off her game. Whatever those files were, their resurfacing must have blindsided her because she was playing this poorly.

Pike shook his head. “We can’t give you something that we don’t have.”

“Oz had them,” Serena said.

“Whatever you think he had went down with the plane after we jumped out.”

“No,” Serena said. “You dropped the actual files to me, but you know the damn KGB took pictures of everything. There were microfilm duplicates with the files. Where are they?”

“If Oz had that, you think he’d have kept them buried all these years?” Pike asked. “You’re chasing a ghost.”

Serena was adamant. “I want to go through his building.”

“No,” Pike said.

She stared at him for a long moment. “I’m not the only one interested in those files.”

I glanced over as Pike frowned, and I noticed that Coral’s eyes were still narrowed.

“Who?” Pike demanded.

“Who do you think?” Serena asked. “The people you stole them from.”

“The Russians? Dmitri?” Pike shook his head. “Been a long time.”

“Russians have long memories,” Serena said, and I had to agree with her on that one given my experiences. “Dmitri in particular.”

“Dmitri’s probably dead,” Pike said.

“Dmitri is very much alive,” Serena said.

Junior saw this as his opportunity to chime in. “The store will be mine anyway. I have a DNA test.”

Pike focused on Serena. “You don’t know if there’s a will that would cut your boy out. You’re not even sure Junior is Oz’s, are you?” He shook his head and went back to his coffee, dismissing her. “Give it up, Serena.”

“I am going to get answers,” Serena said, and I sensed she was ready to make a play right here and right now. Her right hand drifted inside her coat. My left hand did its own drifting toward my pistol, and I felt Pike tense as he realized the same thing. All we needed was John Wayne to swagger in⁠—

Two of those dinky mail jeeps pulled up outside, screeching to a halt like SWAT tactical vehicles on an assault. Postmaster Lionel Ferrell leapt out of one, wearing his government-issue blue shorts and short-sleeved shirt and a pith helmet appropriate for a mellow fall day. A wiry little dark-haired woman about his age, dressed the same, jumped out of the other. Mrs. Ferrell, I presumed. Her pith helmet had a daisy on it. They both had large mail bags slung over their shoulders.

Serena glanced out at them and hesitated.

They shoved the door open and came in, spreading out tactically on either side of Serena and Junior. Junior looked at them, his brow furrowing. Serena ignored them now, her attention back on Pike. I straightened, moving my left hand to my pistol.

Coral greeted them. “Dottie! Lionel! Good to see you. What will you have?”

“We’re just delivering the mail,” Dottie said, her voice sharp. “Special delivery.”

“I wouldn’t mind a mocha with whipped—” Lionel began, and Dottie snapped, “Just the mail.”

Lionel’s shoulders slumped.

Serena finally acknowledged them with a quick glance left and then right. “The Ferrells.” She shook her head. “Went postal, did you?”

“Screw you, bitch,” Dottie said. “Get out.”

“I assure you,” Junior began, but then Dottie snarled, “Time for you to leave, kiddo,” and lifted her hand from her mail bag, revealing a submachine gun with a suppressor, her finger on the trigger, and then lowered it again, hidden in the bag once more.

Junior looked from her to Lionel, who shrugged and wiggled something in his mail bag, not feeling a need to show off.

Junior looked at his mother, proving he was incapable of independent action, or maybe just more cautious now that he’d been whacked with the Maltese Falcon, stabbed, tossed, tased, tranquilized, and body bagged.

“We don’t like outsiders,” Lionel said, sounding tough, but he was watching his wife with as much trepidation as Junior. He shifted a step to his left and she moved the same distance to her left. It was one of those moments when the slightest thing going wrong could precipitate a bloodbath.

Which, of course, is when the door opened again, and Rose walked in with Maggs.


CHAPTER 33
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I’d woken late in my own bed and when I couldn’t find Max in his, I decided this was Selfish Day Two and headed next door for another sugar and fat blowout, taking Maggs with me so she wouldn’t get bored.

Coral didn’t smile as I came in, and I wondered what I’d done wrong until I registered that waste of space and air Junior standing beside the Queen of the Dead, who must be his mother, with the Ferrells flanking them, everybody looking very tense.

I stopped smiling, and Maggs went still.

“This is the woman who assaulted me,” Junior complained to Pike.

“Good job, Rose.” Pike picked up his coffee cup again with his left hand but kept his right close to his gun.

“Thank you.” I looked past him and saw Max.

Okay, that was good.

Max jerked his head toward the seat behind him, between him and the wall, and I went around the outside of the room, trying to stay clear of Serena and the Ferrells and out of the line of fire until I could sit behind him. Maggs padded after me but never took her eyes off Serena.

Pike gave me a quick look but then put his attention back on Serena, who had taken her hand out of her coat.

Serena shifted her focus to me. “You’re the woman who’s lived with Oz the last eighteen years. Rosalie Malone. I believe New Jersey law enforcement would like to know your whereabouts since you were once in their custody. If you cooperate, I can⁠—”

I shook my head, my heart hammering. “No, thank you. But good research on your part.”

She smiled at me, condescending. “I really don’t think⁠—”

“Herc took care of it,” Max said. “He was very interested to know that you were in town. By the way, Herc’s kid lives here. So he has a vested interest in keeping things copacetic.”

She was quiet for a nanosecond and then she looked around the bakery. “You all are making me regret approaching this entire affair in a civilized manner.”

“If you think sending Junior into my home with a gun was civilized,” I said, starting to get up, and Max shifted so he was blocking me, to protect me from Serena or possibly to protect Serena from me, and Pike said, “That won’t be your only regret if you don’t get out of Rocky Start. There’s nothing for you here. Rocky Start is ours.”

Serena shifted, and Junior took a step forward, and Max slid his hand inside his jacket.

“You should leave now,” Coral told them, her hands moving but hidden behind the counter.

I felt like the only unarmed geek at the cool kids’ table, although I did have Junior’s gun back home in my apron. “I could go get the Maltese Falcon,” I whispered to Max.

Maggs rumbled, almost a growl.

Dottie jiggled her mailbag.

Surprisingly, Serena kept her focus on me. “Ms. Malone. I hope you are a reasonable person. I want to offer⁠—”

“Get out,” Pike snapped. “She doesn’t know anything.”

Serena looked at the six people staring at her balefully, five of them armed. She said, “This is ridiculous. Give me the film by noon tomorrow, and I will leave. Refuse, and I will cut through all of you to find it.” She turned and walked out, in no hurry in spite of all the concealed weapons aimed at her. Junior scurried to follow.

“What the hell was that about?” I said to Max when they were gone.

Before he could tell me, Lionel began yelling at Dottie. “You had me in your field of fire!”

Dottie Ferrell snapped back, “You should be so lucky to die so easy. Maybe go cry to your girlfriend, Lousie. Oh, wait. You can’t. She’s in Argentina with the vet.”

“Peru,” Coral corrected, being helpful, and I nodded, “Yeah, Peru.”

“Whatever,” Dottie snarled and went forward to Coral, opened her mailbag again, moved her submachine gun to one side, and handed over Coral’s mail neatly bundled. Then she went out with a glare at Lionel, got in her postal vehicle, and burned rubber as best a postal vehicle can pulling away.

Lionel sighed and turned to Pike. “We saw them on the CCTV street cameras and came running. Is that woman going to be a problem?”

“Yes,” Pike said.

“Great.” Lionel shook his head. “Just great. Fucking Oz. Call me if you need me.”

“Here.” Coral dolloped whipped cream on a cup of mocha, topped it off with a cherry, and offered it to Lionel. “You can bring the cup back later.”

Lionel smiled his gratitude, added an appreciative look at her cleavage, and then walked out, still shaking his head. He drove off, much slower than his wife, probably because he didn’t want to spill the mocha.

I looked at Max. “Okay, what’s going on now?”

He looked to his right. “Pike?”

Pike sighed, the lines on his face etched deep. “Is this guy looking out for you now?”

“Yes,” I said. “Not permanently, but he’s offered to watch my back until the undead leaves town.”

He shifted his gaze to Max as if sizing him up. “Let’s take a walk, Reddy.”

Max looked like he didn’t want to take a walk. He looked like he wanted to go back to Oddities with me. Maybe go back to bed with me; he was sitting pretty close.

“Is that a mafia ‘take a walk’?” he asked.

“It’s a friendly walk,” Pike said.

“I’ll be back,” he told me.

I looked after Pike, grim as always. “I sure hope so.”

“We’ll be back in time for the meeting with Barry,” Pike promised me from the doorway, which made me feel a little better. “I’ll explain things to Max and he can figure out how to translate it to civilian speak.”

“Hey,” Max said, and when I looked up, he bent and kissed me, gently, his hand warm on my cheek, a comfort and a promise, surprising me and, I think, himself. He looked a little confused by his own action.

I grabbed onto his shirt, holding him close. “Please come back,” I whispered.

“Count on it,” Max said and followed Pike to the door.
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I turned back to Coral. “Well,” I said, for lack of anything else. “That was fun.”

Coral waved the recent confrontation away, and then Lian walked into Ecstasy, ignoring the CLOSED sign, which was par for Rocky Start.

“What the hell?” she asked Coral as she sat down in Pike’s seat. “I saw who came out. You throw some weird parties, Coral.”

“Not my party,” Coral said. “And not hers, either.”

I watched Max start down the street with Pike, hoping Pike wasn’t going to kill him to simplify things, and turned back to find them both watching me.

“Tell me you had your way with Max,” Coral said.

“I did,” I said, keeping an eye on the front door in case somebody came through with a flamethrower.

“Well, go you.” Lian punched me gently on the shoulder. She still looked tense.

“How was he?” Coral asked.

“Very . . .” I thought about Max’s hands on my body, his body over mine, his mouth⁠—

“That good?” Coral said.

“Yeah.” I turned to Lian. “Listen, he told his boss in my hearing that he had no intention of interfering with you and Mei in any way. I’m 90 percent sure he meant it. Poppy and the boys are going to stick close to Mei at school, and Coral says Poppy and Mei can stay in here until you close the office and take Mei home. We’ve got her covered.” Then I looked at Coral. “I don’t understand what’s going on with all this Serena Stafford stuff. What film does she think I have? Nobody uses film anymore. Why would I have film?”

Coral shook her head. “Let Pike and Max handle it.” She looked out the window where Luke had come out of his shop to join them. “And now they probably will have Luke, too. That is very good. Can I give the dog a biscuit? I make them for dogs, no sugar, just peanut butter and pumpkin mostly. Dogs love peanut butter and pumpkin.”

“Her name is Maggs. Go for it.”

I moved over one seat to sit where Max had been, next to Lian. The seat was still vaguely warm from him, which was a comfort. Maggs padded over to sit beside me, holding her dog cookie in her mouth, and Coral came down the counter to join us, putting a teacup of Lemon Zinger down in front of me. Then she went to make Lian a cup of the special tea she kept for her. It paid to be one of Coral’s regulars.

Maggs was still holding the cookie in her mouth, not biting it.

“She’s trained,” Lian said, nodding approvingly.

“What?”

“The dog,” Lian said. “She’s trained not to eat anything unless given permission. Prevents her from getting poisoned.”

Of course, I thought. A dog trained not to trust others when given a snack. There was a lesson somewhere in there, but I was too damn freaked to figure it out. I nodded at the dog, “Go ahead, Maggs. It’s okay.”

Maggs cocked her head, stared at me, sort of the way Max had, and then when I nodded again, crunched her cookie as she settled down on her belly.

“Good girl,” I said and turned back to Lian and Coral. “So who the hell is Serena Stafford and why is she gunning for us?”

“What’s that name?” Lian asked, so I repeated it.

“Do you know her?”

“I saw it once or twice. When I worked for Herc.”

“The indiscretions of our youth can catch up to us,” Coral said serenely. “But I do not think Pike is going to allow her or her son to get a foothold in Rocky Start.”

I wasn’t as confident as Coral. “And then there’s Norman, who is probably going to inherit my home and then offer to let me stay if I sleep with him. So I⁠—”

“Sleep with Norman?” Lian said, appalled.

“He tried once before, right after I got here. Ozzie told Norman if he ever came near me again, he’d kill him, which I’d assumed was hyperbole, but after the last couple of days, I don’t know anymore. So yes, Norman.” I thought about smothering Norman in his sleep and realized I’d have to get into bed with him to do that, so no. “So, this Serena⁠—”

“Do you have a gun?” Coral said.

“Ozzie’s shotgun, which I’ve hidden in the pantry, but⁠—”

Coral was shaking her head. “Shotguns have limited use, especially that old thing Oz had. They are scary but rarely fatal unless you are very close. And if you’re that close, use a blade. Much more satisfying. The last breath of a man dying on your blade is much like the gasp when he orgasms. Except you do not have to make small talk afterward.”

I looked at Lian, who shrugged.

I felt like the only virgin at the party. Everybody else knew things I didn’t.

“I also have Junior’s gun,” I said. “Back at the shop.”

Coral shook her head disapprovingly. “A woman should always be prepared. I have several small guns. One actually looks like a lipstick, but you must be very, very accurate with it as the round is small-caliber and you only get one shot. If you are anti-gun, I have a ballpoint pen that becomes a knife when you click it. I mean, the blade is not large, so you must know the critical spots to cut. The advantage we have as women is we can get close to a man without him suspecting. They are so stupid, especially when all the blood has drained from their brains to their cocks.”

“So true,” Lian agreed.

“I really⁠—”

Coral went on. “I also have a ring that shoots pepper spray, or poison if you prefer a more permanent solution. Sid Quill could cook you up a nice fast-acting one. He was a chemist back in the day. The ring is a little ornate for you, but you dress rather . . .” Coral looked me up and down. “. . . eclectic anyway. And it is refillable.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “I don’t want a killer ring, what I want is for all these people to go away.” Except for Max.

“It is not personal,” Coral said. “They just want what they want and they are used to getting it.

“They hit me and point guns at me,” I told her. “I take that personally.”

Coral shrugged. “Serena and Junior want something that Oz took a long time ago, and they think it is in Oddities.” She looked at me with sympathy. “Pike is going to talk to Max. They speak a common language, so Max will understand. Rose, we all have secrets, and I swear, none of mine are trying to kill you.” She frowned in thought. “I think.”

“Well, thank you for that,” I said.

Lian stared at me. “You really believe Max isn’t here for Mei?”

I shook my head, impatient. “I told you, he talked to Herc last night. He put him on speakerphone. And he said he absolutely would not help him with anything personal. And then he told him to get the warrant for my arrest voided as part of his condition for staying here. I think he’s telling the truth.”

“But Herc sent Max here to check on Mei, didn’t he?” Lian asked.

“He did. But Max didn’t know that until yesterday. And he was upset about it. About being manipulated by Herc.”

Lian nodded. “That’s what Herc does. He plays people. You can’t trust him. Did he void the warrant?”

“Max says Herc will. He said he keeps his word as far as contracts go.”

Lian nodded, wary. “With contracts, yes. But even then you have to read all the fine print. I know. I used to write the fine print. I wouldn’t trust him, Rose.”

“Well, Max definitely told Herc to fuck off regarding checking on Mei.”

Lian relaxed a little as Coral put her tea in front of her. “Good.”

Coral nodded and leaned down to the counter again. “Now, about Max in bed.”

“Coral, people are pointing guns at me, can we stay with that?”

She looked disappointed.

“Oh, come on,” Lian prodded me.

I sat there under the gaze of the two women I trusted most and knew they wouldn’t give up. “Look, the sex was great, but Max is probably going to leave at any minute and I’m still trying to figure out where Poppy and I are going to live when whoever inherits takes over if they don’t kill me first, so let’s not dwell on Max, okay?”

“You know, Oz probably left something to you,” Coral said. “I know he was not generous, but he wouldn’t want to see Poppy out on the street, or you, either. He cared about both of you as much as he was capable of caring about anyone.”

“Plus, no matter what happens, I’ll help you legally,” Lian said. “You have tenant’s rights, and I can make it a real nightmare for anyone trying to evict you given the store has one foot in each state. Two sets of statutes. That would be fun. Plus, you’re owed something for all the years you worked in Oddities.”

“Maybe if Ozzie had known he was going to die he’d have left me something.” I shook my head. “I just don’t see Ozzie thinking ahead about handing over anything to us. Actually, I don’t see him handing anything to anyone. Pike, maybe. You,” I added to Coral to be diplomatic.

“We will know this afternoon,” Coral said brightly.

“Ozzie didn’t trust me enough to tell me about who he was and whatever it is that these people want. And he didn’t live like a man who had anything.”

“He could be generous in his own way,” Coral said. “He and Pike gave many a poor wandering soul like me a safe harbor.” She smiled at me. “We will do the same for you.”

I couldn’t envision Coral as a poor wandering soul. More like a force of nature ripping through life. “So the takeaway here is not to worry, Pike and Max will handle this the way he and Ozzie handled things, and you’ll handle the rest,” I said.

“Yes,” Coral said forcefully.

I swallowed. “Coral, have you ever thought about what’s going to happen here when Pike dies?”

“No. But I think Pike is thinking about it. Right now.” She leaned forward. “Now about Max. He moved in front of you when Dottie was threatening to blow Junior away and Serena was reaching for a weapon. He was going to take a bullet for you, Rose, or more likely spend one on Serena to protect you. I do not think he is leaving any time soon.” She tilted her head at me, smiling. “I also think Pike wants him to stay now. Don’t worry, Rose. They have it all under control.”

It was terrifying how much I wanted that to be true.

“I need another Nusskuchen,” I told her.

“I’d like one too, please,” Lian said. Then she leaned close to me. “Come on. Max in bed. Tell me everything.”


CHAPTER 34
[image: ]



Pike had his cellphone out as soon as we were outside, and he typed a quick message to someone. Done, he put the phone away and indicated for me to join him as he ambled east down State Street to the right of the blue line, which meant we were in North Carolina. There weren’t many people about, just a handful of cars parked along the wide, blue-lined avenue.

“We don’t get a lot of tourists,” he told me. “Easier to take the interstates around the mountains. Off the beaten path is a big reason why Oz and I thought this would be a good place to retire.”

“Hide,” I said as we passed a storefront painted green, its windows full of book displays, a big sign above the window that read “Cover Stories.”

Pike nodded at the store. “That’s Oxley Crothers’ bookstore. Keeps to himself, not real friendly, does mostly mail order of antique books. Was a cryptologist. You know the type.”

“Not real friendly, you say? Hard to believe here in wonderful Rocky Start.”

He gave me the side eye. “You’re staying with Rose and Poppy?”

“For a while,” I said.

He nodded. “Good.”

Apparently, I was now welcome in Rocky Start. What a change a day makes.

Luke came out of a door ahead of us, looked right and left, then headed toward us, putting his phone away.

“Getting the tour?” he asked as he joined us.

“Pike is explaining things,” I said.

“That’s a first,” Luke said.

Pike ignored Luke and kept walking. He jerked his head toward another storefront that had been painted gray and black with detailing picked out in gold, very fancy. “That’s Melissa Merriweather’s place,” he told me. “Damn fine funeral director.”

“What Pike is trying to say,” Luke interpreted, “is that if there’s a body that needs to be disappeared, she’s your go-to.”

There were two caskets inclined in the front window, and a small Black woman in a fine white suit stood between them. Until she nodded at Pike, I thought she might have been a mannequin. He nodded back. She looked ready for business. And anything else. She gave me a once-over, as if measuring me for one of the coffins.

The sign above the window was in Gothic print, of course, and read “Merriweather Funerals.”

I wanted to ask what Melissa’s turnover was, but Pike went on.

“Geoffrey Nice is the other mortician in town. He’s your average citizen, no background in covert ops, family in the business for generations.” Pike jerked his head across the street to another gray building, this one trimmed in white with a dignified sign that said “Nice Funerals.” “That’s his place and his ride.”

There was a highly polished, very old black hearse parked in front of it. The windows were all dark-tinted. It had double sets of headlights, matched top and bottom for eight altogether.

“A classic,” Pike said. “1959 Cadillac Fleetwood series. They don’t make ‘em like that anymore. Normally, you don’t want a hearse parked on your main drag, but we can make an exception for something like that.”

“Melissa’s hearse is probably parked out back of her place,” Luke said.

“It’s even older,” Pike said. “1956 Miller Landau Cadillac Ambulance.”

Great. Competing antique hearses. Rocky Start’s ambience was a bit skewed.

“You don’t take a body to Geoffrey Nice,” Luke said, “unless they died of natural causes.”

“I figured that,” I told Luke, wondering how many brain cells Luke thought I was missing since last we met. “But I don’t plan on having any bodies to tote around. Aren’t two funeral homes for a small town a bit extreme?”

Pike kept walking and we followed, my question unanswered.

“It’s a quiet town,” Pike said. “We discourage any sort of touristy setup. No zip lines or whitewater rafting or even camping. People can do that in Bearton or somewhere else. Here it’s just small businesses.” He nodded toward a little hole-in-the-wall shop painted a soft green with a lot of fake plants in the window. “Like this one.”

The shop had a sign that said “Green Teas” over the door, but there was a CLOSED sign on it.

“Betty Baumgarten’s place,” Pike said.

“Does a lot of business, does she?” I said, looking at the dusty plastic.

“She’s mostly retired,” Pike said.

“What was her previous profession?” I said, remembering Rose’s description of her talent with a taser.

“Wet work,” Pike said. “Doesn’t look it, but she’s one tough broad.”

“Plus there’s the llama,” Luke added. “Three hundred pounds of furry attitude driven to protect Betty from everything, including Amazon deliveries.”

Pike continued the tour. We passed an aluminum-fronted athletic shoe store called “Sneakers.”

“Don Jones, marathoner and interrogator,” Pike said.

“Don’t get in an argument with him,” Luke suggested. “He’s worse than a shrink. He’ll get you to tell the story of how you popped your cherry without you even realizing it. He wrote the book on interrogation. Literally.” He shook his head. “If only they’d used it instead of that torture crap they pulled. Nice guy, not very talkative, not that he’s someone you ever want to talk to.”

We crossed what looked to be the only cross street in Rocky Start and went past the Tennessee Post Office, a dark storefront that said, “Handler and Handler: Assets,” a vacant store, something called the “Tinker Tailor Thrift Shop”, and a brightly painted ice cream shop called “Frozen Assets”. At the end of the street was a large red building with a sign that said “Wok Inn.”

That’s where I stopped.

“Let’s cut to the chase, Pike,” I said. “You didn’t text Luke to join us to tell him about the town he’s spent the last decade living in. What doesn’t he know that we both need to know? What’s on this film Serena wants?” I noticed Luke got interested in that. “How much danger are Rose and Poppy in?”

“All good questions.” He glanced at me, then Luke. “What Serena wants is a roll of microfilm Oz took from the Russians that proves she was a traitor thirty years ago.”

“That’s a death sentence,” Luke said.

It might be decades later, but the one thing never forgiven in our business is betrayal. This explained why she wasn’t on her game: She’d thought she’d been safe for thirty years, and now her past was rearing its ugly head and she was scrambling to get out from under it before somebody came for her.

Pike had his own question for me, which meant he was evading getting to the heart of the issue. “You think Herc really didn’t know Oz was dead and Serena was in town?”

“Herc acted like he didn’t know,” I corrected. “He’s a very good actor.”

Luke nodded. “He’s an excellent bullshitter. The first time he teamed me up with you, he told me you were competent.”

“I’d forgotten all about your razor-sharp wit,” I said, “and now I know why.”

“Boys,” Pike said.

I turned serious. “Why don’t you tell us what happened from the start?”

I noticed that Luke was, indeed, paying attention now, which meant he didn’t know Pike’s backstory either, which jived with what Herc had said.

“Short version,” Pike said. “Oz and I were in and out of Afghanistan a number of times between ’87 and ’89 near the end of the Russian occupation. Serena was our handler. On our last mission, the Stinger buy-back—which wasn’t going well—Serena unexpectedly radioed an add-on mission. There was a convoy driving back to the Soviet Union under the command of this Russian KGB major, Dmitri. And the convoy had a truck-mounted SCIF. Serena wanted it.”

I knew what that was: sensitive compartmented information facility. Where they send and receive classified messages. Grabbing the contents of one of those would be a great coup.

Pike continued. “The convoy was from their field office in Jalalabad, which was being shut down. The intel said they were taking the road to Kabul and from there to the Friendship Bridge.”

That explained the print of the painting in Oz’s room. The same route the British had taken. And the Friendship Bridge was in the north of the country, across a river into what was then the Soviet Union.

“With the help of some mujahideen, Oz and I ambushed the convoy. We grabbed the SCIF truck and hightailed it out of there. Got to our landing strip. Drove the truck right into a C-130. Ramp up and took off. Mission success.”

Pike fell silent and nodded to an elderly man walking his dog past us. The man nodded at us, looking gentle, harmless. The dog sized me up. It was elderly, too, but not harmless. Two pros at the end of their careers. I got a flash of Maggs’ and my future.

“If it was a success, why did things go sideways?” Luke asked.

“Normally,” Pike said, “we’d fly the short hop into a secure Agency airfield in Pakistan. We’d meet Serena and debrief. Hand over the SCIF and what was left of the buy-back money.”

I’d flown in and out of some of those airfields.

“But we were diverted,” Pike said. “That meant Serena didn’t want us landing where other official people were. We were going to make the hops all the way back to the States on the same plane. Never debark during refueling stops. Rig the SCIF and its contents to airdrop at a remote spot of her choosing in the States. The chutes and rigging gear were conveniently already in the cargo bay of the 130. Which meant Serena had planned ahead.”

“She was going to fuck you over,” Luke said. As I said: razor-sharp.

I pulled Pike back to the topic at hand. “So once you were on the plane, you checked what was in the SCIF.” It was what I would have done. Every player would have. And Serena knew any player would have, thus Luke’s deduction.

Pike nodded. “There was a file cabinet holding hard copies of all the messages the KGB field rep had sent and received. Decrypted. And there was a big fat file with Serena Stafford’s name on it. That’s when we found out she was a double-agent, selling information to the Soviets. That’s why she wanted that SCIF.” He looked at me. “She was pretty desperate for it.”

“You took the file,” I said.

Pike shook his head. “We left the hard copy. Oz took the microfilm of the file.”

“And?” I prompted.

“We called Herc on the satellite uplink while refueling in Hawaii. Herc realized he was fucked if it got out that she was a double since she worked for him. He wanted it buried too. He told us to drop the SCIF and files to Serena so she wouldn’t freak out and let her destroy them. But then he’d get Serena out of the Agency. That pissed Oz off. He wanted to put a bullet in her head. But we had to be realistic. Herc could bury us just as easily. We were screwed coming and going.”

“And?”

“We made a deal with Herc. We dropped the SCIF where Serena told us to at a drop zone here in the States. She got there ahead of us, which was pretty easy as slow as we were going on the 130. Then, before the plane got to the airstrip where we figured she had some of her dogs waiting to kill us, we parachuted out. With the Stinger money. And Oz had the microfilm copies.” He indicated the mountains around us. “We came down here. About a mile outside Rocky Start.”

“Convenient,” I said.

“Yeah, okay,” Pike admitted. “Herc directed the plane to drop us here. We found this town as near to dead as could be, almost empty, in the middle of nowhere. Oz said we could make it whatever we wanted, so we told Herc we were staying, gave him the rest of the microfilm. Except Oz kept the roll about Serena. Herc came up with the cover story that the plane went down, no survivors. He leveraged Serena out of the Agency so she couldn’t do any more harm. Ironically, given it was Herc, he used the loss of the plane and the team, Oz and me, as the lever. Failed mission.”

We came to the end of the street, and Pike gestured to the red lacquered storefront next to the river that said “Wok Inn.” “Great Chinese restaurant. Owner is former Special Branch of the Royal Hong Kong Police. Had to get out after the changeover in ’97.” Pike pointed up to the second floor. “Barry Mason’s law office is up there.” He shook his head. “There’s a story. We found Barry living up there, squatting, before Hugh came to town and opened the restaurant. Turns out he was in witness protection, except they’d lost track of him, possibly on purpose. Giving him Barry Mason as a new name was not a sign of respect. He was a mess. We made him our front and bought up most of the town.”

I stopped walking. “You and Oz own the town? All of it?”

Pike shook his head. “There are a few businesses like Geoffrey Nice’s funeral parlor that were already here; Geoffrey bought in and when the original owner died, he inherited. Melissa Merriweather bought her funeral parlor from us. Sid Quill inherited his pharmacy. We rented most of what we bought to our people dirt cheap. People we knew from the old life. The ones Herc sent this way are in places he bought for them.” He indicated The Honey Pot across the street. “Bea Handler’s place. The post offices. Lian’s law office. He made sure they had the funds to get started.”

We’d crossed the street while he’d been talking, and now he stopped in front of the yellow storefront across from the Wok. It had a hive pattern painted on the window that had “The Honey Pot” painted on it in gold script. “This is Bea’s place. She and Coral don’t get along, so watch yourself there.”

Pike kept walking, faster now, and we passed Dead and Gone Exterminating next to The Honey Pot, and then Buns and Guns which was evidently a gym and armory, a beauty parlor named Dead Drop Gorgeous, another vacant storefront, and the North Carolina post office, directly across from the Tennessee PO.

All of the businesses were quiet.

“So you settled here happily ever after,” I said as we hit the cross street again.

Pike nodded. “Rocky Start seemed like a fitting name for a town for us. People we knew, and some we didn’t, started showing up, most sent by Herc. They all wanted to retire, find a haven. Everyone safe. Until now.”

The first store after the cross street was vacant, too. Rocky Start was not thriving.

I had vacant places, too. Like what the hell Herc was doing. He hadn’t been upset that Oz was dead when I’d called; he’d been bothered that Serena had shown up, blowing the cover off the three-decades-long deception. The problem with mutually assured destruction is that when it goes wrong, you have mutual destruction.

“How are the Ferrells running surveillance here?” I asked, nodding across the street to Lionel’s place. “They were NSA?”

“Yeah,” Pike said. “Got CCTV in a few public places. That’s how we all knew about you and Junior and Rose that first day. That’s how they knew to show up when Serena came into Coral’s.”

“Why are they here?”

“They heard something they weren’t supposed to and had to ghost.” Pike sounded philosophical about it: That’s just the way the world worked. “They came with the clothes on their backs and some very nice equipment. Oz and I gave them a house to get them started, and Herc got them their jobs.”

“So the post offices are real?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s a good setup for them to monitor things and keep the town secure. They lost the house. Dottie has a gambling addiction. Lionel has a sex addiction. They blew through whatever they’d brought with them, so Herc gave them the post offices with the rooms up above to live and set them up as recon. Not much gets past them. Or Herc.”

“Serena coming to town did,” I said.

“Yeah,” Pike said. “We need to take care of the person who told Serena.”

“And who was that?”

“I don’t think Herc would have.”

“Then who?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” He looked at me sideways, “You taking an interest in this town, Max?”

“In the town, no. What now?”

Luke’s woodcraft shop was right after the vacant store, and that’s where Pike turned to face me. “We go up to Barry’s over the Wok Inn at one and see what Oz put in that damn envelope. Maybe it tells us where the microfilm is. For all I know he forgot where he put it.”

I glanced at Luke and he didn’t seem to buy into that, either.

“And then?” I asked. “Give it to Serena?”

Pike shrugged. “I don’t know. Might be for the best.”

“You think she’ll go away peacefully then?” I asked. I noticed Luke was also being unusually quiet.

“Maybe,” Pike said. “The Serena I knew years ago was apt to fly off the handle. She’s had thirty years’ worth of resentment building up. But she’s also had thirty years to mature. She might be willing to let it go.” He looked at me. “But she might not. Good that you’re here for Rose and Poppy.”

“Oh, now you want me to stay.”

He smiled. “You want to stay now. Rose has a good heart. We don’t meet many people with one in the lives we’ve led.”

Someone might consider that an implied insult, but it was more a harsh truth.

Pike checked his watch. “You best go find Rose. She’s probably made something good for you for lunch. Very comfortable woman to have around, Rose.” He smiled at me. “And now you know the story. Think on it.”

He nodded at me and Luke and moved on down the street toward Ecstasy and his own comfortable woman, and I thought about hitting the road before Pike swore me in as a deputy and dragged Luke into this, too. It was a brief thought. I wasn’t going to leave Rose and Poppy alone in Serena’s path, and not even Pike would be insane enough to give me a badge.

Pike turned and called back to me. “Hey, Reddy,” he said and tossed me something, metal flashing through the air, and I caught it automatically. “Welcome to the force.”

It was a badge, metal and beat up and clearly used, and I had the sinking feeling that it had been Oz’s. A dead man’s badge.

“Well, howdy, Marshal Dillon,” Luke said with a really bad drawl.

Pike was gone, back into Coral’s Ecstasy, so I put it in my pocket to give back to him later. We stood there, shoulder to shoulder, in silence.

“What?” I finally said to Luke.

“Pike’s a good man,” Luke began.

“But?”

“I don’t think he gave us the full story,” Luke said.

“No,” I agreed. “But if he’s leaving something out, it’s probably because it doesn’t apply now.”

“Let’s hope so,” Luke said, but I could tell he was troubled by something.

So was I. “What?” I asked.

Luke replied, “It seems he never considered the possibility that Herc kept a connection with Serena and sometimes passed her outfit the really dirty jobs. Ones that a player like us would turn down? You’ve said no to contracts, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah. And Herc never misses an opportunity to twist something to his advantage. I just don’t see him deep-sixing Serena with no upside for him. But,” I added, “I don’t see why he’d alert her about Oz dying. This status quo has been good for him. No upside to upsetting that.”

“No, there wouldn’t be,” Luke agreed, but I could tell that the fact Pike hadn’t considered a Herc-Serena connection after the fact troubled him. “But Ozzie dying upset things. And now we’ve got to put things right.”

“We?” I said. “Are you Festus now?”

“I prefer Lawman Bass Reeves,” Luke said.

“Who’s that?”

“Look it up, Marshal.”


CHAPTER 35
[image: ]



Ispent the rest of the time until Barry’s meeting trying to get Ozzie’s apartment cleaned up. It was fun having Maggs silently follow me around, interested in everything I was doing. She really was a sweet baby. For a wolf dog. “You have a lot in common with your master,” I told her and scratched her behind the ears, avoiding the cone.

I think subconsciously I was hoping Max would stay longer if the place was a little more . . . comfortable. Okay, I was thinking that consciously. Not just because I was having more hot thoughts about him, but because he was somebody that could take on Serena, Junior, Norman, hidden film, and probably zombies.

And now, just looking around the big, cluttered central room, there were a million places Ozzie might have hidden that film if he’d kept it. And people with guns wanted it.

You know, I hate those romance novels that are blurbed “Can he protect her?” because I’ve always thought women should protect themselves. Until I needed somebody to protect me from rapacious people from Oz’s past. Then I became a wilting flower. A terrified Rose. So it was a good question after all, and the answer, I was pretty sure, was yes, he can protect me, so applause for that.

I dusted the shelves and put as much stuff from the table as I could there. I wiped down the table, ran the sweeper, and went to change the blotter on the desk because it was a mess with all the cryptic notes that Ozzie had scribbled there. There was a photo under it, the one Junior had showed us that first day, except it was wider: Ozzie, Serena, and now Pike on her other side. I wondered why Junior had cut Pike out of his copy of the picture.

Then I put a fresh blotter in and took the old one downstairs and tried to see if there was anything interesting or educational written backward on the blotter. That always works in mysteries. There were a bunch of splotches but then I realized they were old tomato sauce stains. Ozzie had really loved my lasagna.

While I was doing that, the bell on the front door tinkled to let me know someone had come in. Another customer would be good. Maggs gave a low growl and her hackles went up ever so slightly.

“Easy, girl,” I said. “It’s a customer.”

I walked out of the kitchen and saw Serena Stafford looking over the shop’s stock. So much for optimism.

“Out,” I said to her as Maggs stood by my side on alert.

Serena turned toward me and smiled and for a moment she almost seemed human, but fat chance. She’d spawned Junior and threatened us this morning. She looked at Maggs and appeared irritated, so not a dog person, which made sense.

“I wanted to talk to you away from all the testosterone,” she said. “Men rarely act rationally, and surely this is a situation we can resolve to our mutual satisfaction.”

Max had done a good job on the mutual satisfaction thing last night, and the level of testosterone had been more than sufficient. But one thing I’d learned on the circuit was to always let the mark talk. “So?”

“Whatever money Oz took is of no consequence,” she said, obviously someone who’d never been without money. She gestured to the store shelves. “It doesn’t look like he spent much of it.”

“Ozzie was frugal,” I said.

“Oz was a cheap bastard. Be that as it may, what I am here for is not the cash. Nor this cute shop.” She waved her hands as if blessing me and Oddities, which was not cute, it was a dusty mess. “My son was too pushy. We have no interest in this place. What we are interested in is what Oz appropriated that was not his to take so many years ago. Oz took a roll of film. I want it.”

“I have never seen a roll of film.” I spread my hands to indicate the shop. “If he hid it, it could be anywhere.”

She looked around the mass of things Oz had crammed on every shelf. She turned to one of the tables and lifted a really ugly teacup, one that I was sure Mrs. Baumgarten had designs on. I walked over.

“Excuse me, but only customers can fondle the displays,” I said, tugging at the cup with my left hand while my right went to work.

“Rude,” Serena said, shaking her head as she stepped back, but after some tugging on both our parts, she let go of the cup, and I put it back on the table while I slipped my loot in my apron pocket. “Just tell me where Oz put his valuables.”

“I have no idea,” I said. “Honestly, I don’t think Ozzie had valuables. You should go now.”

She studied me for a moment, obviously not impressed. “You’re not Oz’s type at all. I don’t see what he saw in you.”

“A shop clerk. A housekeeper.” And then honesty forced me to admit it. “A friend.”

She scoffed. “Friend? Oz had no friends.”

“He must have mellowed,” I said, frowning at her, “because Ozzie was the best friend I’ve ever had. And he and Pike were close.”

“He and Pike were partners,” she said. “Once upon a time I was partners with them.”

I wondered if she meant in the biblical sense besides the spying stuff. Pike and Ozzie having a three-way with a vampire? At this point in my week, I’d believe anything.

“You know, I am not someone to toy with.” She picked up the teacup again, held it up, and then very deliberately dropped it onto the hard, wood floor, where it shattered.

“That’ll be five bucks,” I told her.

She laughed. “That could happen to you. Or your daughter. Children break so easily.”

I took a step closer, furious now. “Go near my kid and die.”

“Enough of this.” She reached inside her long leather coat. “Where’s the film?” Then she stopped and moved her hand around inside the coat, frowning.

“Looking for this?” I stepped way back and held up the pistol I’d slipped out of its holster while taking the teacup from her.

“I could get that back from you,” she said.

“You could try taking it from me. But I’ve had no firearm training, so I’ll probably shoot you accidentally. I feel sure Pike will gladly get rid of your body for me.” I kept my eyes locked with hers, although what I really needed to do was find out where the safety was. Then again, she seemed like the type who didn’t bother with things like safeties so maybe there wasn’t one. I curled my finger over the trigger.

Maggs growled backup.

Her eyes narrowed. “I knew it. Your clueless act is very good, but you’re a player, aren’t you? Oz wouldn’t take in some stray. You’re just like him. And Pike and the others. Hiding out here in the middle of nowhere, thinking it will protect you. Probably another one of Herc’s conquests. Did he deposit two of his former lovers with their brats here? How sentimental of him. Well, that’s over now. This whole damn town can burn.”

I shook my head. “For the last time, I am telling you the truth. I’ve never seen any film. Whatever it is, it’s not here. And if you go near my kid, I’ll kill you.”

She turned and walked out.

Maggs went over and sat by the door.

And I wondered if I’d just made a big mistake.

On the other hand, I was now armed, two guns, in fact, and she wasn’t. I mean, I’m sure she had more guns and I’d probably shoot myself in the foot or someplace worse if I tried to go Rambo on her, but by God, I had firepower.

So progress.
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Less than a minute later, Betty came through the door, breathing hard. She had her big leather bag in one hand, the other suspiciously inside it.

“Lionel called me from the post office and I happened to be in town,” she said. “Where’s Serena?”

“Gone,” I said.

She blinked. “Just like that?”

I held up the gun I’d lifted. “I disarmed her. She wasn’t happy.”

Betty laughed. “Good for you.” But her smile was gone just as quickly. “This isn’t good, Rose. She needs to be put down.”

“Pike will handle her,” I said.

Betty shook her head. “Pike’s lost his edge. Oz was the one with the balls; Pike was the one that kept him from going over the line. Oz would have gone after her when she sent Junior in. Oz would have wrapped Junior permanently. Pike’s just giving warnings now.”

“His warnings are pretty effective.”

“You don’t understand.” Betty met my eyes, serious as a heart attack. “People respect Pike, but they were afraid of Oz. You need both. You need the guy who draws the line, but for somebody like Serena, you also need the guy who takes care of those who cross it. We need another Oz.”

“Where are we going to find one of those?” I said, pretty sure Ozzie was one of a kind. “I don’t think LinkedIn does Batshit Crazy Bastards.”

“Really?” Betty said. “You don’t know?”

“No idea,” I said.

“Well, Pike does.” She studied me for a moment, the cute foggy Mrs. Baumgarten gone, all sharp-eyed Betty now. “That’s a good man you’ve got there, Rose.”

“Pike’s Coral’s man,” I told her. “I don’t actually have a man.”

“Oh, I think you do,” she said, nodding toward the door.

Through the window, I could see Max coming our way. He did not look happy.

“You have a good day, dear,” Betty said and then drifted out the door, smiling sweetly at Max as he passed her coming in.

“Who was that?” Max asked as he came in.

“That was Betty Baumgarten.”

“Did you know she was an assassin?” Max said when the door closed because that was the type of conversation we were having in Rocky Start now.

“Yes, I recently learned that,” I said. “She has a llama as a support animal that stops delivery people if they try to cross the bridge to her place. She’s had to put in a box by the gate or she’d never get any mail.”

“What does that have to do with her being an assassin?”

I smiled at him. “It’s sort of like how you have a wolf dog for a pet. Except Maggs isn’t a pet, she’s a professional, right? Trained to kill, or at least maim?”

“She’s retired.”

“So’s Fernanda Llama,” I said and took him back to the kitchen for lunch.

[image: ]


I made steak sandwiches while Max caught me up on his talk with Pike, which was not reassuring.

“Pike is worried,” he said, showing me the old badge Pike had tossed him. “Worried enough to recruit me.”

“That’s Ozzie’s badge,” I said. “See those scratches on the top right corner? Poppy did that when she was teething. Ozzie always left it lying around. He acted like it was a joke between him and Pike.”

Max sighed. “Pike thinks Serena is bad news and so do I.”

“Good to know. She stopped by and then so did Betty.”

He frowned. “What did Serena want?”

“She said she didn’t care about the money, she wanted the film.”

“You wouldn’t happen to know where Oz hid it?”

I spread my hands. “Why doesn’t anybody listen to me? I don’t know. Everything here is mostly junk. Fun junk, he liked the weird, but junk. Maybe it’s in Ozzie’s back room upstairs. I never went in there. But before I go look, I have to go see Barry and find out if Ozzie left this place to somebody who won’t evict us.” I tried to look on the bright side. “If he left the place to Norman, then Serena would be Norman’s problem, right? There’s an upside.”

“I don’t think we have that kind of luck.”

It was odd, and nice, that he said “we.” “Oh.” I reached into my right apron pocket and took out Serena's gun—it had been banging against Lian’s taser and distracting me—and held it across the table to him. “I took this from Serena.”

“Rosalie,” Max said, shaking his head. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Last night was a good start.”

He smiled but took the gun, checking it. Then he offered it back. “There’s a round in the chamber and all you have to do to fire it is flip this little switch up.”

“And this one?” I pulled Junior’s gun out of my left-hand apron pocket.

He shook his head at me. “You only need one.”

“Which one is better?”

He pointed at Serena’s, so I handed him Junior’s. “You can have this one.”

“I’m sufficiently armed,” Max said, but he tucked it away somewhere inside his coat.

I put Serena’s in my left pocket. Taser on the right, gun on the left. Don’t get them confused, Rose.

I am so not a gun person, but everybody else seemed to be. Coral’s pepper spray ring suddenly seemed very attractive. “Serena said I was a player when she left. Pretty sure she hates me now. Which is a step up from contempt, but still . . .”

His smile disappeared. “That’s not good.” He thought for a moment and then shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. You and Poppy are in the line of fire regardless.”

Max needed work on his reassurance skills. I filed that away for something to discuss if I lived through the afternoon at Barry’s. I’d just roll over to him in bed while he was in afterglow and whisper, “We need to talk.”

“Great,” I said, getting up to put the dishes in the sink. “Well, I’ve got to go see Barry now.”

“I’m going with you.” Max stood up, too.

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“Yeah, I do.” He met my eyes. “I need to see who gets Oz’s estate.”

“And you’re protecting me. What happens when you’re gone? I have to know how to take care of things myself. Can you show me how to do that?” I patted the gun in my pocket and then wondered too late if that would make it go off. Evidently not. “And can you show me how to use this gun? I mean I know I’m probably overreacting. Ozzie always told me that, so I learned to look at things calmly and not assume the worst. But Serena’s a zebra. So I was right.” I swallowed, my chest getting tighter as I thought about the future. Homeless, and not able to protect my daughter, and all these loons with guns, and Serena hating me now. This is why I’d been Cheery Boost for nineteen years. I had one Selfish Day, and now everybody wanted to kill me.

Okay, I might be panicking.

“And now there’s Junior and Norman and Serena, and you,” I heard my voice start to rise and couldn’t stop. “You are not normal people. I’m surrounded by zebras who are trying to kill me.”

“Rose . . .”

“Stripes to the left of me, stripes to the right⁠—”

He gently grabbed my upper arms. “Rose!”

“Stuck in the middle with you.”

I stopped, and he met my eyes. “Breathe, Rose. It could be worse.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s what scares me.”

He really needed some sort of course in reassurance. Maybe there’s one he can do online.

“It’ll be okay. I won’t leave until you’re safe.” He hesitated, and then he put his arms around me, and I leaned into him, liking that so much I was almost angry with myself for wanting it. The gun in my pocket dug into my hip. As did the taser on the other hip.

“You have other places to be,” I began, and he shook his head and tightened his arms around me, which felt great.

“I have no place to be except here. This is the only place that needs me now. When it’s safe again, I’ll get out of your life and finish the Trail, but I’ll be here for you until then.” He smiled down at me. “I have a badge now and everything.”

I leaned on him for another second, just because I could, and then I straightened. “We need to go see Barry. About the envelope. But later . . .”

“Yeah, later,” he said, and I leaned up and kissed him because he was right there and I could, not sure how he felt about affection outside of bed, but⁠—

Turns out he’s good with it.
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I took Max down the street to Barry’s office. It’s over the best Chinese restaurant in town, albeit the only Chinese restaurant in town, but it’s really good, the Wok Inn, which means Barry’s office smells like garlic and ginger, which is disconcerting—law offices should smell like dust and leather—and sometimes nauseating; garlic that’s spent some time in the walls isn’t pleasant—but nobody stayed in that office long, Barry not being the type to dwell on things, so it didn’t matter.

I looked at Barry a little differently now. For the first time, I wondered what he’d done to be in the program, aside from associating with criminals, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest. It also explained the name on his fake law degree from Harvard: Barrymore Mason. Ozzie had been right: Somebody in witness protection had a sense of humor.

And then somehow he’d been forgotten about by the government, stuck in a dying town until Ozzie and Pike had landed there. The “forgotten about” didn’t surprise me, either; “forgotten” was one of Rocky Start citizens’ main goals. Max told me that after that he told me that Barry had been Ozzie and Pike’s front man for real estate. So he’d been useful. I was starting to think that was the baseline requirement for settling in Rocky Start, the Retired Spies Subdivision: Be Useful. And Quiet.

Norman was in the office when we walked in, and so was Coral, sitting close beside Pike, probably because Norman was on her other side, and she didn’t want weasel cooties.

Weasel Cooties looked at Max and said to me, “Is he necessary?”

“Yes,” I said and then ignored him.

“He has no place here,” Norman said, trying to look haughty and just looking more weaselly.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Coral said.

Max walked over to the side wall to stand between two of the street windows, and I went to stand beside him.

“You okay?” he said.

I nodded as the door opened, my heart hammering from the stress, and Junior came in with Barry. Possibly they had been conferring, I wouldn’t put anything past Barry, but I doubted that he’d try to cheat anybody over Ozzie’s estate. For one thing, Pike would be watching him.

And now Max.

Junior stopped when he saw Max. “What’s he doing here?”

“I invited him,” I said.

Barry frowned at me as he went around his desk to sit down. “His name isn’t on Ozzie’s envelope, Rose.”

“It’s on my envelope,” I said, which didn’t make sense, but Barry didn’t make a point of it. He was looking more irritable than usual; probably because he had to work.

Max leaned against the wall with his arms folded, watching everybody, a human Maggs: shaggy dark hair and sharp dark eyes and the promise of sharp teeth . . . very comforting.

“We are here to open the envelope Ozzie gave Pike,” Barry began. “With the exceptions of Mr. Stafford and Mr. . . .” He looked at Max over his glasses.

“Reddy,” Max said.

“Reddy, your names were all on Ozzie’s envelope.”

“Why is he here?” Pike asked, nodding toward Junior, before I had a chance to.

“Circumstances,” Barry said, which meant nothing, but according to Lian, Barry was very good at saying nothing.

Pike nodded and stood and gave Barry an oversized manila envelope. Barry tore the top off as Pike sat back down—which was wasteful, that envelope could have been used again—and pulled out two sheets of paper stapled together. Then he looked inside and dumped out some . . . stuff. A pocket watch, a piece of blue silk folded over and tied with pink ribbon into a packet, and a plain white flat cardboard box.

Then Barry picked up the papers and cast an eye over them. When he’d scanned the last page, he said, “This is Ozzie’s will. He made it without me, using a template he probably found online, but it’s legal, notarized by people I know at the bank in Bearton. The beginning states that he is of sound mind”—Norman snorted—“and legal age”—“Definitely,” Coral said—“and was not married at the time of signing and had no children.”

“I can contest that,” Junior said.

Barry shot him a look that told me that he liked Junior about as well as I did. “Now the bequests.”

I tensed beside Max, and he leaned a little toward me, so I leaned in, too, shoulder to shoulder. Comforting.

Barry went on, “‘To Barry Mason, my legal counsel who is my executor, I give ten thousand dollars for making sure the terms of this will are carried out. And for other stuff. He knows what I’m talking about. I have somebody watching you, Mason. Don’t push your luck.’” Barry looked inside the envelope he’d torn open and then shook it upside down to prove there was nothing else in it. Then he looked at me over his glasses. “Any idea where that money is going to come from, Rose?”

“None,” I said. Why the hell was he asking me?

Barry sighed and read on, explaining why he asked. “‘Second, I direct my assistant, Rosalie Malone, to pay any other outstanding debts I may have, although I shouldn’t have any since I pay cash for everything. If anyone asks, tell them to fuck off.’”

I had no idea where I’d get money to pay Ozzie’s debts, which would probably only be the ten thousand to Barry. He really did pay cash for everything, and Barry had to know I didn’t have a prayer of coming up with ten thousand dollars.

“That answers where my ten K is coming from,” Barry said.

Great.

He continued. “‘To Coral Schmidt, my Couch, you’re a pip, kid, but you don’t need anything from me. You have a bank account bigger than your boobs and Pike to keep you warm at night, so you’re fine. I leave my undying gratitude for a lot of hot coffee and hotter nights. You were the best ever. In recognition of that, I’m giving you back your blue silk panties. Thanks for the memories.’”

Barry gingerly picked up the blue silk packet on his desk, frowning a little. “Coral?”

Coral walked to the desk to get her underwear. “Oh! They are from the first time we made love in that tunnel under East Berlin. And he kept them all these years. Such a romantic.” Then she frowned and unfolded the pants. “Oh,” she said again, looking at something that had been wrapped in her used blue silk.

I felt Max stir beside me, but Coral wrapped up whatever it was fast and went back to her seat, flushed now and very happy.

Barry picked up the will again. “‘To Pike Jackson, aka Pike Bernard, I leave the white box and the pocket watch in this envelope.’” Barry picked up both and held them out to Pike, who came forward to get them, put the watch in his pocket, opened the box, stared at it for a moment with a bit of surprise, and then closed it again and went back to sit by Coral, who was clutching her old panties like they were gold. Since that initial reaction, Pike’s expression hadn’t changed.

I was hoping the film was in the box and Pike could give it to Serena and then the vampire could fly away from Rocky Start and never come back. A girl can dream, can’t she?

Stripes all around me.

Barry picked up the will again and cleared his throat. “‘To Norman, my brother, I leave my undying contempt. I should have strangled you in the cradle, you viperous twit, it would have saved me a lifetime of aggravation, not to mention the lives of many others. Do not try to grab anything from my estate. I’ve left orders to have you killed if you try. You know I know people who will do it. One of them is in the room with you now.’”

“That is just unkind,” Norman said calmly, but his face was flushed, and he made little fists of his hands. He glanced at Pike, who gave him a cold smile.

He’d really thought Ozzie would leave him something. Ozzie had hated him, but then Norman was so self-absorbed, maybe he’d never noticed. Or he’d figured like I did, that Ozzie wouldn’t have made a will and he’d get it as the closest relative. And then Ozzie had put Norman’s name on the envelope so he’d show up expecting something and get insulted.

Ozzie could be a real bastard.

“‘Finally,’” Barry read on, “‘to Rosalie Malone, I leave my Pathfinder. It doesn’t look like much, but I had the engine overhauled by Marley—that’s a talented kid you’ve got there, Pike—and it’ll last at least a hundred thousand more miles. The tires have good tread, Rose. The winch works, but get Pike to show you how to use it and be careful. Don’t lose any fingers. It’s great in the mountains.’”

Well, there, I thought. Now I have a car to sleep in. I was truly touched.

Then Barry went on. “‘Also to Rosalie, I leave my building at 42 State Street, and the contents of both building and car.’”

All the air left the room and my knees went as Max grabbed me.

Barry kept reading. “‘Rose, you made the last years of my life comfortable, and watching your kid grow up was the best thing that ever happened to me. I know I wasn’t easy to be around, so don’t feel bad if you’re happy that I’m not there being a grouch. You’re going to have to search, but I want to make it clear that any cash you find, and anything else inside the car or building, is your inheritance except for the bank book in Poppy’s name. That one’s in the top right desk drawer, which I know you don’t know about because you always respected my privacy. Unlike a lot of other people. Everything else, go fetch, kid. And Norman, I swear to God if you try to take anything from Rose, I will come back from the dead and drag you to hell with me.’”

Barry went on with legalese and witnesses, but I just stood there, Max’s arm around me holding me up, trying to comprehend what had just happened. I now had a truck I could sleep in, but I wouldn’t have to because I also had a building I could sleep in. Poppy and I would not have to move. She could graduate staying in the same place she’d always lived. Of course, the contents of the building and the car were a lot of junk and some old french fries between the car seats, and I was still going to have to come up with taxes and utilities and all of that, but . . .

I swallowed. Unless Ozzie really had stashed some of his millions there like Max thought and we hadn’t found it yet. If that was the case, I’d be able to pay off Poppy’s school loans before they came due, and she could start adult life without debt.

I looked up at Max, who did not look surprised.

“Did you know about this?”

“How would I?” he said. “But it made sense. Who else would he leave it to?”

“Anybody else?” I said. “I’m just⁠—”

“The woman who took care of him and his business for nineteen years.”

“I didn’t think he’d valued that.” I knew that was a pathetic thing to say as soon as I said it, but my life had not been full of people who valued me before I came to Rocky Start.

“He’d have been an idiot if he hadn’t,” Max said, “and from what I’ve learned about Oz, he was not an idiot.”

I nodded and realized I’d stopped breathing from the shock and took a deep breath. Pull yourself together, Rose, you’re looking weak. I looked up at Max. “Really, how long are you planning to stay?”

He’d been watching the others, probably seeing how they were taking it, surveying the room, and without looking at me, he said, “As long as it takes.”

I didn’t know what “it” was, so the length of time was unspecified, but “long” sounded good. “I think we’re having mustard chicken tonight.”

He nodded. “Sounds good.”

“About that ten thousand, Rose,” Barry said.

“As soon as I find any money, you’ll have it,” I told him, and he nodded.

“Don’t be so hasty,” Junior said. “My DNA test negates that will, so I wouldn’t spend any money, if you find it, because you’re just going to have to get it back.”

Barry smiled at him. Barry smiling was never good. “Thank you for the DNA test you had sent to me, Mr. Oswald-Stafford, but just to make sure, we did a test of our own.”

“What?” Junior was confused. “What test of your own? How could you?”

Barry explained. “Coral gave me a knife with your blood on it and Oz’s hairbrush, and Sid Quill ran the test in his basement two days ago. He’s got a great little setup down there.”

“And I’m Oz’s son,” Junior said, confident as all hell.

“The tests concur,” Barry said.

Junior smiled broadly.

“With each other,” Barry continued. “You’re Norman’s son.”

“What?” Norman said, straightening in the chair he’d been sulking in.

Junior was looking at Norman in horror. “That can’t be. My mother said . . .” He looked around the room, stunned.

“Congratulations, Norman,” Coral said. “You’re a daddy!”

“Anybody got cigars?” Pike said.

“And that’s it, folks,” Barry said.

“Wait a minute,” Junior said.

“You okay there?” Max whispered to me.

I was stunned, too. Junior had convinced me. Well, he’d been convinced, too, but the important thing was, he couldn’t contest the will. Barry wouldn’t bluff him on the test. (Also, Sid had a lab in his basement sophisticated enough to run DNA tests? I shelved that thought for later, I had enough on my plate now.) I remembered Coral putting her knife in that plastic bag, which had seemed odd at the time, but a small odd, a dot in a sea of stripes.

So now all I had to do was find the cash if Ozzie had any left after buying up the town and . . . hell, I didn’t know what would come next. I hadn’t planned for any of this.

Junior shook his head again, seething, and took out his cellphone as he headed out to the hall. I was pretty sure he was calling Mommy, whom I’d last seen being really pissed. Finding out she’d spawned with Norman wasn’t going to cheer her up.

I stepped forward. “I’ll need a copy of the will since we don’t know what that weasel is going to do next,” I told Barry.

“Take this,” Barry said, holding out the envelope. “There’s a copy inside. I’ll run you off a couple more right now. Congratulations, Rose. I have no idea what’s in that building, but the property itself is probably a quarter of a mill at least. I remember when Oz bought it for not much, but the town is different now and he put a lot into renovations when he first had it. The guts are top-notch even though you might not see it. That should hold you for a while.”

I shook his hand. “I’m not selling the building.” I turned to Max. “We need to go buy chicken for dinner. And some other stuff.”

When in doubt, think about food, that’s my motto.

Barry left to make me copies of the will. Max nodded and put his hand on the small of my back, and we started for the door.

I liked his hand on the small of my back. It steadied me as I wobbled from the shock of it all. There was something about having your worst fears dashed and everything you could want handed to you that made anything seem possible, including complete disaster.

Thank God for Max.

Out in the hall, I saw Junior blocking the way, and when I went to go around him, he grabbed my arm, hard, and I cried out as he said, “Listen, you—” and then Max was there, his hand on Junior’s throat, pushing him away from me and against the wall.

“You do not touch her. Ever,” Max said in a conversational tone, not upset at all. He looked over at Norman, who had just come into the hall. “That goes double for you, Dad.”

Junior’s hand made a move inside his jacket, but then Pike was there, his big gun out, the barrel pressed against Junior’s head. “Stand down, son.”

I wasn’t sure if he was referring to Junior or Max, but Max let go and walked away, his arm around me, sweeping me in front of him without looking back while Pike kept the gun pointed at Junior. Norman did nothing for his newly found son, which was standard Norman.

Barry came out into the hall with the copies in his hand and stopped, and I looked back to see what he was seeing: Coral sighing from behind Pike, clutching her blue silk panties and whatever was wrapped in them to her chest, Junior glaring at Pike as Pike took his gun away, Norman glaring at everybody.

Barry handed me the copies. “Congratulations, Rose. You deserve this,” and Max moved closer, and suddenly I was not alone and destitute anymore. I mean, I’d be alone when Max left again and Poppy went to college, but for right now, not alone.

“Definitely mustard chicken for dinner tonight,” I told Max and headed outside.

I do a great mustard chicken.
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That had turned out better than I had hoped. Rose got the truck, the house, and everything in them. I suspected Ozzie had put some of his money in there; it would just be a matter of finding it. I had no idea how much he’d stashed in the house after buying up the town with Pike, but we’d look. As far as the microfilm, that hadn’t been addressed unless it was in the box that Pike had gotten. But if it had been, I think he’d have told me. After all, I had a badge.

The downside was that Rose was back in Serena’s line of fire and we had no idea where the microfilm was or if it even existed after all this time.

And Norman had fathered Junior. I wondered how that would go over with Serena. She should have been more careful.

Rose took me to the grocery in Bearton, and I spent some time following her around while she bought things. It was perversely normal. Rocky Start was a powder keg and Rose was buying mustard and chicken thighs. Then I noticed the longer she pushed the cart, the calmer she became. Evidently shopping for food was Valium for her, so I approved. Also, I’d be getting mustard chicken for dinner, whatever that was.

She turned and smiled at me, her dimples back.

A lot better.

I liked Rose happy. Well, I liked Rose, but happy Rose was a vibrant presence, and I liked her vibrating in my presence. And in my bed. “You ready to go?” I said finally, trying not to grab her by the sour cream, and she nodded, calm at last.

When we got back to Oddities and had put the groceries away, which was another normal thing that kind of freaked me out, a couple of vehicles were pulling up in the alley. I recognized Darius’s Jeep, and there were more kids in the other car, an old Mustang in excellent shape.

“Congratulations on your inheritance,” I said to Rose. “You need to give Poppy the good news. I’m going to take a look around upstairs, if that’s all right with you.”

She nodded, smiling at me. For the briefest of moments, I felt alarm at how easily she trusted me.

“When you’re done with Poppy, come up and help,” I added, and she smiled at me again, and this time there were dimples. That was a smile that said she knew what I wanted help with, and that was fine with her.

Helluva woman, that Rosalie Malone.

Maggs, who’d been guarding the shop, wagged her tail, picking up the happiness vibe. She trusted Rose and Poppy. Maybe I was the one with trust issues?

Leaving Maggs with Rose in the kitchen, I walked up the stairs slowly. I was looking at everything around me differently because I was betting that Oz had caches all over the place.

Caching things is something you’re taught early on when you’re on the path to being what Oz and I had been. You had to hide whatever it was so that no one else could find it. You also had to secure it so that time wouldn’t degrade whatever it was. And, just as importantly, you had to be able to recover it. That usually entailed a cache report. There’s a format for that. You always filled one out because no matter how sure you were that you were going to remember where you put that valuable thing, you could get confused—sort of like remembering passwords—and, as importantly, you had to have a means to let someone else who didn’t know anything about it find it if need be, just using the cache report.

Oz would have wanted Rose to find any cache he put in. The will had been clear about that. The problem was, Oz wasn’t going to make it easy. Otherwise, he’d simply have included an envelope with the cache reports in the will. Nope, he was having his last laugh from the grave. “Go fetch, kid.”

At least it was a laugh, though.

I halted at the top of the stairs. This house, which was two dwellings side by side joined by a hallway made from the space in between with a blue line painted down it, had a lot of places to hide things. There was also the possibility that Ozzie had double-secured things; that he’d hidden the cache reports here and then put the actual caches out in the forest. That’s what I would have done. The house could catch fire and burn down. It could be torn down. Aliens could invade. Termites. Wildfire. Serena. You put things in places that would be there for a long time.

I remembered one thing that had been made very clear. I went over to the desk and opened the top right-hand drawer. Right on top was a bank book. I opened it. It was a very nice sum and in Poppy’s name. I didn’t know what college cost these days, but I didn’t think she’d have to take out any loans. I imagined Barry had laundered cash into that account in trickles for Oz, small enough not to attract the IRS, over a period of years.

Which made me think. Who the hell names their kid Poppy? I’d thought it was a nickname, but no, this account, which had a lot of money in it, was made out to Poppy Rose Malone.

Rose. That’s who’d name her kid Poppy. I smiled and put the bank book in the center of the blotter, which I noticed had a new cover. So Rose had cleaned up.

Then I went for the obvious: the locked room Rose had never been in.

The lock wasn’t hard to pick. I figured lock picking was part of Rose’s repertoire, but Oz had indicated he’d trusted her never to look at anything he didn’t want her to. That’s a lot of trust. And I was sure she hadn’t.

I checked the frame of the door for booby traps before opening it. One never knew.

The room was dark, the windows covered with blackout shades. I turned on the overhead lights. The first thing I noticed was two walls completely covered with 1:25,000-scale topographic maps. Stepping closer, I saw that they were of the local area on a swath northwest from Rocky Start all the way to where the mountains ended at the Tennessee River Valley. It covered a lot of territory.

There were different colored pins in the map and lots of markings with highlighters. Had Ozzie cached things out there? But he wouldn’t mark a cache so that anyone could find it. Unless he trusted that Rose would be the first to see this? It was just weird.

The next thing I noted was the weapons. Oz had a nice collection lined up in a gun rack along the third wall not covered by the map. There were some classics there, including a Swedish K submachine gun. Hell, Rose could sell some of these guns and make a pretty penny. Then I remembered Serena and figured we’d better hold on to them. Plus, several were illegal because they were automatics.

There was an old Alice-frame backpack leaning against a large, flat table. On the table were large-scale maps. A grid pattern was laid out on the acetate over the maps. Oz had definitely been searching. I’d have to look more closely at it later.

I opened the ruck. It was a go bag, based on the contents. The biggest tell were passports in various names with pictures of Oz, Rose, and Poppy; the four passports for Poppy had pictures at birth (a fat, laughing baby), six (a round, smiling face), eleven (a thin, scowling girl), and a relatively new one that looked like Poppy today (beautiful and sharp). Weapons, some clothes, and several narrow blue bank bags. I unzipped each. Cash. In various currencies. US dollars. Euros. Yen. And several from countries with no extradition treaties.

I counted the US currency. Fifty grand. Maybe not as much in the others but still a tidy sum.

A good start, and Rose could pay Barry right away. I took that and Poppy’s bank book with me to make her day even better.

I also took away a better understanding of how Oz had felt about Rose and Poppy. If he’d had to go on the lam, he wasn’t going to abandon them. They were family. He’d have kept them with him, protected them for as long as it took.

I was starting to like Oz.
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Max was upstairs searching and Poppy was in the kitchen getting ready for her meeting and I was in the shop, behind the counter, trying not to hyperventilate.

I was safe. Poppy was safe. Max wouldn’t leave until Serena and any other threat were gone, we had a place to live, we were going to be okay . . . I don’t think I’d realized how terrified I’d been. If you’re a single mother, you don’t have time to be terrified, you just keep moving, you keep hoping . . .

We were going to be okay. I needed to tell Poppy that.

I started around the counter to tell her and caught sight of my bottle with its rose boobs and poppy trim on the bottom and that blank, blank face. And that was wrong.

There wasn’t anything new on there; I’d changed more in the past three days than I’d changed since I’d come to Rocky Start, but that bottle was not caught up. That bottle was not me, it was stagnant and empty and . . .

No, that wasn’t true. Three days ago I wouldn’t have glued those rose boobs on there.

Three days ago, there wasn’t Max. Max in my life and in my bed and in my head, making me warm and telling me things I hadn’t known.

Max had said something earlier about grocery shopping making me happy, and I do like looking at food, choosing it, but the grocery never made me happy before because I was always adding things up in my head, putting stuff back. I’d been so money-conscious all of my adult life, so penny pinching, and now it looked like I was going to be free of that. People who said money wasn’t the important thing in life never had to navigate life without it. But now . . .

Now I’d bought anything I’d wanted at the grocery that afternoon—I’d bought carrot cake that somebody else had made, that was insane—because I had the money to do that. I mean, I had it somewhere, I hadn’t found it yet, but I wasn’t worried about it.

Because I was free. Not of trouble, the vampire was still in town, not even free of worry about money, but freer than I’d ever been in my life. I owned a building and a car and possibly some cash if Ozzie had stashed some. All of a sudden, I had options.

I thought about it and then went upstairs to where Poppy kept our board games and stole some Monopoly money. There was plenty there; Poppy had ordered extra at twelve because we were running out playing it, she’d gotten so good at amassing it. I took some of the new bills and went back out to the bottle and accordion-pleated six of them to give them some dimension, and then I pinched them in the middle and glued the pinch together so that the bills looked like wings. Wings made out of money.

And then I glued them to the back of my bottle, about two inches above the rose butt, so that self-portrait could fly, just like I was going to do. I put an old heart charm over the messy join in the middle, not sure why, just trying to make things neater, and then I thought, No, that’s Ozzie, loving us silently and leaving us free.

I cried for him then. Damn it, Ozzie, why did you have to die?
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When I walked into the kitchen ten minutes later, red-eyed but not as soggy, Poppy had her group with her. Mei, Marley and Reggie, and Owen, Reggie’s crush. Behind all of them, Darius was shepherding them in, wearing jeans and a black tee, looking very dapper, classic Darius. I didn’t want Poppy getting serious with anybody before she went off to college—options, Poppy, don’t latch onto the first guy you sleep with like your mother did—but I was also pretty sure that Darius was a really good guy, and it was her life. If she stuck with him, she’d probably get crap from people who didn’t like seeing a white girl with a Black boy, but she could handle that. It was very hard to harass Poppy without losing a metaphorical limb.

Maggs was in the middle of them getting a lot of hugs and belly scratches.

“Can I see you in the hall for a minute?” I asked Poppy.

The table erupted in a chorus of “ooohs,” and Darius said, “That’s never good.”

“Today it’s good,” I told them and followed Poppy into the shop.

“What is this going to be?” Poppy said, looking at the bottle. “I like the wings.”

“Self-portrait,” I said. “Pay attention. I have news.”

“Is this about the will?” She was instantly serious and, I saw for the first time, afraid. “Who got the building?”

“We did,” I said, trying to wipe the fear off her face. “We’re okay, we own the building.”

Poppy sucked in a breath. “You’re kidding. We’re not moving?”

“Nope. He left us the truck, too. And the contents of both.”

“Oh, Ozzie.” Poppy’s eyes got brighter, and then she burst into tears.

I started toward her, but Darius came in from the kitchen, looking tentative, not wanting to interrupt but worried.

“Everything good here?” he said, and Poppy turned to him, and he was there in an instant, his arms around her. “Whatever it is,” he told her, “we can handle it.”

Poppy nodded against his chest.

Yeah, he’s a keeper.

“It’s good,” I said. “She’s crying from happiness.”

“I never understood that,” Darius said to Poppy. “Isn’t that counterintuitive? Oh, wait, you’re Poppy Malone. You always do your own thing.”

He was teasing her, trying to make her laugh, and she did look up and smile at him through her tears.

“One more thing,” I told her. “I’ve got a copy of the will for you to have. He says in there that you were the best thing in his life.”

Poppy burst into tears again, burying her face in Darius’s chest.

“This t-shirt is my last clean one,” he said, holding her closer.

Poppy lifted her head. “I just miss him.”

“He loved you,” I said, and Poppy’s face crumpled again, and Darius kissed the top of her head and held on.

Max came down the stairs with something in his hands and stopped.

“What’s wrong?” he said fiercely, focusing on Darius, who met his eyes and didn’t blink.

I stepped between them. “Happy tears. I told her about the will, that we aren’t moving, what Ozzie said about her. I think she was a lot tenser about that than I realized. This is Darius, Poppy’s excellent boyfriend.”

“Oh,” Max said. “He didn’t make her cry?”

“No, I did. Happy tears,” I said.

“That never made any sense to me,” Max said, and Darius looked down at Poppy and said, “See?”

Poppy raised her head and looked at him. “That’s because you’re men.” She sniffed. “A woman would understand.”

“Good thing I’ve got a woman to explain it to me then.” Darius smiled down at her. “Come on, let’s get to work.” He kept his arm around her to the door and then he turned around. “Thanks for that ‘excellent’ bit, Ms. Malone.”

I smiled at him, and then they were gone.

“Is she old enough to date?” Max said.

“That’s a joke, right? She’s eighteen, nineteen in two months. She’s old enough to do anything she wants.”

His eyebrows went up. “She’s sleeping with him?”

“Yes, Dad, and she’s using protection and Darius is very responsible. Really, Max, he’s a keeper.”

A cheer went up inside the kitchen.

“I think Poppy just told them we aren’t moving.” I smiled up at Max.

“Hmm,” Max said, still focused on Darius. “I knew his father. Tiny.”

I laughed. “Luke is anything but tiny.”

“That’s why he was called that.”

“What did they call you?”

“Max.”

“Come on.”

He sighed. “Mad Max.”

I frowned. “Did you have an anger issue?”

“No.” I must have looked dubious because he explained. “Luke isn’t tiny, right?”

I nodded.

“I was known for being calm when the shit hit the fan. Thus, Mad Max.”

It made sense, sort of. “And how were things upstairs?”

“I found the bank book for Poppy,” Max said, handing it to me. “Like in the will. I don’t think she’ll need student loans.”

I opened it, and inside it had Poppy’s name on it. Only Poppy’s, so not a joint account with Ozzie.

It also had three hundred and eight thousand, two hundred and seventy-seven dollars in it.

I blinked and had to read that total once more and check to see where the commas were.

I thumbed through the back pages.

Ozzie had deposited varying amounts in that account every month since Poppy was born. Right from the start, right after she was born, even before we were certain we were staying here.

Poppy could go to college. Ozzie had saved for Poppy to go to college. And he’d never said a word. The few times he’d been around when Poppy and I had talked about applying to schools, he’d never chimed in with, “By the way, there’s a boatload of money in a checking account for you, whatever you decide to do.”

Asshole. I loved him. “My God.”

“I didn’t find a bank book for you,” Max said, almost apologetically.

I shook my head, still staring at the book. “I don’t need one, I can make it on my own, he gave me the building, for heaven’s sake, but Poppy . . . This is going to make a world of difference. This is enough for college and a great start on life. Ozzie could be a bastard, but I never doubted that he loved Poppy. Even so, this is . . . remarkable.”

“He had the money,” Max said. “He walked away with millions, remember?”

“Yeah, but we never saw any of it.” I looked up at Max. “He didn’t spend much. I mean, I knew he must have had another source of income, but I figured it was something he was doing in the summers, when he’d drive around for days. The shop definitely wasn’t making money. Poppy had a million ideas for the shop, the best one was selling on eBay or Etsy, but Ozzie forbade her to mention anything about the place online. Then again, Pike said the two of them bought the town, so maybe there wasn’t much left over.” I closed the bank book and put it in my apron pocket. “Huge relief. Huge.”

He held out a blue zip bag. “And there’s this for you to start with. Fifty grand in cash. It was in Oz’s go bag. He’s also got a bunch of foreign cash there.”

I took the bag and opened it, not believing it. “Fifty thousand? Fifty thousand dollars?” Then the other shoe dropped. “A go bag?”

“In case he had to leave in a hurry. There were passports in a variety of names. Some for you and Poppy, too. Looks like he wasn’t going to leave you here if there was danger.”

“Oh,” I said, for lack of anything else. Ozzie really had been looking out for us. He’d have taken us with him if he’d had to leave. I blinked back tears. Damn it, Ozzie, why did you have to wait for your will to tell us you loved us?

“I need a drink,” Max said. “A Coke,” he amended and started for the kitchen door.

“Uh, there are kids in there—” I started, but he had stopped with the door open, and the kitchen fell silent.

I’d forgotten the first impression he made. They must have thought the Grim Reaper had come for them.

“Coke?” he said to the kitchen.

“I’ll get you one,” I heard Poppy say, and he went in and the door swung shut behind him and I was alone again.

I should have cried happy tears. Except Max would probably have left, not put his arms around me.

Darius really was a keeper.

So, I was beginning to think, was Max, in a different way. Mad Max. Who was always calm and steady. Then I remembered last night. Not always.

I heard them talking, Max asking questions.

After a little bit, Poppy came out of the kitchen. “Max said you had something to show me?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Ozzie loved you a lot.”

“You said that already,” Poppy began, and I handed her the bank book.

She opened it and caught her breath.

And then we both cried.
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When I’d gone into the kitchen, Poppy went to the fridge for my Coke, Darius smiled at her in happy-my-girlfriend-is-happy-land, and Reggie and Marley froze like deer in the proverbial headlights. I recalled our last meeting and my parting words, something in the neighborhood of “I’ll kill you if I see you again.” Okay, I’m not the most socially sophisticated guy in the world. But they’d started it, which was childish, except they really had. Really.

Marley was subconsciously rubbing the side of his head and I realized that’s where I’d conked him. Reggie was staring as far away from Maggs as possible. She was looking at him as if remembering a tasty treat.

Poppy gave me the Coke.

“How is everyone doing?” I asked of no one in particular to break the ice. I’d seen it once in a movie.

“Great, now,” Darius said. He was looking at the Weed Brothers. And then Mei and the other kid there, Owen somebody, also turned to them. Seems young adults could read the room.

“You guys all right?” Poppy asked the Weed Brothers.

“Uh, well,” Reggie managed to get out, but that was it. I realized that they’d taken my threat seriously. Well, I’d made it seriously, so they were quite correct.

“Chill out, you guys,” I said to them. Did people still say that? I had no idea what kids these days said. “We’re all on the same side now.” I also had no idea what that side was, other than Rose and Poppy’s, but I wasn’t planning on killing them. That had to count.

There was an exchange of glances.

Poppy smiled at me and made a shooing motion. “Okay, you have to leave now. This meeting is top secret.”

“Three can keep a secret if two are dead,” I said, paraphrasing Ben Franklin, then realized Reggie and Marley might take that the wrong way. And that I was probably supposed to be unconditionally supportive of whatever endeavor these bright young minds were pursuing.

Nah. That would just set them up for the inevitable letdown of adulthood.

Then I remembered. “Poppy, your mother has something to show you.”

Poppy blinked for a moment and then went out to the shop and Rose to find out about her bank book.

“Look, we’re real sorry about . . . what happened,” Marley said. “Pike said we should apologize, so we’re sorry.”

Reggie, possibly covered with more guilt since he’d actually shot at me—okay, in the general area of where I’d been—nodded. Nervously.

“Thank you for the apology,” I said. “We’re good.”

Darius looked back and forth between us and did not ask for an explanation, which proved Luke had raised a smart kid.

I made my exit, getting out on that high note.

I’d had more than enough apology and not nearly enough Rose.
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Iwas staring around the shop, seeing it with new eyes now that it was mine—I still couldn’t believe it was mine—when Max came out of the kitchen with a can of Coke as Poppy passed by him, smiling widely through her tears, to go back into the kitchen.

“Nice kids.” He took a drink.

I surveyed him the way I’d surveyed the shop. He wasn’t mine, but I might be able to get him on a short-term lease.

He really wasn’t my type, but my type is bastards, so that was good. Non-bastard is a step up. He’s tall—that’s good, I’m tall—and he’s thin—although he was looking healthier; he’d been eating mice, for cripe’s sake, but tonight he was getting mustard chicken—and he had one of those good faces, high cheekbones, sharp features, not pretty but compelling—and then I realized I didn’t care what he looked like, he was Max and that was all I wanted.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” he said.

I opened my mouth to tell him I was looking at him with gratitude, but that was a lie. That look was pure lust, and it was because he was Max and I wanted him, and not just for sex.

Although that would be good, too.

“I’m thinking,” I said as I went toward him.

“I’m not sure that’s good,” he said as I got closer. “Are you going to hit me with the Maltese Falcon?”

“Sort of.” I grabbed his shirt and kissed him.

He put his arm around me and kissed me back, and it was a good one, no slobber or pressing too hard, just Max kissing me, his mouth hot on mine, and really, Selfish Day Two was going great.

I pulled back to breathe. “Sorry for lunging at you.”

He put his Coke on the shelf behind him. “I forgive you. Come here.”

So I did, and he kissed me this time, both his arms tight around me, and I just fell into him, my whole body focused on his mouth, the hardness of his chest pushing against my softness, his hands pulling me close and wrapping around me and⁠—

Darius came out of the kitchen saying, “Hey, Max—whoops,” and retreated again.

Max broke the kiss and looked behind him. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Inside the kitchen, Poppy said, “YES!”

“No problem,” I said. “Kiss me.”

“There’s a bed upstairs.”

“Yes, there is.”

The iPod speakers came on in the kitchen—Lizzo’s “About Damn Time”—and Poppy came out into the shop, laughing. “Sorry, I just want to see this for myself.”

“Go away,” I said, and she grinned at me and gave me a thumbs up and went back in the kitchen as Lizzo sang about not being the girl she used to be, and I grinned, too, when she got to my favorite line: “Bitch, I might be better.”

“We should be someplace with a door that locks,” Max said, holding me close.

“I—”

The door opened behind me, and Coral came in, saying, “I brought German—oh, good.” She beamed at Max. “Such a nice couple.”

“Who would like to be alone,” Max said.

Coral lifted the plate she was carrying. “I brought German chocolate brownies for the kids. Poppy said they were working on something secret⁠—”

“Kitchen,” Max said, and Coral went by me, grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

“You know,” I said, “German chocolate brownies sound really good.”

He looked down at me. “Better than this?”

“No,” I said and went up on my toes to kiss him, but then the door behind me opened again.

“I brought snacks—oh,” Lian said. “Uh, snacks for the kids.” She looked from me to Max and back again. “Mei said they were working on something secret here.”

“Kitchen,” Max said, and Lian blinked at him.

“Right,” she said, “I’ll just go there,” and she went past me, widening her eyes behind Max’s back and giving me a thumbs up.

“Maybe if we weren’t doing this in front of a glass door in a shop that’s open,” Max said, letting go of me.

I kissed him again, a brief one this time. “I know a place.”

“I do, too,” Max said and pulled me toward the stairs.

Bitch, I was definitely better.
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Ifelt more than a little out of my element as I listened to happy kids—teenagers, young adults, whatever—in the kitchen, their voices echoing up the staircase, and a very warm woman smiling at me as I pulled her up the stairs.

How the hell had getting boots turned into this?

I thought the entity that ran the simulation that was my life had taken a coffee break for once. Maybe it was focused on torturing someone else?

We reached the top of the stairs, and I hesitated, but Rose took charge, pulling me into her bedroom, a sanctum I had not seen before. She had a lot of pillows. A lot. So many I couldn’t see the top of the bed. I assumed that was some sort of normal woman thing since I didn’t have⁠—

“Max?” She had turned to look at me.

“Yes?”

“Lock the door.”

“Right.” I did as ordered. When I turned back, her apron and dress were at her feet and she was gloriously naked. “Whoa.” I had never seen her in the light of day. Like this. There was a lot of Rose and all of it was soft and round and⁠—

“Is that a good ‘whoa’ or a⁠—”

I stepped up to her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her tight to me. I liked that she was tall, that our mouths met so easily. I could feel her hands working on my belt, but it was an A7 strap—what we used for the lowering line for rucksacks when parachuting—and she was having problems with it since it wasn’t designed for easy release.

“Hold on.” It took me less than three seconds to shuck my shirt over my head and unbuckle my pants. I pushed her backward onto the pillows and she almost disappeared into them.

I shoved my pants off and went toward her and, of course, I’d forgotten about my boots, and my pants were scrunched around them and I fell forward.

Onto Rose. Who said, “Ooooof.”

“Sorry,” I said, bracing myself off of her. “Forgot the boots.”

She laughed, and I did, too. And then I couldn’t stop. I rolled onto my back, ensconced in soft pillows, my feet still tangled in my pants, and laughed helplessly.

Rose rolled toward me, smiling, up on one elbow, one breast pressing into me. “Are you all right?”

The laughter came from somewhere deep inside, so hard it hurt. It felt as if something inside of me was cracking, breaking down.

She stopped smiling and reached out with her free hand and ran it across my cheek. “Max?”

She probably thought she’d invited a maniac into her bedroom. I managed to stop laughing and looked at her looking down at me. “I think I might be happy.”

She beamed again. “About damn time.”

“Hold on,” I said, sitting up. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

I slid off the bed and sat, untying the double knots on my boots (always double knot, kids). Tripping over shoelaces in battle is always bad. I pulled the boots off, then properly removed my pants. Since I was on my knees, I turned toward the bed.

“Excuse me.” I tapped on Rose’s knees and she hesitated, and then she rolled to spread them apart, all her wet heat right there. I reached up and took her hands in mine, then pulled her closer to the edge of the bed, her knees up around me. I ran my tongue along the inside of her right thigh and I could feel her hands clench mine, and she said, “Oh, yes, please,” and sighed.

Perfect.

I moved my tongue between her legs. I focused, much like we were taught in sniper school, except instead of my breathing, I focused on hers to let me know what she liked. I could feel her hands, when they tightened and loosened, hear her soft sighs and softer moans as I learned her. I could tell her body was tense. It had been the same thing last night: Rose, who always took care of everybody else, was having a hard time allowing someone to take care of her, to give her pleasure. So we were going to have to practice. A lot.

“Max?"

It took a while, but I was in no rush. Gradually her hands relaxed in mine, and her breathing became deeper. She let go of one hand and threaded it through my hair, keeping my head in place, so she was evidently on board. I tried to peek up, but too many damn pillows, I couldn’t see her face. I had to trust the feel. And she felt great.

Then she moaned and squeezed my hand so hard it hurt, her hand twisted in my hair, her breathing came in short bursts, and then her body arched and she cried out, and I felt her shudder against my mouth, over and over until she collapsed against her pillows, breathing hard.

I got off my knees, not easily; it’s tough getting old. Crawled up on the bed beside her and took her in my arms so that she gasped against my neck.

“Sorry about falling on you,” I whispered in her ear.

She nodded, catching her breath. “I forgive you.”

We lay there together until her breathing slowed, and I reached for a condom on the bedside table, and she shook her head. “Nope. My turn.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and she kissed me, long and hard, and then started down my body, forcing me back onto the bed with her hands, driving me crazy with her mouth.

It was going to be really hard leaving Rocky Start.
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After everybody but Darius left, I kept thinking about Ozzie waiting to tell us he loved us until he was dead.

“What?” Darius said into what was evidently too long a silence for him.

“Ozzie,” I said. “You know, he was always there for us. Grumpy, of course, but he was never mean. And if I ever had a problem, as soon as he knew about it, he’d fix it. And then gripe at Mom for not telling him sooner. So, I guess he had been telling us he loved us all along.”

Darius nodded. “Just in his own macho way.”

“Max told my mom that Ozzie was some sort of super-spy who’d done lots of exciting things.”

Darius nodded again.

“Like your dad,” I said. “Max told her your dad was like a legend.”

Darius raised his eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

“You didn’t know?”

“I knew he was a retired something,” Darius said. “But come on, do you see my dad ever saying ‘I was a legend’?”

“No,” I said. “But Max says he was, so he must have been.”

Darius frowned a little. “You know, Max may not be a completely good guy. I know you like him, but I think he’s done some . . . not good things.”

“Then they needed to be done,” I said firmly. “Everything I’ve seen him do has been good. I love it that he sticks close to my mom now like Maggs sticks close to him. Mom doesn’t need to be Cheery Boost all the time anymore. She’s actually happy. She even tried Selfish Day, during which, of course, she worked. She has a ways to go on the ‘selfish’ thing.” I thought about Mom. “She hasn’t started dancing again. But I think she’s working on some bottle thing, so that’s an improvement. And she’s smiling for real now. Max is a good guy.”

“Just . . .” Darius paused and I waited until he finished with “. . . be careful around him.”

“He has a good dog,” I told him to end that conversation. “A good dog would never be with a bad man.”

“Right.” Darius didn’t roll his eyes at me, he’s not rude, but it was in his voice.

“And now I have transportation,” I said, changing the subject fast. “I love Ozzie’s old truck, and did you see how Marley reacted when I told him about the truck? He acted like I’d won the lottery. Although actually, I already won the lottery earlier.”

“Inheriting the building?” Darius said.

“No.” And then I told him about the bank account Ozzie had given me.

“That’s great,” he said, grinning at me. “Good old Ozzie.”

I’d loved Ozzie and now I knew Ozzie loved me, too. He had always been there. He’d taught me to ride a bike and to be aware of everything around me when I was on it. Same thing when he taught me to drive. “No matter how careful you are, Poppy,” he’d say, “there’s always some dumb fuck out there who’s dangerous. In front of you, to the side, behind you, so be aware.” And I always was now. He’d taught me to shoot the shotgun when I was twelve. That had probably been a clue there was something more going on with him, but I was twelve. I just thought it was cool.

“Poppy?” Darius said, and I realized I’d been thinking again and not talking.

“Everything is going to be great from now on.,” I told him. “You know, as long as Max doesn’t leave. I have to make a plan for that.”

“Forget Max,” Darius said. “So now that you have wheels, do I still get to pick you up every morning?”

“Duh,” I said. “How else am I going to get kissed before school?”

“Oh, I’d find a way,” Darius said, grinning at me.

He would, too.

Everything was going to be just fine.

As long as Max didn’t leave.
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We had dinner together that night, the three of us, and it was cozy, companionable, right. It was too soon to call it love—I wasn’t eighteen anymore, I didn’t have rash feelings about men, Malachi had cured me of that—but it just felt right to be together like that, talking about the will, laughing about Reggie and Marley trying to deal with Max (Max calls them “the Weed Brothers,” which is kind of harsh and yet so true), teasing Poppy about being a rich woman, me sneaking Maggs mustard chicken when Max wasn’t looking until he said, “Stop spoiling her, Rose, that’s her third piece,” so he’d known all along, and then cleaning up the kitchen together until Poppy went upstairs to do homework (but really probably to call Darius) and Max went upstairs to search Ozzie’s back room again.

I stayed downstairs in the quiet of my cleaned-up kitchen and tried to think. Everything was different, everything had changed, except me.

Well, I’d changed a little.

I went and got my bottle portrait out of the shop and put it on the kitchen table and stared at it. It was shaping up (those roses were too big, but Max had looked at it and said, “Needs bigger roses if that’s you,” and the wings were fabulous), but there was still that blank face.

Which is when Poppy came down to the kitchen with something in her hand and said, “The self-portrait needs this,” and dropped a beat-up silverish charm in my hand, dented and tarnished in places but still intact.

It was another heart.

“Because you are all heart,” she said.

I almost cried again, very weepy kind of day, and then she kissed me and went back upstairs, and I looked at that beat-up heart and thought, Okay, it has some dents but it’s not broken.

My daughter is a genius.

I glued the heart between the rose boobs.

And then I thought about how much more clearly I was seeing my life—That bottle needs eyes—of how I was feeling my life now, about kissing Max, about how I’d defied Serena, talked back to her yesterday when she’d thought I was a nobody, and how I’d told Poppy about how Oz loved her, about how I loved her, and I looked at the blank face on top of the bottle and thought, That mouth does good things, and I sorted through the box of old earrings and charms that Oz had given me over the years and found two silver god’s eye charms and then got my paints out and put some great red lips on that blank face and glued the eyes above them.

I may be no good with guns and knives, but I can see clearly now and my mouth is wide and powerful.

Then I went back upstairs to Max to show him what clear-eyed and wide-and-powerful could do.


FRIDAY, OCTOBER 30
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Selfish Day Two had wiped me out, emotionally and physically. I had attacked Max, and thank God, he’d attacked back. Then we’d had dinner with Poppy, and the mustard chicken was great and I’d thrown in asparagus and my store-bought carrot cake, which was just ridiculously wasteful for me so I am now going to learn to make carrot cake because it’s so good. Poppy was clearly relieved by the will, and I realized that she’d been a lot more concerned than I’d seen before. Then Max and I did the dishes, and Poppy went upstairs, and then Max and I went upstairs and went through Ozzie’s secret war room and unfortunately did not find any more money, and then we hit my bedroom again and tried some new things—“Roll over,” Max said, “You and my ass,” I said, “A winning combination,” he said and then it turned out he was right, of course—until we fell asleep in each other’s arms, exhausted by a lot of stress and a lot of sex, just like in the movies.

Well, I thought we had. I conked out, but when I woke up a couple of hours later, he was gone. Just like in the movies.

I knew it had been too good of a day. At least that was my first, paranoid instinct. He was back on the Trail since things had turned out all right, Poppy and I had money and a place to live, I still had a job . . .

No, he wouldn’t leave me while Serena and Junior were still out there.

I slid out of bed and hit the bathroom—the arnica had faded my bruise to yellow but it was still ugly—and then went across the hall to check Oz’s bedroom for my missing lover. The door was open and I poked my head in to see if maybe he’d wanted to sleep alone, but there was no sign of him or Maggs.

Okay, my heart clutched a little.

I ran down the stairs and before I reached the bottom, I heard him call out, “Rose?”

“Yes.” I tried to sound cheery and not “Why the hell did you scare me like that?” Don’t be a crazy person, Rose.

And there he was, sitting in a chair in the hall between the store and kitchen, Maggs on her feet in front of him, tail wagging.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Security,” he said.

“You think Serena or Junior will try something? Again?”

Max shrugged. He really needed to work on his reassurance. “I think the Norman daddy info threw them for a loop, but they’re not going anywhere. The stakes are too high for Serena.”

“Which are?”

“Her life.”

“Okay,” I said. “That’s big. But we don’t have the film.”

“We know that, but she doesn’t believe that,” Max said. “She exists in a world where lies and deception are the norm.”

Well, so do I, I thought, but I said, “Great. So what do we do about it?”

Max looked grim. “We take the offensive. Luke and I are going to Bearton tomorrow to see if we can find her and Junior.”

“Luke? Why not go with Pike?”

Max turned away to pat Maggs. “Pike needs to watch the town.”

As a con man, he sucked. “Okay, what’s wrong with Pike?”

Max sighed. “He had Junior and he let him go with a toothless warning. And he never tracked Serena down. He’s not on top of things.”

“So?”

“He’s lost his edge,” Max said, as if it were that simple.

If the current version was Pike without an edge, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see Pike with an edge. And then I realized that Pike with an edge was Max. Or Ozzie. I realized Ozzie wouldn’t have let Serena walk out of Ecstasy. He wouldn’t have let Junior go with a talking-to. I didn’t want to dwell on what he would have done, but they wouldn’t have come into Coral’s for breakfast and threats.

“So you’ve talked to Luke about this?”

“Not yet.”

“He might not want to,” I said. “He’s very easygoing. Peaceful, even.”

Max shook his head. “I’ve seen him in action. He’s like Sasquatch on coke.”

There was an image. “He might have changed,” I said. “He’s been here a long time.”

Max frowned. “Really?”

“In all the time I’ve known him, since Poppy and Darius were in third grade, I’ve never heard him raise his voice. He’s an assistant football coach at Bearton High and there was a brawl after a game a couple of years ago, and he just walked out onto the field and started to pull people out. He’d say something and whoever he’d grabbed would just leave the field. People asked what he’d said, and not one of the kids he’d grabbed would ever say. He has tremendous respect here.”

Max nodded. “I can see just his presence doing that.” He seemed to think about it. “Maybe he has changed. Ten years is a long time. And he’s a father. Lot more to risk now.”

He frowned as he thought, and it reminded me of how he’d backtracked on his snark about the Coast Guard with Poppy. He was open to rethinking things pretty quickly.

The silence stretched out, and then he said, “You best get some sleep. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.”

“What? I need to open the shop, and I thought you were going to Bearton.”

“I am. But that won’t take long. Don’t open the shop. We have to search this place.”

“For the film?”

“For the money.”

“You found fifty thousand. Ozzie and Pike bought most of the town. You really think there’s any left after that?”

“Yes,” Max said.

I took a deep breath. “Okay, then. We’ll search. And after school, Poppy and Darius will help, and probably the other kids⁠—”

“No,” Max said. “You and me.”

I drew back a little. “You don’t trust Poppy?”

“I trust Poppy. I just don’t want her doing a happy dance on TikTok when she finds wads of cash crammed into a teapot here.”

I wanted to say, “She wouldn’t,” but she might talk about it to the others, and if Max wanted this kept under wraps, then we would do that.

I just found it hard to believe we were going to find millions in the thousand different pieces of junk Ozzie had in the shop. Or that we’d find a roll of film, for that matter.

That’s when it occurred to me that if we found the film, Serena would leave. And if Serena left, Max would leave.

And that’s when I realized that I’d rather have Serena threatening me than Max leaving.

I really needed to look at my priorities.

“Rose?”

I took a deep breath. “I would appreciate it if you would not leave.”

“I told you I wouldn’t.”

“I know,” I said, and then I blurted. “Ozzie said he wouldn’t, too.”

He reached up then and pulled me down in his lap—Maggs looked at us like she was thinking, That’s new—and he kissed me, and I felt much better.

“It’s gonna be okay, Rosalie,” he said.

“I’m very glad you’re here,” I whispered in his ear.

“I’m pretty happy about that, too,” he whispered back.

And then we just sat there, necking like teenagers, until he sent me back up to bed because he said it was harder to guard a place when he was hard.

I slept really well for the rest of that night.
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After Rose went back upstairs, I remained on duty, albeit struggling to fight the urge to join her. I dug out my satphone and went into the kitchen, leaving Maggs in the hallway, figuring the kitchen door combined with being on another floor would be enough to prevent the call from bothering Rose in her bedroom.

I had a hard time getting a signal inside, so I propped open the kitchen door and stood just outside until I got a linkup. Herc answered on the second buzz. It was rare it went longer than that, regardless of time of day. He was one of those people who could operate on an hour or two of sleep. Or, like Serena, he was a vampire, although I leaned toward him being a zombie, lacking any traits of humanity, even the need to drink blood.

“Max. How is Rocky Start?”

“Serena is a problem,” I said. “Can I kill her?”

Herc didn’t miss a beat. “No. That will bring a world of hurt down on Rocky Start. I told you she runs the Cauldron. She’s got anywhere from a dozen to two dozen hard case dogs working for her. Not that they love her, but they’d miss their paychecks. I’m sure she owes some of them money, keeping them hungry and vested in her safety.”

“Tell me about the microfilm.”

Now there was a slight pause before he responded. “Oz and Pike pulled all the film copies of the files. It was the price for me covering them disappearing.”

“So Oz gave them to you.”

“Yes. Except Serena’s file. He made a hard copy and sent it to me. At least that’s what he told me.”

“Did he tell you where he hid the film?”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me that, Max.”

He was right. You know when they say there are no stupid questions? Yeah, there are. “No one here knows where it is. Oz left a will, but he neglected to mention the film. Not even to Pike.”

“What did he leave?” Herc said, which, while not a stupid question, was an odd one. As if he cared.

“He gave something wrapped in some used panties to Coral Schmidt, a watch and a box—no film in it—to Pike, some insults to Norman, and everything else to Rose and her kid.”

“What was everything else?” Herc asked.

“His old truck, the house and store, and everything in them.”

“That was nice of him,” Herc said, which was so un-Herc-like I became suspicious. “You figure he cached his money in the house?”

“Maybe. How much do you think would be left?”

“I have no idea,” Herc said. “He and Pike did spend some buying up most of that town and the land, but it was pretty cheap back then. They own everything up to the national forest boundaries all around. And I got the land a special preserve status so there’re no taxes in either state.”

That was interesting. It meant that Herc had a personal interest in the town. Herc didn’t do things to be kind.

“Serena mentioned Pike and Oz taking something else from the Russians,” I said. “You have any idea what that was?”

“Serena is a shit-disturber,” Herc said.

Which was not an answer, which meant Herc wasn’t going to tell me anything. But it also told me there probably was some form of “shit” involved.

“Can you talk to Serena?” I said.

“And?”

“Tell her to fuck off.”

“I haven’t talked to her in three decades,” Herc said. “And our last conversation wasn’t a happy one. I believe she threatened to castrate me.”

“Well, you still have your balls. Use them. She’s a problem and needs to go away. No one knows where the damn film is, and if we do find it, we aren’t going to give it to her. She’s a traitor.”

“You tell her,” Herc said.

“You owe me, Herc.”

“What’s gotten into you?” Herc demanded. “You were bitching to me about sending you to Rocky Start, and now you want to protect it?”

“Yeah, but you want to protect it, too, or you wouldn’t have sent me.”

He chuckled. “Max, Max, Max. I think I know what’s going on.”

“You know Serena is a problem,” I said, cutting off his speculation. “Your daughter lives here and if this goes on further, there’s going to be blood in the streets. I’m going to talk to Serena later today. I could use some backup.”

“How am I going to do that?”

“The usual way,” I said. “With your persuasive voice backed by your soulless heart. We’ll chat later. Be around when I call.” I hung up.
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I managed to get a few hours’ sleep in the chair, trusting to Maggs to wake me if anything or anyone untoward approached. Of course, Maggs had that cone on, so that might degrade her awareness, but she was better than me drowsy.

What I didn’t count on was Poppy being able to approach Maggs and the dog simply rolling over on her back and presenting her belly so Poppy could scratch it. Maggs’ moans of delight woke me.

“Good morning!” Poppy said in a very happy and too loud for the morning voice. It must be nice being young and greeting the dawn with such enthusiasm. My back hurt from the chair, but that was my own fault. There’d been a warm bed and a warm woman upstairs I could have spent the night with.

“Morning,” I managed, standing up and stretching.

Maggs rolled over and got to her feet, doing a long, slow stretch and yawn.

“Breakfast?” Poppy walked past us and pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen.

“No thanks.” Maggs and I followed her into the kitchen. “I’ll grab something from next door.”

“Eggs and whole wheat toast are better for you,” Poppy said sternly.

Personally, a breakfast of cake and Coral’s coffee loomed very positively in my mind. Plus, I’d texted Pike to text Luke to meet me there. I figured going through Pike would keep feathers unruffled. He’d know what was going on, and if he was upset that I was asking Luke, he could voice his opinion.

Plus, I didn’t have Luke’s cellphone number.

We both turned as Rose walked in, wearing one of her loose dresses and that apron.

“Good morning!” she said, smiling.

Someday, I was going to ask her what she had against undergarments, but not this day, especially with Poppy chowing down on her tub of oats and looking at us, back and forth, as if figuring how much we’d go for on the old people market.

I thought about what Rose had said yesterday about being a parent. Poppy definitely could keep somebody on their toes.

A horn sounded from behind the shop and there was Darius in his Jeep.

“You two have a nice day,” Poppy said as she put her oats bowl in the sink, grabbed her backpack, and headed out the back door.

Rose went to the door and waved goodbye to Poppy and Darius, and then she came back and put her arm around me and kissed my cheek, and I began to feel like I was in a Norman Rockwell painting. A weird one, sort of viewed through the prism of Rocky Start, which made it more like an Escher.

“Breakfast at Coral’s?” Rose asked.

“You read my mind.”

We left Maggs on guard duty with some food and water and meandered next door. There was a sprinkling of customers, and Pike was in his usual spot at the side counter. We joined him, Rose sitting between us.

“Luke said he’ll pick you up in thirty,” Pike said before I had a chance to ask. He didn’t add anything, so our trip evidently met with his approval. Which was good but another sign he wasn’t quite as in-charge as the town needed. I had to remind myself that he’d relied on Oz, The Wizard, as his right hand all those years. And he’d tossed me that stupid badge.

“You have any idea how much Oz might have hidden in the shop?” I asked Pike.

Rose was between us, head turning back and forth, while Coral was following from the other side of the counter in her usual breast-looming stance.

Pike glanced over his shoulder to make sure the other customers weren’t listening in. “Not really.”

Coral reached across the counter and smacked his hand. “Come on. Oz told me, and you told me, that you split the cash fifty-fifty on the plane. You spent fifty-fifty on the town. Your cabin was much more expensive than his shop buildings. And Oz was very frugal. I loved him very much, but he pinched pennies. There must be money.”

Rose shook her head. “He wasn’t miserly. He paid for my C-section and never mentioned it again. He paid for Poppy’s surgery when she broke her arm. Whenever there were lessons she wanted or a school trip she wanted to take, he paid without a word. And he left Poppy a bank account that will get her through college and beyond. I think he was careful with the money, but he wasn’t cheap.”

At least not about Poppy, I thought and then realized I didn’t know that, either. Rose didn’t have any money of her own, but she didn’t have debts, either.

Coral nodded and then looked at Pike. “So, what might Rose be worth now?”

Pike shrugged. “I don’t know what Oz did with his money. I’m sure he’s got some hidden, but how much? Who knows?” He looked at Rose, almost kindly. “I don’t want to give you false expectations, Rosie.”

“I have no expectations,” Rose said, and I believed her on that.

“If we’re asking questions now,” Pike said, turning back to Coral. “What was in those panties he willed you?”

Coral lifted her chin. “It was a long time ago.”

Pike scowled. “What was in them yesterday?”

Coral shook her head. “That is between me and Oz. What was in the box he gave you?”

“Not the microfilm,” Pike said.

The two of them exchanged a look, and I had a feeling there would be further discussion when they were alone.

A dull, tan, very old minivan with wood paneling pulled up in front of Ecstasy, and I was surprised to see Luke climb out of the driver’s seat. He came in the door, nodding at people sitting at tables.

“Hey Rose, Pike, Coral,” he said as he arrived at the counter. “And Max,” he added as a postscript as if withholding judgment on my place at the counter.

Coral slid a large to-go cup across the counter to him. “As you like it.”

“You’re a peach,” he said to her. He turned to me. “You done gabbing? I’ve got a dentist appointment I need to make later.”

Before I could ask, Coral had a to-go cup in front of me. I leaned over and gave Rose a kiss, which led to a raised eyebrow from Luke, which it shouldn’t have since he’d rodeoed me into coming back to town, plus I was sure his son had briefed him on what had gone down yesterday.

“Maggs will be with you,” I told Rose. “Stay in the shop. Do not open it.”

“Like that works.” She nodded at me. “Stay safe.”

“That’s the plan.”

Luke and I walked out.

“A minivan?” I asked as we walked up to it.

“It’s a classic.” Luke said with surprising pride. “1993 Chrysler Town and Country. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

“No. They don’t.”

We paused next to the van.

“It helped when I hauled kids on the team around,” Luke said. “I had it before Darius could drive and you’d be surprised how much you end up shuttling kids all over the place. Very useful.”

“Wood paneling? I thought they stopped doing that decades ago.”

“Told you. 1993. I like my wood paneling.”

“A minivan?” I repeated. I shook my head as I walked around to the passenger side and got in. “What is this?”

I stared at the dashboard because this was not your mother’s minivan. There was a flat screen where the gauges should be but still a slot for an old-fashioned key on the column. Luke stuck the key in and turned, and the display lit up, low level, but no engine roared to life.

“What the⁠—”

“Electric,” Luke explained. “Marley did it a couple of years ago, pulling the old engine and redoing the entire thing.” He pulled away from the curb and there was the slightest of a whining noise. It was eerie.

“So an electric minivan with wood paneling and high school football games?”

He paused at the lone stop sign in Rocky Start and looked over at me. “You want to walk to Bearton, Max?”

“No.”

“Never say ‘minivan’ again in that tone of voice.”

“I will only mention it with reverence in the future,” I lied.

“Put your seatbelt on, Max.”
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Max’s questions to Pike about how much could be hidden in the house upset my stomach. I wasn’t sure why, but it took some of the joy of Coral’s baking away. Not Max’s fault. I’d spent so long being used to being on the edge of broke that the thought of thousands of dollars hidden in the shop brought up a lot of conflicting emotions. The amount in Poppy’s bank book from Ozzie had overjoyed me but also staggered me with the reality of that much money so readily available. Poppy had an edge up on life that I had only dreamed of, courtesy of Ozzie. The possibility of me getting anything like that was so unbelievable that a part of me didn’t want to look.

But a bigger part of me wanted to. It was a treasure hunt. At home. And then there was the idea of adventure, which Ozzie had known would intrigue me. “Go fetch, kid.” So I grabbed a cup of coffee to go and some blitzkuchen and a biscuit for Maggs and went back to the shop. Coral gave me a wink when I left, which was better than bitching at me for not getting naked with anybody. I was firmly in the “getting naked with Max” category now. And Maggs greeted me as I came in the shop door, tail wagging, which made me smile for real as I scratched her behind the ears and then gave her the dog cookie with permission to eat it. It was going to be almost as hard letting go of Maggs as it would be letting go of Max.

I put the coffee and cake on the shop counter, turned the OPEN sign out (old habits die hard), and surveyed the North Carolina side of the shop. Tall, dusty, miscellaneous bookcases that Ozzie had picked up along the way. Old dining room tables that he’d found in people’s barns, side tables jammed in between them. Baskets and boxes shoved under tables. It was going to take months to inventory all of this and get it arranged into displays.

Poppy would love that.

I started with Ozzie’s tables in this first room, full of knick-knacks and gizmos and old tools and china and pieces and parts of who knew what. If I could just get it sorted into related groups⁠—

The shop door opened and Barry walked in, which was a surprise. He’d never come in the shop before.

“Morning, Rose,” he said. “I saw you turn the sign.”

Which meant he’d been watching, which was weird. “Good morning, Barry.”

“About that ten K Ozzie promised me?”

Which explained both the watching and the promptness. He probably had a bookie or a mobster waiting in his office right now with a threat of broken thumbs if he came back empty-handed.

“Right. Hold on.” I went behind the counter where I’d stashed the bank bag Max had given me and unzipped it. There were five bundles of hundreds. The wrap on each bundle was faded but read “$10,000.” It was the most cash I’d ever held in my life. I put a bundle on the counter. “Here you go.”

Barry blinked as he scooped it up. “So Ozzie did leave a bunch of cash? Even after he and Pike bought up most of the town?”

Oh, great. He hadn’t come by just for the fee.

“This was just an emergency stash,” I said. “That Max found. It’s not much more than this.”

“Max found it?” Barry frowned. “Who exactly is this Max? What’s his background? What’s he doing here?”

“He’s someone Pike gave Ozzie’s badge to,” I said.

Barry blinked again. “What?”

“Yep,” I said. “There’s a new sheriff in town.” And he’s living here with me, I wanted to add, but I figured Barry would have picked up on that from the grapevine.

Barry’s eyes shifted around, more nervous than usual, perhaps worried that Max would suddenly appear. I realized one reason Barry had never come here was he was afraid of Ozzie. Maybe Max had that same “keep your distance” vibe that Ozzie had? Poppy and I hadn’t seen it, but then we’d missed it on Ozzie, too.

“Well. That’s interesting.” Barry was sort of backing up, still looking around. “You know, you and I should have dinner some time. Talk.”

“About what?” I said, confused.

That seemed to confuse him. “Oh, just get to know each other better.”

Which I read as “Find out how much money Oz had.” “Goodbye, Barry,” I said.

He mumbled something and was out the door.

Okay, then.

I started with teacups. We had so many. It was weird that Ozzie had picked up so many over the years and that Betty Baumgarten bought so many, but that was pretty low on my current list of weird. I went through and pulled all of them off the shelves and stacked them on the counter and the floor, and then went into the Tennessee side and did the same until I ran out of counter and floor. Then I got boxes from under the table next to the front door and emptied one tabletop and the book case behind it with the general miscellaneous stuff Ozzie had shoved there. That tabletop and bookcase were going to be my new teacup display. I was thinking of maybe arranging them in graduated colors⁠—

The door opened and Sid Quill came in.

“I heard about the will,” he said to me, trying not to step on a teacup. “Congratulations. Do you need any help with the search? Or anything else?”

“Good morning to you, too,” I said. “Nope, Max and Poppy and I have it covered.”

“You know, Rose,” Sid said, leering at me. I think it was actually his idea of a smile. “We should talk more, you know, now that we own businesses that are side by side.”

I frowned at him. “About what?”

“About the future,” he said, leering harder.

“Well, right now it’s about getting Poppy ready for college and cleaning out the store.” I paused, and he opened his mouth to say something, and I said, “Which Max and I will be doing. Max is a huge help.” I almost added “I don’t know what I’d do without him,” but I was afraid Sid would have suggestions.

“Max.” Sid scowled at me and shook his head and left.

“Your approach needs work,” I told the empty doorway and went back to cleaning off the tabletop and the shelves for the cups. When everything was wiped clean, I sorted the teacups into colors, ignoring style and condition, and put the red ones on the top shelf, shading them down through orange and yellow and green into blue and purple on the tabletop. Nothing could make most of the cups look good, but with the colors ordered like that, at least there was a display that was fun to look at.

I was trying to figure out what to do with the white and black ones and had just decided they’d look great on that shelf with the Maltese Falcon, when Harvey Ware, the exterminator, came in and congratulated me and offered his help in searching the place for Ozzie’s money. I told him Max was helping me, and he warned me about trusting strangers and then left.

Yeah, I was seeing a trend developing.

Then Oxley Crothers came in from the bookshop to give me a copy of The Gentle Art of Swedish Death Cleaning and offered to help search since he was used to dealing with a lot of small things, and I thanked him and said there was no need, that Max would be back soon, and Ox said, “Yeah, but he’s leaving, right? You’re gonna need a man around, Rose.”

“Pretty sure he’s staying for a while, but thank you anyway,” I told him, hoping he’d get the hint to leave, and when he was gone, Don Jones came by with a new pair of running shoes like the ones I’d bought from him ten years ago and asked if I needed any help searching, but he phrased it so oddly I almost agreed before I realized what he was actually asking so I had to backtrack quickly and say no.

After I got rid of him, I thought about putting a sign out front that said, “Max is still here, not leaving any time soon,” just to cut down on the interruptions. I didn’t; Max wouldn’t like it, and it probably wasn’t true, but it was tempting.

Geoffrey Nice, the other funeral director in town, came in to check on me and congratulate me on inheriting and brought me flowers that I was pretty sure hadn’t come off a casket. Geoffrey was too nice for that. He also brought me his watch, which had a band that kept breaking, so I got out my tool kit and fixed it for what seemed like the millionth time; I was pretty sure he broke it every month or so just to have a reason to come to the shop, but he was a good guy so I fixed it every time. Then he helped me get some heavy things down from the upper shelves of the bookcase next to my teacup rainbow—heavy things I could have lifted, but he really wanted to help and he’s tall—and then blushed when I thanked him and went back to his funeral home.

I was never going to get anything done at this rate, so I flipped the CLOSED sign to the front, locked the door, and thought about my next move. Teapots, I thought, although probably not a rainbow, we just didn’t have enough of those.

Then I went back to work, sorting and cleaning and checking in teapots and small decorative things with lids, hoping to find money and really hoping that Max would get finished in Bearton fast and get his ass back to where he needed to be.

With me.
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“We have to be careful in Bearton,” Luke said. “There’s actual law there. It’s the other world.”

“Right.” He was referring to the world we’d been outside of when we’d been players, where normal people, or what passed for normal, lived, worked, played, and died. Where they worried about utility bills and mortgages and the price of gas while our world was, in essence, about life and death.

The two-lane highway was following the river to the left with steep slopes to the right, occasionally with blasted rock where they’d punched the original railroad through the riverbed, then widened for the road. A lot of turns, and Luke was taking the curves cautiously because, after all, we were in a minivan.

“Do you have a plan?” Luke asked me.

“I know Junior is staying at the Bearton Lodge. I assume Mom is with him.”

“How do you know that?”

“Rose swiped his wallet and there was a room key in it.”

Luke shot me a glance. “Rose stole his wallet?”

“She has talents. She lifted mine twice.”

“Maybe I should have left you in Rocky Start and brought Rose,” Luke said. “Okay, they’re at the lodge. And the plan?”

“What do you suggest?”

He shot me another look. “So you don’t have a plan. And I assume you don’t have this microfilm she wants.”

“Nope. But Rose and I will look when I get back. She’s probably already searching. Pike says he has no idea where Oz might have hidden it. If he still had it.”

We had just passed a sign welcoming us to Bearton (held by a big wooden bear, which made me wonder if Rocky Start needed a sign held by a big rock), and he pulled over to the shoulder, stopped the car, and looked at me.

“I’ve been thinking about what Pike told us,” Luke said.

“And?”

“Herc let Serena live. Knowing she was a traitor.”

“He was inside the blast radius.”

“Yeah,” Luke said. “There’s more to this.”

“There is. I asked Herc yesterday if I could kill her. He said no.”

Luke frowned. “That complicates things.”

“It does.”

“I was wondering if that was your plan,” Luke said. “Simple. Direct. Like you.”

I tried to figure out if that was a compliment or a slam.

He went on. “Not that we have to do what Herc says.” Luke cut to the chase. “We either have to kill her and Junior or convince her the film doesn’t exist, or if it does exist, that it won’t see the light of day.” He frowned. “Pike should have dealt with this right away.” Before I could comment on that, he added, “But Oz was the enforcer between the two of them. Pike’s tough, no doubt, but they were a team. And three decades away from the field can slow you down.” He leaned back in his seat. “We need a plan.”

“We do it like cops,” I said. “Good cop, bad cop. I’ll be the good⁠—”

He cut me off. “Max, you’ll never be the good cop, okay? And Serena isn’t some two-bit hood. She runs the Cauldron. I’m surprised we haven’t seen more of her muscle in town.”

“She might be traveling light,” I said. “To keep her own people from asking questions. They’re all dogs anyway. Not trustworthy.”

Luke nodded. “True. Well, let’s see what’s what.”

And that was our plan as he pulled back on the road. To see what was what. I’d gone into missions with a lot less. What I didn’t focus on was that those missions had usually turned into clusterfucks, which I’m sure amused the entity controlling my simulation greatly.

Bearton was bigger than Rocky Start, lying in a wide valley among the mountains. We passed a Walmart on the east edge of town, always a sign of too much civilization and definitely one of the levels of Hell. Luke turned us into the quaint old downtown. He pulled up to a four-story brick building on the main drag that had a large marquee boasting it was Bearton Lodge and found us a spot for the minivan. He turned off the engine.

“Are you armed?” I asked Luke.

“A little late to be asking that,” he said. “No. I’m not armed. When I retired, I renounced all forms of violence and committed myself to a path of peace and tranquility.”

“Oh. Well, that’s nice, and I’m happy for you, but⁠—”

He gave me a pitying look. “Geez, Max, of course I’m armed. You think I’d have come with you if I wasn’t?” He pulled a forty-five out from a shoulder holster under his loose jacket and showed it to me. “Happy? And I’ve got a locker in the back of the minivan with heavier firepower if we need it. Because this minivan has lots of storage space. MP-4s. Barrett fifty-cal. Grenades. Claymores. Hold on.” He reached back to what looked like a cooler and opened it. Pulled out several flash bangs. “Here. In case we have to make an impressive entrance. Or, more likely, an expedient exit.”

“Thanks.” I took one and put it in a jacket pocket. “Let’s go talk to Serena.”

There weren’t many people out and about mid-morning in the bustling metropolis of Bearton, Tennessee. We entered the lodge’s lobby, which was festooned, as was common in these here hills—cue the banjo—with the heads of various wildlife which had had the misfortune of meeting the wrong end of a hunter’s rifle. There was no one behind the counter. I leaned over, hoping they might have one of those old-time sign-in books and I could get her room number from that, but there was a computer and its screen was dark. There was no military-grade shotgun in a sheath, so I took some satisfaction in the fact that our post office in Rocky Start was better armed.

“Can I help you?” A heavyset girl, probably a bit older than Poppy, dressed all in black with a red Mohawk and more piercings than I could count came down the curving stairs to the right of the counter. She wore a black leather corset that pushed her ample frontage up in a way that would give Coral a run for her money. Her name tag read “Jane,” which was like Luke driving a minivan. I’d expected “Golgotha” or “Elvira.”

“We’re looking for a Serena Stafford?” I asked, realizing belatedly that she probably wasn’t using her real name.

But Jane was looking at my erstwhile partner. “Hey, man, anyone ever tell you that you look like Luke Cage, but with, like, a white beard?”

Luke gave her a wide smile. “My son has mentioned it.”

Her eyes widened. “You have a son? How old is he? Does he look like you?”

“He has a girlfriend,” I said, which earned me a dirty look from both Jane and Luke. He not-so-gently nudged me aside simply by stepping forward.

“Well, he does,” I muttered, letting Luke take the lead.

“We’re friends of a woman who is staying here,” Luke said. “Serena Stafford?”

Jane tapped the keyboard with fingernails that were chewed down and the remnants painted black. She looked at the results. “No one here by that name.”

“Tall woman,” Luke said. “Pale skin? Her son also has a room here.”

Jane frowned, so I decided to help. “She looks like a vampire.”

Two more dirty looks but also recognition from young Elvira. “Oh, her.” She nodded. “You’re friends?” she added doubtfully, giving me the once-over.

“We go back a long way,” I said. “To the old country in Transylvania.”

She frowned harder at me, which seemed to be the look I was good at getting from people. “You should hang with better than him,” she said to Luke, shaking her head sadly.

He nodded. “I know.”

“She’s a sharp dresser,” the girl said. “Room 201. The presidential suite. It’s at the end of the hallway.”

I really wanted to see what the presidential suite in this joint looked like.

“The elevator is busted,” she added. She nodded her head and her earrings to the right. “Stairs.”

“Thank you,” Luke said.

We walked to the stairs and started up.

“What did she mean you can do better than me?” I asked as I drew my gun.

“Eyes on the mission, Max,” Luke said, bringing out his forty-five, pulling the slide back, putting a round in the chamber, and then letting it rack forward with that satisfying noise confirming one in the pipe and ready to engage.

We stopped at the second-floor fire door. I edged it open, but the hallway was empty. There were only five rooms, two on either side, and 201 was at the end, facing the hall. We moved up to it. The hall had a drop ceiling and that awful dark carpet they must sell by the truckload to cheap motels to hide bloodstains. It was dimly lit by fluorescent lights, one of which was flickering slightly.

As I reached out to knock on the door, it opened.

“Come on in, gentlemen,” Serena called out. “But lose the weapons first. Or else.”

I looked at Luke, who raised his eyebrows at the “or else,” but then we heard the distinctive sound of a bolt slamming forward in an M4 behind us. Jane stood at the other end of the hallway inside the stair door, weapon tight to her shoulder, finger on the trigger. It had a suppressor on the end of the barrel and I had a feeling it was capable of automatic fire, which meant she could put thirty rounds into us in a few seconds.

It was a pretty good “or else.”

“Drop the mags,” Jane ordered. “Then clear the pistols and drop them on the floor.”

Luke and I did as ordered. This wasn’t Jane’s first rodeo.

“Nice plan,” Luke muttered.

“Stick with me, kid,” I said. “I’ve got an ace up my sleeve.”

“Step inside, gents,” Jane said.

Serena was seated to the left, out of Jane’s field of fire. The chair was high-backed with big armrests, almost a throne, if a throne were upholstered in cheap fabric with cigarette burns in the arms. She wore, of course, black. I looked around for a coffin, but there was just a king-sized bed against the wall. If this was the presidential suite, it was for the president of a very small, very poor country.

“To the right,” Jane ordered.

Luke and I shuffled that way while Jane went to a position flanking Serena, keeping enough distance that she could waste both of us if we charged.

I was not planning on charging.

“Thank you, darling,” Serena said to Jane.

“My pleasure, Mistress.”

That was something I really did not want to know more about.

“It is not nice,” Serena said to us, “to come calling with firearms.”

“It was his idea,” Luke said, nodding at me. “I suggested we send a telegram.”

“Junior showed up in Rocky Start packing,” I pointed out, but it was one of those “what-abouts” that are a waste of time and that we’re supposed grow out of in elementary school. “Where is he, by the way?”

“Tiny and Mad Max.” Serena shook her head sadly. “I’ve heard of both of you. I expected better.”

So did I. This was a pretty sad situation for two highly experienced ex-players.

I decided to get right into it. “We’re very happy that Junior can finally spend quality time with his father, now that he knows who he is. Good old Norman. Are they off fishing somewhere? Bonding?”

Luke shot me a look, and it wasn’t a good one, but he deserved payback for the “not my idea” line.

“If anyone ever told you that you were funny,” Serena said, “they lied.”

“What did you do with the real Jane?” I asked the girl.

She frowned. “My name is Jane.”

“Right,” I said.

“Did you bring the film?” Serena asked.

“There is no film,” I said.

“Oh, there most certainly is a film,” Serena said. “The KGB made a microfilm copy of every file sent and received in a SCIF. Just like we did back then. When Oz and Pike airdropped the SCIF to me, there were paper files but no films. Thus, Oz and Pike kept the films.”

“Pike says he never saw them again,” I said. “And he has no idea what Oz might have done with them.” Before she could argue, I hurried on. “Listen. That film has been buried for over three decades. We have no idea if it even still exists. And it if does, we don’t know where it is.”

“That Malone woman in the shop also acts like she doesn’t know where the money is,” Serena pointed out.

“She doesn’t,” I said. “I found fifty K in cash in Oz’s go bag. That’s it. And she’s got to give the lawyer ten K of that for handling the estate. Junior can confirm that. Oz and Pike spent a lot of money buying up the town.”

“But she’s going to look for the rest of the money, isn’t she?” Serena pointed out. “And wherever Oz hid the bulk of the money is probably where he hid the film. A man like Oz doesn’t ever give up leverage.”

She had a point.

“Oz gave Herc the film in exchange for cover for the town,” I said.

“Not the particular film I want,” Serena said. “That was too hot to put in Herc’s hands. He didn’t want to touch it. Oz kept it.”

I took a different approach. “Listen, in the unlikely event the film is found, it will stay buried.”

Serena laughed. “In essence you’re saying, ‘Trust us’?”

“Yep,” I said. “There’s no upside for anyone screwing with you. Especially after all this time. Let sleeping dogs lie. You go your way and you’ll never hear anything from Rocky Start ever again. I know you thought Junior might have been Oz’s son, but that turns out not to be the case. So, really, no need for you to hang around.”

“You’re speaking for the town?” Serena asked, which was a good question that I didn’t answer. She looked at Luke. “Are you as stupid as him?”

“No,” Luke said.

“Would you believe him?”

“Yes.”

Serena raised a thin black eyebrow. I was watching Jane. She was perfectly still, the weapon pointed in our direction. She had good stamina, I’ll give her that.

“Why?” Serena asked.

“If we had the film we’d give it to you,” Luke reasoned. “No benefit for us doing anything else with it. The whole point of Rocky Start is we fly below the radar. Surfacing that microfilm, any sort of file like that, would bring a lot of unwanted attention.” He indicated me. “I really don’t need this shit in my life. None of us do. Since we haven’t turned it over, it means we don’t have it. And if we do come across it, we certainly aren’t going to do anything with it.”

I was trying to process if Luke meant me when he said “this shit in my life.”

“And this Rose person?” Serena asked. “She’s really a civilian?”

“Yes,” Luke said.

“And her daughter isn’t Oz’s?”

“No,” Luke answered.

“Is she Herc’s?” she asked.

“No,” I said, almost gagging at the thought.

“Bullshit,” Serena said. “She lifted my gun like a pro.”

“She worked with a magician before she came to Rocky Start,” I said.

Serena scoffed. “What? She was a carny? Give me a break. Besides the film, where’s the other stuff?”

I was confused. “The money?”

Serena shook her head. “The rest of what Pike and Oz stole from the Russians. Off the books.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

“That I believe,” she said. “I bet Pike and Oz never told another person, not even Herc.”

Luke and I exchanged a confused glance.

She tapped a fingernail on the arm of the chair. “But the film is what I want. Oz had to have told that bitch living with him. It was the only leverage he had against Herc. It wasn’t mentioned in the will unless he gave it to Pike. Did he give it to Pike?”

“No,” I said. “If he had, Pike would have given it to me to give to you. He wants trouble even less than I do. He’s getting old.”

“We all are,” Serena said, and for a moment she was almost human.

Nah. She was a cold snake. Time to play the ace up my sleeve, which was actually in my coat. “May I?” I held out my off hand, then pointed at the coat pocket.

Serena gave a nod while the muzzle of the M4 shifted ever so slightly to zero in on me.

I pulled out the satphone. Punched in Herc’s number.

“What?” Herc demanded when he answered.

“I’m here with a mutual friend,” I said. “As we discussed.”

“Fuck you, Max,” Herc said. “Put her on.”

I held out the phone. Serena grandly gestured for me to step forward and hand it over. I did so and then stepped back, Jane tracking me with the muzzle of the weapon.

“I haven’t heard your sweet voice in a long time,” she said into the phone.

For the first time there was a flicker in Jane, her eyes down to Serena then back to us.

Serena listened for almost a minute, a long time to just stand there with Elvira junior pointing a weapon at you.

She snapped, “Yes,” clicked the phone off, and tossed it to me.

“Not much reminiscing on old times,” I said as I put it back in my pocket.

“All right,” Serena said. “I believe you. You can leave.”

Luke and I exchanged a glance.

“Leave,” Serena snapped.

Jane gestured slightly with the muzzle of the M4. “Out.”

Luke and I backed up to the door, Jane taking a step forward for each we retreated. As soon as we were out, she slammed the door shut in our faces. We scooped up our guns and magazines and headed for the stairs, reloading. Neither of us said anything until we got to the minivan.

Luke settled behind the steering wheel. “That was weird.”

I buckled up. “Yeah.”

“Think she’ll back off?”

“I’ve got no idea,” I said.

“Me either. Why didn’t you tell me Herc was your ace?”

“I was hoping not to have to call him. Now he has some leverage on me.”

“Yeah,” Luke agreed. “What do you think Herc said to her?”

“Enough to get her to stand down.”

“If anyone can keep her in line,” Luke said, “it’s Herc.”

“That is so,” I said and put no faith in that whatsoever.

Serena was going to keep coming for that film.
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“We talked to Serena,” Max said to me as he came into the shop.

I stopped polishing my third tabletop. “And?”

“And we’ve stalled her for today,” he said, looking at the teacup display I’d made. “What’s with all the teacups?”

“Mrs. Baumgarten, Betty, buys them. And after today?” I asked, getting back on topic.

“I’m not sure what she’ll do tomorrow.”

“That’s not a help.” I leaned against my nice clean table, about to be filled with salt and pepper shakers, some of them made from old shells (the gun kind) because I couldn’t convince Ozzie that people didn’t want weaponry on the breakfast table. I’d been wrong of course, they’d sold like crazy to the few people who’d wandered in here, so he’d kept making them. Fortunately, we also had a lot of ugly-cute sets so I could hide the military-grade shakers among them.

“It’ll give us a break,” Max said, ignoring the shakers.

“I could use a break. I’ve had an exasperating morning.”

He came over and put his arms around me and the morning improved. “You didn’t find any money?”

I leaned against him just because I could. “No, but I had a lot of interruptions. I think the news about the will is all over town. Lot of people volunteering to help me find the money. I told them all you were coming back. You are not popular now since you’re a cash-blocker.”

“I’ve never been popular.” He began rubbing my back in sympathy. “Where did you look?”

“This part of the shop for now, cleaning as I went. I was waiting for you to get back before exploring Ozzie’s spaces. He might have boobytrapped things.”

Max shook his head. “I thought about that. He wouldn’t do it in a house he lived in. Not with Poppy growing up here.” He looked around. “Let’s try the top and bottom first. Roof and basement?”

“Sure,” I said and went to the heights and the depths with him. I’d never been on the roof—might make a nice roof garden some day—and I’d been in the basement more than enough, pawing through stuff that Ozzie thought was too good to sell, like a three-quarter size Venus de Milo he’d picked up somewhere. We stopped halfway through for lunch, having found no money, but nobody tried to kill us, either.

I take my wins where I can get them.
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We had leftover mustard chicken sandwiches for lunch—Rose is obsessive about food and since even her leftovers were good, I didn’t object—and then we went back and searched the rest of the basement. We found a lot of odd stuff but no money. Then Rose said Poppy would be home soon, and we needed showers, so we went upstairs and took one together to save water. Saving the environment is important. Even more important is a wet, naked, soapy Rose, laughing with me. That was a long shower.

Then Poppy came home and we had dinner, hamburgers that Rose called “smashburgers,” and I didn’t care what she named them, they were damn good. There was a salad, of course, the Malones were heavily into greens, and french fries, and we just ate and talked about the search, and Poppy and I fought over the last of the ketchup, her laughing the whole time, and Rose looked at me with so much favor that I realized I was fitting in here too well.

We needed some distance. I’d just stay down here tonight. Keep watch.

But when we’d spent some time searching the front of the shop, which was me looking in teapots and anything else with a lid and Rose cleaning off shelves and sorting stuff, she leaned into me and kissed my neck, and I took her upstairs. There’s a limit to my self-denial, not to mention my Rose-denial. We heard Poppy in her bedroom talking to somebody, probably Darius from the sound of it, so I pulled her across the hall to my bed—Oz’s bed, not mine—and we explored some new ideas. Very open-minded woman, Rose.

But when she fell asleep, I went downstairs and moved a chair between the kitchen and store again, in the hall next to the stairs on Rose’s side. That way I could react to someone coming in from the front or rear. Maggs settled down at my feet. I leaned back in the chair, closing my eyes, trusting Maggs to alert me. I didn’t believe Herc or Serena. I’d believe she was backing off in about ten years if we hadn’t heard from her again and someone had driven a wooden stake through her heart, then dragged her corpse into daylight where it burst into flame. And I saw it with my own eyes. Then did a DNA test on the ashes.

My hope was that whatever Herc had threatened her with had been sufficient. In a way, it made sense since Herc had the same file she was so desperate to keep hidden. And there was no upside to us revealing it if we found it. But if common sense ruled in the world, there would have been no need for my former profession.

I woke to Maggs on her feet, pointing to the stairs. But she wasn’t growling and her hackles were down.

“Max?” Rose was coming down the stairs wearing some short pink pajamas, her hair a mess. She looked delicious. “What are you doing?”

“Keeping watch,” I said.

She looked troubled. “You said that the Serena problem was solved for now.”

“I hope it was.”

“You really think Serena is going to do something? I’ve got no idea where that microfilm is and even if we find it, what can we do with it?”

She sounded off balance, a little frantic, so I stood up and put my arms around her, mostly to reassure her but also because I really wanted to hold her. “I don’t think Serena knows what she’s going to do next. I think the Norman as Junior’s father thing was a shock for her.”

Rose relaxed against me. “That would be a shock for anyone. Everybody now knows she had sex with Norman.”

“It was a long time ago,” I pointed out.

“There’s no ‘long ago’ enough for Norman.”

I told her briefly that Herc and Serena had chatted but not much more, mainly because I didn’t know much more. And I’d picked up that the less I mentioned the name “Herc” around her, the better.

She let go and pulled me toward the kitchen. “Want some tea?”

I followed her in, wanting her more than tea. Maggs remained in place, head nestled inside the cone, eyes closing. She was tired too. Too much excitement and playing with happy kids. She was losing her edge, which might be a good thing.

Rose didn’t turn on the light, just went to the pantry on instinct to get the teabags. I followed her in, stepped beyond her, farther into the pantry, and wrapped my arms around her waist again. She was soft and warm and I wanted more of that. She leaned back into me with a sigh, and I had a moment of complete peace, which was not like me.

That, of course, was when someone punched out the glass on the back door, the only sound the soft tinkle of glass hitting the floor as a hand reached in and turned the lock.

I tried to let go of Rose to draw my pistol, but my hand knocked into the shelf and Rose pushed back against me for some reason. Through the pantry door, I saw a man enter, an assault rifle tight to his shoulder, the laser sight painting a nice red dot on my chest.

Then the darkness next to me was rent by the muzzle blast from Rose’s shotgun, and the roar echoed in the hallway. The intruder stumbled back, his rifle falling to the end of the sling, and then he was gone, backward through the door.
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Ishot a man.

That was horrible.

Then I looked at my broken window and realized I was going to have to pay to get that fixed, and Max and I had been having a moment there that could have turned into an orgasmic continuation of Selfish Day except that that creep was breaking my door, and more than that, he was going to shoot us. I should have aimed higher⁠—

Max had shoved past me, his gun out and raised high as he took in the scene in the dark, the only light the moonlight filtering in.

“Get down!” he snapped at me.

I dropped to the floor with the shotgun. So much for being a badass.

Max went to the back door. But not directly to it, off to the side, pointing the gun out and edging around.

“Call Pike,” Max called out to me.

“On it.” I was glad he said Pike, not the police. I did not call the real law. Ever. Even now because I did not completely trust this Herc to get rid of that warrant. Or to do anything good.

Max stepped out of the back door, the gun at the ready, and I didn’t like that, but he was back inside a few seconds later. “He ran away and I couldn’t get a clean shot. He was limping. You got him in the legs.”

“Can I get up?”

Max backed away from the door. “Yeah. You can get up, but leave the lights off, please.”

He picked up the shotgun and broke it open and peered at it in the moonlight from the bay window.

“I shot him,” I said. “I’ve never shot anybody before.”

“Rose, you couldn’t have killed him; you’d loaded it with birdshot.” He pulled the two empty cases out and when I told him about the rest of the shells behind the canned chickpeas, he reloaded it.

I went to call Pike on the landline.

When I came back, Max had the glass on the floor cleaned up. I’d half expected him to chase after the intruder but was glad he hadn’t.

“I’ll call a glass place tomorrow,” I said. “There’s one in Bearton.”

Max nodded, but he was focused on me. “Are you okay?” He gestured and Maggs went over and sat by the door, ears up, on alert.

That’s when I realized I was shaking. “He scared me.”

“He scared me, too,” Max said. “But he’s gone now.” He glanced toward the stairs. “What about Poppy?”

“I think she has her earphones on. She probably fell asleep in them or she’d have been down here to find out what was going on.” I walked over to the cupboard and got the Glenlivet out. I was really going to need it to sleep tonight. I put two glasses on the table and poured a healthy slug in each one. Then I sat down in the dark and said, “How long is this going to go on?”

Max shook his head. “As long as Serena is out there.”

“He had a gun,” I said. “A big one.”

“Assault rifle with suppressor and laser sight,” Max said, as if it were something a person encountered every day and not a big deal.

“Why would someone bring an assault rifle to break into my kitchen? The shop I get, kind of, but my kitchen? He thought Ozzie had stashed the film behind the chickpeas?” I shook my head and picked up my glass.

“More discreet to come in through the back,” Max said. “He didn’t expect us to be here in the dark.”

I gestured to the other glass, and he sat down at the table across from me, half facing the door, the gun on the table. Maggs sat there just inside the door, sphinxlike, eyes glittering in the moonlight, and even with the cone, she looked fierce, not the same dog Poppy had been combing in her lap. As fierce as Max dressed in black across from me, gun close at hand. And yet, for the first time since Ozzie died, I suddenly felt safe, even with Serena’s threats and the break-in. Safe enough to take a step back and look at where I was.

“The hell with who that was,” I said. “I don’t know who I am. I was Ozzie’s counter clerk and cook and housekeeper, but he’s dead. I’m Poppy’s mom, but she’s going to college next summer. They defined me for nineteen years and now . . . without them, I don’t even know who I am. Except somebody who is up to her ass in strangers trying to steal everything she doesn’t have. Or kill her. Or something.”

“Okay,” Max said cautiously. I noticed he hadn’t picked up his glass.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, drink your booze.” I hit my glass again, and the liquor began to warm me all over.

“I don’t drink,” Max said. “Well, not anymore. I had a bad year with it before I started walking the Trail.”

“Oh hell.” I reached across and pulled the glass to me. “I’m sorry, I forgot.”

“No problem,” he said.

But it was. If he was in recovery . . .

I picked up the bottle and glasses, went to the sink and emptied them.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Max began, and I said, “We have problems that booze isn’t going to solve for either of us. This is better.”

I made tea so we’d have something to do with our hands, and we sat there in silence for a couple of minutes with cups in front of us until Maggs stood and let out a low growl.

Max had the pistol in hand and was up and leaning against the wall to the side of the door, peering out, in a second. He gestured and Maggs sat back down and I waited for him to tell me to get down with the dog, but then he opened the door and Pike came in.

He looked at Max for a moment, then Maggs, then took in the kitchen in the moonlight, and finally turned to me. “Rose, there’s blood here.”

“Yeah, I shot somebody. But he ran away, so it’s not murder. And anyway, he broke in, so I was defending my home. Standing my ground, whatever it’s called. Well, not my home exactly, but Ozzie’s⁠—”

“It’s your home,” Max said in a low voice, and I realized he was right; it was so strange to think of it that way.

“Right,” I said. “Right. Right.”

Pike looked at Max. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Max said.

“I’m right here,” I said, but it was weak because I knew I was anything but fine.

“Don’t worry about the law,” Pike said, “or any of that ‘stand your ground’ bullshit. This is Rocky Start.”

“Right.” I nodded. “What happens if he comes back? I don’t think I could shoot him again.”

“Tall guy with a rifle, all in black, face mask, wearing a body vest?” Pike asked.

“Yeah,” Max said cautiously.

I’d missed the vest part, being distracted by the gun part.

“He’s not coming back,” Pike said. “He’s dead at the end of the alley.”
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“Ikilled him?” Rose sounded horrified.

“No,” I said automatically. “Not with birdshot to the legs, given the way he took off running.” I looked at Pike. “What happened?”

Pike crooked a finger at me. “You, come with me. Rose, you stay here. And no, you didn’t kill him. Okay?”

Rose sort of nodded, so Pike repeated it. “You didn’t kill him, Rose. Stay in here.”

I signaled for Maggs to remain and followed Pike outside, my pistol in hand, ready for anything. I hadn’t even fired my weapon. I’ll give Rose that. She’d grabbed that shotgun from the pantry and fired right away. No hesitation. That’s good instinct, and you either have it or you don’t. She had it and she’d probably saved my life.

I’d hesitated. Which wasn’t good. Because Rose had been next to me. Because I was getting soft.

Pike didn’t look back at me as he led the way down the alley to just before it reached the cross street. A body was sprawled at the entrance of the alley. Pike knelt next to it and I went to the other side. There was some blood on the lower legs: Rose’s birdshot. But not much.

The man was dressed in black and had a combat vest on, as Pike had said. A black balaclava covered his face. Pike peeled it back and I half expected to see Junior.

“Anyone you recognize?” Pike asked me.

“Nope. You?”

“Nope.”

“So, he’s not from town.”

“No.” Pike rolled the body slightly and pointed. A small black hole on the left side of the chest with no blood. He rocked the body the other way, but there was no exit wound, which meant a low-velocity round. It had gone in where there was no armor and shredded the heart, killing instantly, which is why there was no blood. And we hadn’t heard a shot. A suppressor and subsonic round. Just like what was on the end of this guy’s assault rifle.

A professional hit.

“Fucking Norman,” Pike said, surprising me.

“What does Norman have to do with this?” I asked.

“One shot to the heart,” Pike said. “That’s Norman’s MO. Old school, but it’s effective.”

I digested that. I looked left and right. If the guy had been running out of the alley, it had come from the left. Angled across the street.

I pointed. “Norman’s van has been parked there since he came to town.”

Pike nodded. “Yeah. I saw it. But he isn’t there now.”

I holstered my pistol. “How do you know it was Norman?”

Pike explained. “Most people do head shots these days because of body armor. But Norman knows ways around that if he has a target wearing protection. Usually hitting the left side high that’s uncovered. One time he—” Pike stopped, realizing who he was speaking to.

Most people don’t do any shots. Except here in Rocky Start where it seemed the norm. The clueless dumb fuck that I was said, “Norman was a player?”

Pike gave me a hard look. “No, Norman was a dog.”

That fit with the vibe he’d given off in Rose’s kitchen and at the will.

Pike didn’t seem concerned about Norman. “He’s long gone if he took the shot.” He sighed. “Plus, he’s old and his eyes aren’t what they used to be. Hell, none of us are what we used to be.”

“If his eyes aren’t what they used to be, how did he manage this shot?”

“He’s got a scope on his rifle. And muscle memory. And it wasn’t a shot for the record books distance-wise.” Pike looked over at where the van had been parked. “What? Thirty meters? Even Norman with his bad eyes could do that.”

“Did you check the body for ID?” I asked for lack of anything smarter to say.

“Nothing,” Pike said as he holstered his gun. “But.” He reached down and pulled up the sleeve on the right arm of the body. He pulled a penlight out of somewhere and flashed it. “Look.”

Tattoos stretched from the wrist to where cloth covered the rest of the arm. I recognized the style.

“Russian,” I said.

Pike indicated one on the elbow. “This one indicates he was former Spetsnaz. And one for Wagner.”

Spetsnaz was Russian Special Forces. And Wagner was the former Russian mercenary force which had sort of worked for the Kremlin but was, of course, for profit. It had gone defunct when its owner was killed. Which meant this guy had started out military, then became a dog, like Norman, caring only for his wallet. Who knows who he worked for now? “What did he want?” I asked, although I already knew.

Pike shot me a look. “If he was just breaking in to steal something, he wouldn’t need the firepower. This was likely a hit.”

“Rose?”

“I’d say Rose and Poppy,” Pike said. “Why leave the kid alive to inherit? You too, I’d say.”

It was cold, but that was reality in the big leagues. “One of Serena Stafford’s goons?”

“Maybe. You saw Serena today?” Pike asked.

“Yeah.”

“How did you leave it with her?” he asked.

“Confused. I had her talk to Herc.”

Pike lifted a gray eyebrow. “What did he tell her?”

“No clue. It was a short, one-way conversation, him to her, and at the end she said ‘Yes,’ and that was it. She said she was good with things, but I didn’t believe her.”

“I wouldn’t believe anything she says. But Herc is the one person who could rein her in.”

“Okay. Let’s worst-case this. If not her, who sent this guy?” I asked.

He frowned. “The Russians. The real ones.”

“Why would the Russians be here?”

“We took their damn SCIF.”

“Over three decades ago. It’s not even the same country any more. Someone holding a grudge?”

“Serena had a KGB contact back then,” Pike said. “Dmitri.” Then he shook his head. “Nah. You’re right. Who gives a shit over there now? A lot of the best talent from Wagner and their military who aren’t dead in Ukraine split and are gunslinging for people like Serena. Or for themselves.”

“Unless—” I began but stopped my paranoid train of thought.

But Pike wanted to know where it went. “Unless what?”

“Unless there was more to Serena working for the Russians than we think we know.”

Pike considered that. “Could have been a two-way street with the KGB, and someone on the other side is concerned about the microfilm surfacing,” he acknowledged. “But again, it was over thirty years ago.”

“Serena is pretty worried about word getting out. People in our world don’t take kindly to traitors. Nor on the other side.”

“No, they don’t,” Pike agreed.

“Serena also hinted that you and Oz stole something else from the Russians. Besides the microfilm?”

“She did?” Pike said, surprised. He shook his head. “She’s full of shit.” He looked around. “Fuck,” he muttered. “Norman sleeps in his damn van. He probably woke up with the shotgun blast. Looked out, saw a dark figure limping out of the back door of the shop and wasted him.”

I didn’t get it. “Why?”

Pike raised a white eyebrow. “Why do you think? Geez, you guys have gotten dumber. He saw a guy dressed in black coming out of Rose’s place and thought it was you. You know, in the dark. Rose got him in the leg. If this guy came out of the back door limping on the same leg you limped on earlier because of your boot, same height, dressed in black . . .”

“Norman thought this guy was me?”

“It makes more sense that he’d want you gone. Rose would be an easier play without you around.”

He was wrong about that. Rose would never be easy. It didn’t bother me much that somebody was gunning for me. That I was used to. It was that it was Norman. Norman the dog. Norman, father of Junior. At least once upon a time a lover of Serena. “A clusterfuck.”

I eyed Pike, wondering what he was keeping from me. I didn’t believe Serena, but I didn’t disbelieve her either. The truth was somewhere out there.

“Most likely,” Pike said, “this guy was a freelancer who heard about the money Oz was supposed to have hidden.”

“How would someone from outside of Rocky Start hear about that?”

Pike shrugged. “Someone told Serena that Oz died. We’ve got a leak.”

“We need to plug that. Got any ideas who it was?”

“One or two.” Pike turned the light off and nodded toward his pickup, which was blocking the end of the alley. “Give me a hand.”

We carried the body over and put it down. The cargo bed had the cover over it. Pike dropped the tailgate and I saw the bottom of a body bag. Which was occupied.

“Who is that?” I asked, wondering if it might be Norman and that was why Pike wasn’t worried about him.

“Oz,” Pike said, as if hauling around the body of his recently deceased friend was the most natural thing in the world. “I picked him up from Melissa Merriweather’s for the death celebration tomorrow.”

Death celebration?

He leaned over to lift the Russian and I helped. We slid the body in, next to Ozzie. Pike closed the tailgate, which confirmed to me that there wasn’t going to be any sort of investigation of the crime scene and that whatever law Pike practiced, it was that of the wild. I was good with that because it meshed with my own legal system.

“Hold on.” I opened the tailgate and grabbed the assault rifle the Russian had been carrying and pulled the extra mags out of his vest. Pike didn’t object. There were a few other goodies in his vest and so I decided fuck it. I leaned in and unbuckled it, then unzipped it and pulled it off him. I could wear a dead man’s combat vest if need be.

“Tell Rose the ceremony is tomorrow at five on the dot,” Pike said. He pointed at me. “We’ll talk in the morning in Coral’s. Figure out how to deal with Serena if this was her doing.”

Then he got in the truck and drove off with the bodies.
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It was after midnight when Max came in, looking disturbed, which was new. I mean he’d been a lot less stoic since we’d started sleeping together but never upset about anything. He was carrying a rifle, probably from the dead guy unless Pike was arming strangers now, which was possible. I was accepting pretty much anything was possible now. He was also carrying a black vest that had stuff in the pockets, which he draped over a chair.

“Is that blood?” I asked, pointing to a smudge on the webbing on the left side of the vest.

“Yeah,” Max said.

“But I shot him in the legs, right? How did he die?”

“Somebody else shot him. Different kind of gun. You just wounded him. The other shooter hit him in the heart.”

“Did Pike kill him?”

“No. Norman did.”

“Norman?” My mind boggled and then boggled again.

He nodded.

“Who was he? The dead guy, I mean.”

“No one from here,” Max said. “A Russian.”

“A Russian? Why would a Russian break in here?”

“He might have been working for someone.”

“Who?”

“Probably Serena. Maybe someone else. Maybe himself.” Max waved that off. “Right now, there’s nothing for us to do. Pike took the body. He’ll be back in the morning, and we’ll hash this out.”

“Don’t leave me,” I said without thinking.

“I won’t.” He nodded at me. “We need to get some sleep. Pike said Oz’s death celebration is tomorrow at five.”

He wanted me to sleep after shooting someone? He really had a high opinion of my coping skills.

“You said Herc got Serena to back off,” I said.

“I thought he did. Might not have been her.”

“If Serena wasn’t behind it, who could it be?”

“The Russians. Maybe.”

“The Russians? Maybe?”

“Or maybe the guy was freelancing, looking for a score.”

A lot of maybes. I decided to focus on the essentials. “Are we safe?”

Max nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be here. We’ve got Maggs. She’s trained to guard. Pike and Luke are keeping their eyes open. You and Poppy are safe. Trust us. But it’s probably best if we don’t, you know, get distracted.”

I’d thought he was gone forever, just a blip in my life, and now he was at my kitchen table with a big gun on it within easy reach, we’d had a lot of sex, I’d shot someone, then Norman had shot someone, and . . .

“Rose, I’ve got your back,” he said. “I promise.”

“I know,” I said. “Let’s go to bed.”
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The next morning, I headed for Ecstasy. Rose had fallen back to sleep after waking up with my hands on her—from ecstasy to Ecstasy—and yes, we got a little distracted, but Maggs was on guard now. I passed some blood spatter in the alley from the Russian. The next rain would wipe away all sign of his existence. What was a little blood in an alley? This was Rocky Start.

I exited the alley and noted that Norman’s van was still missing. Hopefully gone for good. The CLOSED sign was facing out at Ecstasy, but Pike was inside, again sitting at the side counter, Coral across from him.

I tried the door and it was unlocked, which made me wonder if I was becoming part of their morning ritual in some way. Coral was wearing the same skin-tight black dress as the first day I’d met her, minus the hat, which was resting on the bakery case for later. She was already prepared for Oz’s celebration that night.

“Good morning,” Coral called out.

“Morning.”

“You had an exciting evening, did you not?” Coral asked as I approached the counter.

Not as exciting as my morning, I thought, remembering Rose hot in my arms. Good way to wake up. “It was interesting.”

Coral put a cup of coffee in front of me and I tasted it. Four sugars.

“Thank you.” I looked at Pike. “We need to stop this, whatever it is.”

Pike frowned. “It’s not clear-cut. I pulled the Russian’s prints and sent them to the Ferrells along with his image and the tattoos. The prints didn’t get any hits. Nor facial recognition. The tattoos were, as we thought, Spetsnaz and Wagner.”

“Is he still with Wagner or whatever they’re called now?”

“They don’t publish a current-duty roster,” Pike said. “And it’s pretty much defunct.”

“Is he from the Cauldron?”

“Serena’s been known to contract Russians,” Pike said. “Hell, damn near anyone with the right background and no scruples. But it’s also possible that if it looks like a duck and is tattooed like a duck, it’s a duck.”

“You said the file Oz kept had evidence Serena was a traitor. But that was decades ago. Why would the Russians still care about that?”

Coral cleared her throat and stared at Pike, and I knew there was another story to the story.

“There were a lot of files in that cabinet,” Pike said. “And it took us three days to make it back to the States from the ‘Stan on the 130.”

I’d done those long multi-stop hops on a C-130 across the ocean. A lot of time wandering around the cargo bay. Usually, you rolled out your sleeping pad and caught some Zs. Or read KGB files if they were handy.

“We took more than just the microfilm proving Serena’s treachery,” Pike said. “We also took some good stuff that Herc and the CIA could use. Help the country.”

Now I finally understood the real foundation of Rocky Start. It was built on intelligence. “You traded that to Herc for him backstopping this town.” And for forgetting about the pile of cash for the Stinger buy-back. That had seemed too neat an oversight for Herc from the start. He might not have cared about the money, but he cared about how it would look not to care about the money. Unless he got something worth it in return. There’s no such thing as a free lunch in Herc’s world.

“Yeah,” Pike said. “Herc used that info to roll up several Soviet networks not just in Afghanistan but across Southeast Asia.” He glanced at Coral. “Even hurt some ops they had in Europe. Pissed the Russkies off mighty bad. Got Herc a big attaboy and nickels in the bank at the Agency. He’s still milking that for favors. Made him the legend he thinks he is. The problem was that from the mujahideen we hired to hit the convoy, the Russians knew it was Oz and me. But, like Serena, the Russians thought we died when the plane went down.”

Fucking Herc. He hadn’t come up with that cover story just for Serena. He’d done it to get the Russians off their trail, too, and protect the source of the intelligence. Herc was the master of making every situation pay multiple dividends.

Pike went on. “Herc told me there was a KGB officer, Alexei Dmitri, who took the fall for the lost files. They were his responsibility. He was demoted, sent to Siberia or some end of the world place like that. Typical Soviet bullshit.”

“He still alive?” I asked.

Pike looked at Coral, which seemed odd. What was even odder was that she answered.

“Yes,” Coral said. “Retired, like the rest of us.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Max,” Pike said in a warning tone.

“How would the Russians have learned of Oz dying?” I asked.

“I’m still wondering how Serena found out.” Pike shook his head. “We don’t know anything for certain.”

Coral glanced at me and I saw something in her eyes, and I realized she was worried about Pike. For the first time I wondered how Ozzie’s death had affected them. They were both old soldiers and while still tough, they were, as MacArthur had famously said, fading away. Oz had gone completely.

“And if it was a freelancer looking for money?” I said. “Want to share your thoughts on the leak in town?”

“Not at the moment,” Pike said.

“And if he was looking for this other thing Serena said you and Oz took from the Russians? Beyond the files?”

Pike shook his head. “There’s nothing else.”

“Serena doesn’t agree.”

“Serena, like everyone else, is just working off rumors.”

Whatever it was, Pike wasn’t going to share.

He shook his head. “Hell, I don’t even know where the damn film that Oz kept is.”

“And where’s the Russian’s body now?” I asked.

“Melissa Merriweather took care of it. No longer an issue.”

The door opened, a CLOSED sign being no impediment to the citizens of Rocky Start, and Lian walked in. She appeared troubled. Coral was already preparing her a cup of tea.

Lian smiled as best she could manage at Pike and me. “Good morning.”

Both of us nodded back.

She went to the end of the counter, standing there so that she faced all of us. “Herc called again last night.”

“What did he want?” Pike asked.

“To talk to Mei,” she said. She looked at me. “Rose told me Herc sent you here to check on her.”

I started to protest, but Lian waved it off. “You didn’t know. I understand the way Herc works, playing people. I’m happy you’re here with the way it turned out.” But she went back to her worries. “I’m afraid he’s going to come here with Ozzie gone.” She looked at Pike. “No disrespect, Pike, but Ozzie is the only person I know who actually scared Herc.”

Pike didn’t take offense. “Oz scared a lot of people. But we’ll keep an eye out for Herc.”

Somehow, I got the feeling I was part of that “we.”

“So what do we—” I began but heard the door open and turned as Norman came in, a big smile on his face for Coral. That smile washed away when he saw me. His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open.

“Hey, Norman,” I called out. “Come on in.” Internally, I was debating whether to shoot him or let Pike handle it.

“Have an interesting night, Norman?” Pike asked as the door swung closed, hitting Norman on the shoulder.

“Uh. Yes,” Norman said, blinking. He gave a foolish smile. “There was some shooting.”

“Really?” Pike said.

“I think someone tried to break into Oz’s store but then there was a shot and then there was this guy running and then someone shot him.” Norman said it all fast, the words tumbling.

“How do you know all that?” Pike asked.

“Uh, I was parked down the street.”

“You weren’t there when I got there,” Pike said.

“I drove away because, you know. There was shooting.”

I could see why Norman was a dog, not a player.

He tried a different approach. “I think whoever shot the guy was trying to protect Rose.”

“But the guy was running away,” Pike said. “He’d already broken in.”

“Was he? Did he?” Norman’s beady little eyeballs shifted from Pike to me to Coral to Lian then back to Pike, and he knew none of us were buying his bullshit.

“And it was dark,” Pike added. “Could have been anyone. I don’t like people randomly killing people in my town.”

Norman finally made a command decision. “Got to go.”

He did an about-face and left. He moved surprisingly fast for a pudgy old man.

“Fucking Norman,” Pike said. “He saw a target of opportunity and went for it.”

“Except I was the target,” I said. “You just going to let him go?”

“I want to see what he does next,” Pike said.

“That could be me,” I said.

“Yeah.” Pike looked at me, evaluating. “I’ll have a word with him. Wouldn’t want to lose you now that you’re part of things.”

“About that—” I began, reaching into my pocket to give him the badge back, and then I remembered Rose and Poppy and Coral with four sugars and loading a body into a truck with him last night. For a moment I thought, I should have kept walking, but that was a lie.

I was where I was supposed to be, for now at least.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said and drank my coffee.
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Iwoke up, for once without feeling that doom was approaching. Max’s side of the bed was still warm. I thought for a minute about how William curls up purring to keep Poppy warm at night. A cat is good, but Max is better.

I got up and slathered more arnica on my bruise, which was now an ugly yellow. Then I went downstairs to eat breakfast with Poppy, but she told me she was going out to Pike’s with Darius to get ready for Ozzie’s celebration of death.

“School,” I said.

“It’s Saturday,” Poppy said.

Which was a valid point. I’d lost track of things because the week had been nuts. “The funeral isn’t until five this evening.”

“We’ve got a lot to do to get ready. Reggie and Marley started a couple of days ago, but there’s still a lot. Darius is going to pick up Mei and me and Owen so we can go help.”

“All day?”

“It’s a big deal, what we’ve got planned,” Poppy said, “but isn’t it backwards? Shouldn’t it be a celebration of his life?”

“Discuss that with Pike. I have no idea what’s going on anywhere anymore. What is this thing you have planned?”

Poppy beamed at me. “It’s going to be wonderful. Don’t tell anybody, but it’s going to be a zombie Viking send-off!”

“A what?”

“Pike says it’s what Ozzie wanted. Reggie, with Marley’s help, has already made the ship. Mei and I are responsible for the zombie part. You know how he loved watching that zombie show on TV.”

Actually, Ozzie had hated that show, complaining about every aspect of it. Hated it so much he’d watched it every week—about the only TV he did watch other than Clint Eastwood movies and westerns—just to complain about how stupid the living were. I think part of him identified with the zombies. He’d hated it so much he wanted zombies at his funeral, which made sense in an Ozzie sort of way.

Viking ship. Zombies. “Right.”

Poppy stopped for a minute and looked closer at me. “Your bruise is better. Are you okay, Mom?”

“Just fine. Still waking up.” I gave her a Cheery Boost smile, and she rolled her eyes, not buying it. Then she refused my offer of overnight oats, which meant that Darius would probably be stopping by Coral’s to pick up take-out breakfasts for everybody.

Poppy picked up her backpack, which was stuffed full of fabric—a red dress maybe?—and stopped when she got to the back door. “What happened to the glass?” she said, looking at the missing pane.

“A Russian broke in, and I shot him in the legs.” I did not mention that the legs weren’t what I’d been aiming for. “And then he ran away and Norman killed him.”

Poppy blinked. “Really?”

“Yes. So be very careful and stick with people until you get home safe again and Max is here. Stay especially close to Mei, please.”

“I know, you told me. We’ll be with Darius and Marley. You shot somebody?”

“He was going to shoot Max. Stay with more than one person. As many as possible.”

She nodded. “I told you, we’ll be with Darius and Marley and Reggie and Owen. We’ll be fine.” Poppy paused, trying to process what I’d said. “Norman killed a Russian who tried to break in here?”

“Yes.”

“Why did the Russian try to break in here?”

“I don’t know.” I tried to sound cheery, but you know. Shooting.

“Where were Max and Maggs? Why did you have to shoot him?”

“They were here, but I had the shotgun handy. Max had his gun, but I shot first.”

“You shot first.” Poppy nodded. “Way to go, Mom. Why did Norman shoot the Russian?”

“We’re not sure,” I said. “It might have been an accident. Norman doesn’t see too well anymore. And the Russian was running away after I’d shot him. So.”

“Do we have to worry about more Russians?” Poppy asked.

“Max doesn’t think so.”

“Okay.” She accepted that so easily, leaning over to rub Maggs’ head. “Take care of my mom, Maggs.” Then she looked up at William on the shelf. “You, too, William.”

“Stay together,” I said, and she rolled her eyes, and then Darius honked in the alley and she went out to him, her backpack bumping against her shoulder.

I paid attention because I was running out of the days when she’d do that. I wanted my kid to have a full life, I wanted her to go out into the world and dazzle it as only she could do, but I also wanted her with me. So I was sitting hard on that second want. No hobbling my kid on her launch to adulthood. But I still paid attention while I had her with me.

When she was gone, I thought about the two things I wanted most and went next door to Coral’s to find them, Maggs trailing along with me.

The CLOSED sign at Ecstasy was facing out and I could see through the window that Coral was back in her mourning black, although not with the hat yet, thank God. Max and Pike were sitting at the counter, an empty stool between them, talking quietly, and they seemed relatively relaxed for having dealt with a dead Russian last night. At least Pike didn’t have that “make my day” look he usually had with Max.

Max looked tired but calm. Possibly the aftermath of making peace with Pike and then making love with me. Well, not love. We’d just met. But passion? Yeah, we had that.

Lian was off to the side, talking with Coral. Probably a more interesting conversation than Pike and Max.

I pushed the door open, and Max looked up, alert, and then gave me one of his rare smiles as I came in with Maggs. Pike watched Max smile and then grinned into his coffee, looking pleased with himself, the old bastard.

“Good morning, Rose,” Coral poured hot water over a Lemon Zinger tea bag she already had in a cup waiting for me.

I thanked her and then went over and sat down between Max and the wall. He didn’t seem to mind, and he was a big, warm shield against whatever was coming through the door next.

I nodded at Lian. “Good morning. Poppy just left. They’re going to pick up Mei for the ceremony.”

Lian nodded, too. “Mei borrowed one of my old suits. A good one. I heard you had a big night.”

I looked at Max, then Pike, then Coral, wondering if she was referring to the Russian or Max making me come my brains out.

The Russian. Max wouldn’t talk about us.

Max stepped into the breach. “We were just discussing our friend from last night. We’re not sure if Serena or the Russians sent him or if he was alone.”

I looked at Max. “Do we care where he came from since he’s not going anywhere now?”

“It’s complicated,” Max said, which would have annoyed me as ducking the question before, but things really were complicated, and he was trying to drink his coffee.

I nodded. “So how do we stop more Russians or anyone else from trying to break in?”

“It probably won’t happen again,” Pike said, “especially given how this one turned out. Shotgun Rose.”

That didn’t sound right. I glanced at Max and he gave a slight shake of his head, so I looked at Coral’s mourning outfit instead. The hat still needed a crow. “So what’s the plan for today?”

“Max and I are going to keep an eye on the town today,” Pike said, and Max pulled back a little, so I figured that was news to him. “Then we convoy out to my place before five. The boys are out there now getting everything ready. There’s a lot to do. Celebration starts at five, and finishes as the sun goes down, just like Ozzie wanted.”

I frowned. “And we leave the shop unguarded?” That seemed like it was handing Serena what she wanted.

“I’ll stay here and—” Max began, but he stopped when I shook my head.

“No, I want you with me and Poppy. This is important.”

“It is important,” Lian said, backing me up.

Something in my voice must have told him how worried I was because all he said was, “Right,” and went back to finishing his coffee.

“The Ferrells will maintain surveillance of the town,” Pike said. “They’ll call me if they see anything hinky."

“How are they going to watch Oddities?” I asked.

“They’ve got video coverage of State Street and the highway,” Pike said. “They can track anyone coming into town. Plus, they can put up a drone.”

“A drone?” I repeated.

Pike waved vaguely upward. “Patrol from the air. They’ve got a thermal imaging one.”

I wasn’t sure that was enough, but if Serena found her damn microfilm, she’d go away, which was fine by me. As long as Poppy was safe, I was good.

And Max. I wanted Max safe, too.

“We’ll convoy from out front.” Pike pointed at Max. “Come on. Let’s get some coordination done.”

Max looked at me and sighed and then got up to go with Pike.

“Stay here until I get back,” he said, and I started to object because I do not like being ordered around, and he bent and kissed me and said, quietly, “Please.”

“You bet,” I said and watched him go out the door.

Lian came and sat down beside me and Coral was there on the other side of the counter like a flash.

“We want to know everything,” Lian said.

“This Russian broke in last night⁠—”

“Not that,” Lian said. “About Max. About you and Max.”

Coral nodded, helpful as always.

“I already told you—” I began.

“That was yesterday,” Lian said. “So what’s going on now with the two of you? Is he staying?”

“I just met him five days ago,” I told her. “I really have no freaking clue.”

“So you tell us,” Coral said brightly, “and we will figure it out for you.”

“Right,” I said and gave up and told them everything.
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By five, the large meadow below Pike’s huge A-frame was pretty much filled. He called his place a cabin, but it was about ten times the size of the hovel I’d left behind in Colorado. Rose and I took the Pathfinder with Maggs enjoying the back seat all to herself. Luke drove his minivan and I made a single snarky comment about it, but Rose corrected me, telling me that it was really practical and that Luke had pretty much been the taxi for Darius and Poppy and Mei and Owen and the Weed Brothers for years before they got licenses. And that Marley and Darius had labored over it for months to convert it to electric, and she wished they’d do the same to this gas-guzzling Pathfinder.

I silently vowed never to mention minivans again. To anyone.

We parked the Pathfinder next to the vehicle which will never be mentioned by name again. There were a lot of cars here, meaning the town was pretty much deserted. It seems Ozzie had been held in high regard. For a brief moment I thought about how many people would attend my funeral and the sad truth was: no one. At least before I’d landed here in Rocky Start.

Maggs got out with us. Poppy had given her special dispensation and she no longer wore the cone, and she was showing no inclination to chew the bandage off. A well-worn path led from the field downhill, which seemed to be the way to go since everyone else was heading that way. It wound through the forest until coming out in a clearing on the edge of a small mountain lake.

The sun was over the western mountains and the slanting rays reflected off the dark, flat surface of the water. It was really quite a setting, and I could see why Oz had wanted to go out in style here.

A number of people were gathered around a boat ramp. There was Coral next to Pike in that monstrosity of a hat, which Rose said needed a crow. Why? I have no idea. Lian was there. Betty Baumgarten, looking like the innocent little old lady she wasn’t, next to Melissa Merriweather dressed all in white, apparently willing to forgive not handling the arrangements since she was in the crowd. Some tall, pale guy in a black suit nodded a big head at Rose and sort of half waved; Rose waved back and said he was Geoffrey Nice, the other funeral director. The shop owners along State Street that Pike had introduced me to were here. Even Barry. Not the Ferrells because Pike and I had talked to them about surveillance of the town and they’d promised to keep an eye out. I got the sense that even in death, they were afraid of Oz.

When we got closer to the water’s edge and the concrete boat ramp there, I could see a body in a gold-painted rowboat that Reggie had taken the seats out of and modified with wood carvings of a dragon, front and back, to become a Viking mini longship. It seemed a shame that it was going to be burned because those carvings were damned good.

It was short for a Viking longship but big enough to contain Oz: a large man, now shrunken with age and death, dressed in full combat gear, the sterile jungle fatigues and old school LBE—load bearing equipment—that dated him. All the better for when he reached Valhalla to await the call to action by Odin to Ragnarok, to fight the jotnar.

Most players know Norse mythology because it is, frankly, martial and bleak. I hoped Oz would have plenty of time to quaff some ale in the hall before that last fight.

The boat was lined with red velvet. Oz was stretched out on a low platform with an AK-47 on one side and a Ka-Bar knife on the other. The jotnar were going to get their asses kicked, although I did find it sadly fascinating in Norse mythology that the good guys lose Ragnarok. That was the kind of afterlife the entity controlling my life could certainly conjure up and one I deserved.

There were five people standing there on either side of the boat ramp, and it took me a moment to realize who they were because their faces were white with makeup and they had blood trails running from the sides of their mouths, their eyes ringed with black, the boys’ suits ripped and bloody and the girl in a blood-red prom dress with the skirt cut short and ripped and the top part dotted with charred bullet holes, her black hair standing up in spikey curls. She saw me and smiled and waved, and I realized it was Poppy, with Darius, Marley, Owen, and Reggie, and when Mei walked up and joined them, equally made up and wearing one of her mother’s suits that she’d vandalized with fake blood and what looked like real bullet holes, I turned to Rose and said, “What is that?” and realized she was laughing and fighting back tears at the same time.

“Zombies,” she said. “We were all at breakfast one morning, and Coral was talking about the kind of funeral she wanted, and Pike said he didn’t want a funeral, he wanted to be planted in the weed field so he’d go into the plants and get smoked into heaven, and then Oz said, ‘I want to go out big, a Viking zombie funeral that everyone will remember,’ and we all laughed.” Rose sniffed. “I thought he was kidding at the time, but we should have known better. Pike’s giving him his Viking zombie funeral.” She shook her head. “Look at Poppy. She’s beautiful even as a zombie.”

I looked back at Poppy, who evidently had no investment in her beauty: She looked like pure screaming hell and was obviously happy with that, growling at the few little kids who crept up to look at her, holding her hands out and staggering in true zombie mode while they shrieked and laughed and ran away.

And I realized Oz had been smart and was getting exactly what he’d wanted. He was providing a party, a spectacle that people would remember for a very long time and talk about fondly. Good memories. The Norse gods would approve of this send-off.

Then a Viking war horn sounded, a real honest-to-goodness one that sounded like Vikings were heading into battle, and Pike stepped up to the head of the dragon rowboat and the crowd hushed. There were a couple hundred people there now, most of them hanging back, but the six zombie kids arranged themselves around Oz in his longship, a phalanx of the dutiful undead, as the sun began to set, casting long shadows over the lake. Maggs settled down in front of Rose and me, head on her paws to watch what the foolish humans were up to.

“This is the funeral Oz wanted,” Pike said, his voice carrying. “But a true Viking’s funeral isn’t complete until his boat is filled with things to take to the afterlife. We’ll give you some time to pay your respects and put whatever you’ve brought for him into the boat, and then we’ll give him the final send-off.” He looked over at us. “Rose? You want to start us off?”

Rose walked over, taking something out of one of her apron pockets. It was a rectangle about five by seven, a slab of something wrapped in what looked like an army green t-shirt. She stood beside the dragon boat coffin for a moment and then she said, her voice a little too high, “I washed your favorite t-shirt, Ozzie, and put something inside it to sustain you on your journey.” She put the package on his stomach and straightened his jacket for him, still fixing things for him, and then she put her hand over his heart. “I love you, Ozzie. Thank you for saving my life and my baby’s life. Thank you for nineteen safe years. Thank you for giving us . . . everything. I will never, ever forget you.”

Then she stepped back beside me, and I put my arm around her because she was crying pretty hard now.

“What’s in the package?” I whispered in her ear.

She blinked up at me, smiling through her tears. “Lasagna inside one of his favorite shirts, of course.”

I nodded. Of course. “How did you know to bring it?”

“Pike put a notice on the online community bulletin board. Facebook.” She frowned at me. “We have to get you on there.”

I started to say no because I do not do communities, but Poppy stepped up next and took a beat-up paper flower out of her dress, one of those cheap red crepe paper poppies veterans give away on Veterans Day, this one faded and crumpled, like she’d had it for years. “You were the best grandpa anybody ever had,” she said, her voice tight with unshed tears. “So I’m going with you to Valhalla.” She put the paper poppy inside his LBE. “And you’re going to be with me. Always. I love you, Ozzie. I always will. Thank you for loving me.”

Then she stepped back, crying, and Rose took a step toward her, but Darius was there.

I like that kid.

Not everybody came up to the boat to say something, but enough of them did and most of them muttered something to Oz and tossed things in. Finally, when the sun had gone down and the place was lit by torches, Coral went up, pressed her silk panties from the will into his hand and said, dramatically of course, “I will love you forever, Oz,” and then did a short speech about the magnificence of his penis and something about being able to crack walnuts with his glutes, which was TMI in my opinion. Pike went up after her and said, “Godspeed, Oz,” and gave him back the watch he’d received at the will reading. There was a story there and I was sure it was full of derring-do in foreign lands. He appeared too choked up to say more.

And then he turned to me, swallowed hard, and said, “Max?”

Okay, nobody had told me we’d be giving Oz gifts, and I’d never met him, so I didn’t have much to say to him, but the eyes of a lot of people were on me, so I went forward. The boat up close smelled of gasoline, undercut by the flowers some people had tossed in—did they even know Oz?—but strong enough that I was pretty sure that boat was going up in flames quickly.

Oz looked like he’d been carved at the same time the Vikings hit Ireland, but it was a face of strength and purpose, no mercy there, the real power in the town, the guy who got things done. I could respect that.

So I took that beat-up badge that Pike had tossed to me, and I put it on his chest over the lasagna. And I thought about Rose and Poppy and Darius and Luke and the Weeds and the others gathered round, protected now by Pike, who was not Ozzie, who wasn’t a ruthless bastard, and realized what Pike had realized a couple of days ago.

This town needed another ruthless bastard.

At least for a little while. Turns out I do have some job qualifications.

I looked up to see Pike scowling at me, and I realized he thought I was throwing the badge away.

“I’m gonna need my own badge,” I told him, keeping my voice low. “This one is Ozzie’s.” Then I looked down and said, “I’ve got this, Oz. Rest in peace.”

Then I went back and put my arms around Rose, who was sobbing so hard that I knew she couldn’t have heard me.

Pike had, though.

First time I ever saw the old bastard looking relieved.

He nodded and the Weed Brothers, one on each side, swung wooden mallets, knocking chocks out of the way, releasing the dragon rowboat, and the other kids stepped back. It slid down the boat ramp and onto the water with enough velocity to head outward.

Then Reggie stepped forward with a compound bow, an arrow with a torch head notched. Marley lit it with his lighter and it flared. Reggie drew back the string and released. The flaming arrow flew out across the water and thudded solidly into the interior of the boat. For several moments it just flickered there, then it caught whatever they’d soaked the velvet on the interior of the boat with and the flames roared up into the dark sky, and I heard Marley say, calmly, “Maybe too much fuel.”

“There’s never too much fuel,” Reggie said.

The boat slid farther out into the dark lake under the moonless sky, blazing fiercely. I had my doubts that Oz would be ashes before the boat sank, but I’d underestimated the Weeds because the hull of the boat wasn’t burning as fast as everything else, so Oz burned for a good long time before the hull gave out and the boat sank into the deepest part of the lake.

I noticed the distinct odor of weed being smoked.
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“That was really beautiful,” I said to Darius. “I mean, I think Ozzie asked for it as a joke, but it was perfect.”

“You’re beautiful,” Darius said.

We were driving down the dirt road from Pike’s place back to town in Darius’s Jeep. Given that I was still dressed like a zombie, he was really stretching the “beautiful” bit. I was covered in white makeup and soot, and there were bullet holes in my dress courtesy of Reggie (who I think had used actual bullets from an actual gun on a target that he stretched our clothes over), and I was gross, but Darius thought I was beautiful anyway.

Keeper.

“Do you think anybody will notice that we slipped away?” I asked.

“I think they’d notice if we didn’t,” Darius said, calm as ever. “Marley said he’d get Mei home. Later.”

I nodded. “They seem really happy⁠—”

I stopped because there was a man in the road, waving us down where the road narrowed to the wood bridge that was only one car wide.

Norman.

“Don’t stop,” I told Darius, but he slowed down anyway.

“Is that Norman Oswald?” he asked.

I grabbed his arm. “Don’t stop. I’m telling you, don’t stop.”

Norman was standing in the middle of the road on the other side of the bridge and there was no way Darius could get around him, no way off the road before the bridge, trees on both sides.

“He wasn’t invited to his brother’s funeral?” Darius asked calmly as he drove us slowly onto the bridge.

“This is a trap.” I was almost screaming now, but he wasn’t listening to me. “He shot a Russian last night. Back up. This is really bad. You have to listen to me!”

“He what?” Darius said, focused on traversing the narrow bridge.

Darius stopped at the end of the bridge where Norman stood, not moving, his arms folded across his chest like he was waiting for something. His old van was parked behind him in the darkness, blocking the road.

He looked over at me. “Do you want to talk to him?”

I grabbed him and shook him and really did scream this time. “Get us out of here.”

“He’s blocking the road,” Darius said, calm as ever, using one of his “you’re overreacting” voices.

I was in full panic. “Run over him, ram the van.”

Darius shook his head. “Calm down, Pops. Let me see what he wants. He could have broken down on the way to the funeral.”

“No,” I said, remembering what Mom had said. Mom is never wrong. “No, get us out of here NOW.”

He turned the engine off and got out. I heard a noise and leaned forward and saw there was another truck in the dark, behind Norman’s, a big black SUV, one I’d seen before when Junior had first come into the store.

“Darius!” I screamed as he walked forward.

Darius turned toward me halfway between the Jeep and Norman, looking annoyed. “What?”

“Get back—” I began but then his body jerked and convulsed, and I screamed as he crumpled to the ground.

I reached for my door, but it opened and a pale vampire woman jerked me out of the Jeep by the neck of my dress and jabbed a needle into my thigh through my skirt. I punched her right in the nose the way Ozzie had taught me and heard the satisfying crunch of her nose breaking, and then my vision narrowed and⁠—
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“Tell me you don’t want that kind of send-off,” Rose said as we stared out at the lake while the last of the smoke marked Oz’s final resting place.

“It was impressive,” I said, but being the sophisticated student of the English language and emotional nuance that I am, I suspected the way she phrased it dictated I respond in an expected way. “But, no. Regular cremation. I understand Melissa Merriweather is good at that.”

“Where do you want your ashes spread?” Rose asked.

I hadn’t thought that far ahead, let alone where I’d be at that time in my life, or rather, my death. “No idea. Your bed?”

“Uh, no.” Rose nodded at the lake. “You could have them sent back here from wherever you are, and I could scatter them out there. You and Ozzie could keep company.”

“Only if you’re coming, too,” I said, and when she looked up, I added, “I don’t want eternity alone with Oz.”

“Okay, me, too,” Rose said. “And probably Pike and Coral when the time comes. And Lian. And Darius’s dad, Luke.”

“Is the lake that big?”

“It’s ashes,” Rose said. “We’d just be more lake bottom. Ashes to mud.”

“Right. Well, I’m glad we got that settled.”

That’s when I looked around for Poppy and Darius and realized they weren’t around. Marley and Reggie and Mei were still there, but⁠—

Rose’s cellphone starting playing “Child of the Wild Blue Yonder.”

“Poppy.” Rose smiled and pulled her phone out.

I was about to step away to give her some privacy when I saw the look of horror on her face.

After a moment, she said, “I’ll be there,” and I knew she wasn’t talking to Poppy. “Yes I’ll be alone, no I won’t say anything to anyone, but⁠—”

She stopped and stared at the phone for a moment; I assumed the other side had hung up. Then she looked at me and when she spoke, she was breathless. “Serena has Poppy. She wants me to come to Oddities. Alone. Without telling anyone.”

I nodded, feeling that icy calm I always got when the wheels came off. “Let’s go.”

“Alone,” Rose said.

“They won’t see me. Trust me.”

“Okay. Okay, that’s good.” She nodded a couple of times, and I knew she was trying not to panic.

“Come on.” I led the way to the path, which had chem lights hanging from branches, marking the way back to where everyone had parked. Maggs hustled along with us, ears perked, sensing trouble.

I rejected telling Pike right away. He’d make a ruckus and have the whole town storming Oddities like Frankenstein’s castle and that would not be advantageous for Poppy’s health, which was the priority right now.

“You drive,” I said to Rose. I opened the back door and Maggs leapt in.

“Okay.”

I got in the back seat with Maggs. I was impressed how smoothly Rose drove away, until we were out of sight and then she floored it, skidding the big tires on the dirt road. I braced myself as best I could and bit back any warning because, well, Serena had Poppy.

Once we were moving, I texted the Ferrells:

Drone up. Oddities.

We barreled down the forest road. I watched from the back, flinching as she took some turns a bit too fast, but she managed to stay on the dirt and gravel.

“Whoa,” I warned as the headlights spotlighted Norman standing in the middle of the road on the far side of the one-lane bridge, his van behind him. Darius’s Jeep was off to one side, no sign of Poppy. Norman had his hand up, shielding his eyes from the Pathfinder’s headlights. He had a pistol in the other hand.

Rose slammed on the brakes and we skidded onto the bridge. I knew Norman couldn’t see inside the Pathfinder; hell, between his cataracts, the headlights, and the surrounding darkness, he couldn’t see much at all.

Rose said, “Norman,” with loathing.

“Distract him,” I told her as I crawled over the back seat into the cargo area.

“I’ll run over him,” Rose said, and I think she was serious.

“Give me a minute and I’ll take care of him. Keep him engaged. Get out and walk forward to him. Don’t startle him.”

She nodded, took a deep breath, opened her door, and got out.

I took the opportunity as the dome light went on to push open the tailgate and slither out, Maggs with me.

“You alone?” Norman yelled out.

“What does it look like, you scum,” Rose yelled back. “Where’s Poppy? As God is my witness, Norman, if you’ve hurt her, I will kill you. I will gut you like the animal you are.”

“Get in my van, Rose,” Norman said, not impressed. “I’ll take you to Poppy.”

“Fuck no.”

“Fuck yes, Rose.” He pointed to the side, and I saw Darius crumpled in the grass there. “See Darius? You don’t get in the van, I shoot him.”

“Ozzie always said you never think ahead,” Rose said. “After you shoot Darius, what are you going to do next? Shoot me? You’re an idiot, Norman. Where’s my daughter? If she’s unhurt, I might let you live. Let me get Darius⁠—”

“Shut up and get in the van, Rose,” Norman said.

As I crawled in the dark to the near side of the creek, I spotted a figure lying on the ground next to the Jeep, hands and feet trussed. Definitely Darius, unconscious, I hoped. If he was dead . . .

I didn’t see how Norman ever thought he could walk away from this. God knew, Luke would track him to hell and back. Serena must have her hooks into him very deep for him to be this stupid. Or she’d promised him something that would prevent retaliation. Well, they were parents of the same spawn, but I don’t think that mattered much to either of them.

I really didn’t give a shit as I slid down the bank, into the water. I waded across, out of sight of Norman by the far bank. Maggs moved next to me. The only reason I knew she was there was that she was a darker object than the night itself, quietly dog-paddling. I barely noticed how cold the water was.

Rose walked forward across the bridge, still arguing with Norman, doing a very nice job of distracting him.

I reached the far bank and crawled up to the top, Maggs close to my side. I took a second to look at her. Her eyes glittered in the starlight and the headlights which Rose had smartly left on.

My cellphone vibrated in its waterproof case, which I assumed was a text from the Ferrells confirming the drone was up and probably a belated warning that there was trouble in town, but now wasn’t the time to be checking that. I also knew Pike had just gotten the same text, so the clock on the shit hitting the fan had just begun, little did Norman realize it.

Norman was kneeling next to Darius now and propping him up as protection, which is what a dog like him would do. Use a kid as a shield. I drew my pistol. Rose halted about five feet from him.

“Let Darius go,” she ordered.

Norman threw a pair of handcuffs to Rose and then put the muzzle of his gun against Darius’s temple. “Cuff yourself. Tight.”

Rose held them up, glittering in the headlights. “Norman. You have one chance to survive this night. You know Max will come after you, and Luke will have no mercy. And then there’s Pike and Coral. Put the gun down. Let Darius go. Call off Serena so she’ll set Poppy free. Walk away.”

I thought that was pretty reasonable. I looked at Maggs and pointed with my free hand. I really had no idea if she understood what I meant, but I was trusting she was as smart as me at the moment, which might have been underestimating her.

She stared at me for a moment, then slunk over the bank and looped around toward Rose and Norman and Darius. A black shadow in the darkness.

“The cuffs, Rose,” Norman said, sounding pretty satisfied with himself. “Or I kill the kid and then shoot you in the knee. You’re coming with me to Oddities one way or another.” He looked her up and down. “You still have a couple of good years left in you. And I know how we’re going to spend them.”

I saw Rose tense and I knew things were going to hell. I whistled and Maggs raced forward, a black blur, leaping past Rose onto the bad guy holding the gun, and Norman tumbled backward. Rose ran to Darius as I climbed up out of the creek bed, my focus on Norman.

He was thrashing with Maggs, and when I saw him turn the gun toward her, I fired.

Twice.
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Darius was stirring, confused, but alive and in one piece. I’d heard the shots, seen Norman tumble back, and I knew Max wouldn’t miss, so I pulled my scissors from the pocket of my apron and cut the zip ties on his wrists and ankles.

He slowly sat up, looking like hell. “Poppy? Did you get Poppy?”

“We’ll get her,” Max said from behind me.

I stood up and looked over to where Maggs stood over Norman, who was flat on his back, two small black holes in his forehead. His eyes were open, staring upward, unblinking.

Go to hell, Norman. He’d helped kidnap Poppy. He’d tried to shoot Max and got the Russian instead. He’d been ready to shoot Darius. He’d thought I’d have sex with him. Hell was too good for him.

“Rose?” Max said.

“What do we do now?”

Max checked Norman, maybe to see if his shots were close enough together. He went through his pockets and pulled out Norman’s cellphone. Then he looked back the way we’d come. There were two sets of headlights approaching.

“That would be Pike and Luke.” Max got his phone out and looked at the screen.

Pike and Luke stopped their vehicles behind the Pathfinder, which was blocking the bridge, and came cautiously forward, both with rifles at the ready.

Then Luke saw Darius and ran to him, and Pike went straight to Max.

“What do they have?” Pike said to Max.

“Poppy,” I said and took a deep breath to steady myself. “They have Poppy. Serena has her at Oddities.”

“Take a look.” Max crooked his finger and I went to stand on the other side of him from Pike.

All I saw on his screen were dark, bulky objects and then a scattering of red dots. “What is this?”

“State Street from a thermal drone high enough over Oddities to not be heard,” Max said as if it were the most normal thing. He pointed at the red dots. “Two people in Oddities, in the front. I bet that’s Serena and Poppy. She’s hot so she’s still alive and Serena won’t kill her, she needs her as a hostage.”

“Norman was going to shoot Darius,” I said, trying to believe him.

“Norman was a dog,” Max said.

“The other two?” Pike asked, nodding toward the screen.

Luke was holding Darius up and looking past him, trying to see the screen at the same time. Darius was blinking, disoriented by what Norman had done to him.

“One’s there,” Max indicated, “in the vehicle. The driver and the engine are still warm.” He frowned. “Someone else.” He tapped the screen. “Here.”

“On top of the building across the street,” Pike said. “Probably a shooter waiting in ambush. One of Serena’s dogs.”

“Wait,” I said, trying to understand. “What are we looking at?”

“A live feed of Oddities and the buildings around it.”

Darius spoke, although his words were a bit slurred. “Stop talking. Poppy.”

“We’re on it,” Max said, so calmly and with such certainty that for the first time since Serena had called, I felt my panic subside a little. “We do it smart, though.”

“Right,” Darius nodded, still wobbly. “Smart.”

Pike’s phone chimed and he checked it. “Coral says others are on the way. We need to get going before we have a mob heading toward town. Could get ugly.” He looked at me. “Uglier.”

“I’m going with you,” Darius said.

“No,” Luke said firmly. “We’ll get her back, don’t worry. Coral will be here any minute. I texted her and she’ll take you to town. You’ll be right behind us. You need to get a little bit straighter.”

Max issued orders. “Pike, you take Norman’s coat and hat and drive the van with Rose in the passenger seat. You’re Norman. Luke and I will take the Pathfinder.”

“No,” Luke said, “we take the minivan.”

Max opened his mouth to protest, but Pike intervened. “Take the minivan, Max.”

Max nodded. “Fine. We follow, lights out. Pike, park in front of Oddities but angled so you can’t be seen. We’ll all go in at the same⁠—”

“No!” I stepped closer to Max. “I do not want a gun battle. Let me deal with Serena first. If that doesn’t work, come in with your guns, but that whole assault thing with guns blazing could leave more good people dead than bad guys, including my daughter. Give me a chance first.”

The four of them stared at me for a moment, then Max nodded. “All right. But you get two minutes from the moment you get out of the van. Two minutes exactly, Rose, that’s it. Then we’re coming in. Got it?”

I nodded.

Max continued with the modified plan. “After two minutes, with Pike keeping time, Luke, the sniper is yours. Pike, you take out the driver. I go into Oddities as point and you two follow as able. Rose, two minutes exactly. Let’s move.”

And we did. Pike and I got into the van and he called Coral to tell her to pick Darius up at the bridge. Max moved the Pathfinder out of the way and put Darius into it, then got into the minivan with Luke. Then we drove toward town, Oddities, Serena, and my daughter.

I wasn’t even shaking anymore. I was so angry, and underneath that, so terrified for Poppy, that I was prepared to rip Serena’s heart out with my bare hands.

She should never have taken my kid.
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When I came to, I was in the shop, behind the counter, on my side, my hands tied behind me and my ankles cinched together with what felt like zip ties. It took me a minute to sort that out—I was still woozy from what Serena had done to me—but I could hear her in the shop, opening drawers and throwing things on the floor. I didn’t know if it was a temper tantrum or if she was just in a hurry, trying to find whatever it was she wanted.

I was scared. Scared for me and terrified for Darius. My mom said Norman had killed some Russian guy, and he’d shot Darius with something, and if Darius was dead, I was going to kill Norman, assuming I didn’t die here first⁠—

Okay, no.

I could hear my mother say, “Panic doesn’t help, Poppy, calm down and think.” So I had to think. That was my mother’s solution to everything; when it all went pear-shaped, she’d stop and think and find a way out of it, which isn’t much fun when you’re a kid and just want to cry because everything is awful, but after a while it gets to you and you can’t help yourself. You hear your mother’s voice in your head saying, “Okay, here’s our problem. What caused it? What will fix it? We can do this.” And then we’d make a plan.

We can fix anything as long as Darius isn’t dead.

Okay, so that rabid bitch Serena caused this because she wanted something we didn’t have, so that was no help unless somebody would come along and shoot her.

But that was wrong, the big problem wasn’t that Serena was trashing the shop, it was that she had tied me up. So I needed scissors. Or a knife. I needed my mother’s apron, the stuff she keeps in those pockets⁠—

I heard Serena coming toward me, so I closed my eyes so she’d think I was still out, but she said, “Nice try, kid, but your breathing changed. I know you’re awake.”

So I opened my eyes and glared at her.

“What?” she said, her voice thick with scorn, or maybe because her nose was smashed and full of blood. I was proud of that. The red really stood out against her white skin.

I kept staring, and she said, “What?” again and I said, “I’m putting a curse on you and all your future generations.” I wanted to say, “Where’s Darius?” But I didn’t want her to think about him, to hurt him if he was still alive. “Do not give up information,” my mother always says. “People can use that against you.” It was kind of strange suddenly realizing all these things my mother had taught me.

Serena glared at me. “Do you know where Oz put my film?”

“What film?” I said, legitimately confused, possibly because I was legitimately terrified. I mean I can sass while terrified, but it doesn’t help. Think, Poppy.

“Don’t play dumb.”

“I’m not playing,” I told her. “This is real dumb.”

“Your mother is a player,” Serena said. “Herc wouldn’t have told me to back off if he didn’t care. He cares. Oz cared about her. Pike cares about her. Max Reddy cares about her. She has to be a player. I don’t know her background and I’m sure Rose isn’t her real name, but she most certainly is a player.”

That confused me further. “What the fuck is a player?”

She came behind the counter and jerked me to my feet, and I almost screamed, but I think she was surprised when I came up to eye level with her. My family does not breed short women.

“How about,” she said, her eyes narrowed, “I start cutting off fingers until you give me a straight answer. And then toes. And then nipples. And then⁠—”

“You didn’t think that through,” I told her, channeling my mom. “I’d be unconscious from blood loss and shock before you got to the second hand.” Yeah, that sounded like something she’d say.

“No,” Serena said, “not if I cauterize the wound with flame. Trust me, I have a lot more experience in this than you. I can keep you alive a long time in a lot of pain.”

“Nice skill set.” I was terrified now because she was terrifying, but I was my mom’s daughter, too. “I don’t know where your stupid film is. I’m betting my mother doesn’t know, either, or she’d have given it to you to get rid of you.”

Serena pushed me away from her with a snarl and because my ankles were zip-tied, I fell on the floor in the middle of a bunch of broken teacups—Mrs. Baumgarten was going to be pissed—cutting my arms where I landed on the shards.

I looked at all the sharp edges around me and thought, That was a mistake.

Serena pulled out her cellphone and hit some buttons. After a little bit, she cursed. “Damn you, Norman. Pick up.”

If she was relying on Norman, she was screwed. Although Mom had told me he’d shot a Russian. Which I had told Darius about. Maybe he should have listened to me. Darius was out there somewhere, hurt, maybe dead. I couldn’t stand to think about it.

But my mother was out there. I took a deep breath. And Max. And Darius’s dad, who had said Max could take care of anything, and I believed it, but I believed in my mom more.

Rosalie Malone was nobody to mess with.

Serena shook her head at me and went into the other room, and I could hear more smashing as I went to work sawing through the zip ties with pieces of broken teacup.

And trying to figure out a plan.
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Luke tossed me the keys and told me to drive the minivan after I got the Pathfinder out of the way. Driving a minivan had never hit the top hundred of my bucket list—in fact, I’d never even thought it a possibility—but my life had certainly been turned upside down since arriving in Rocky Start, so what the heck?

I turned the key and the display lit up, muted, which meant it had a way of adjusting to background light. I assumed whatever propelled this thing was ready to go since there was no rumble of an engine starting. I threw it in gear, left the headlights off, and raced after Pike driving Norman’s van, which looked new and svelte in comparison. The electric minivan accelerated with surprising power. I noted in the side mirror that behind us a lot of headlights were approaching the bridge on the forest road from the direction of Pike’s place and knew the rest of Rocky Start was en route and that Coral would take care of Darius.

We didn’t have much time before this turned into a bloodbath.

Norman’s cellphone buzzed. I’d put it in the cupholder. I glanced at it and the screen read “Queen Bitch.”

Somebody was getting nervous.

I realized Norman had been in it with Serena from the beginning. Hell, he was probably the one who told her Oz was dead, although for thirty years he’d never told her that he was alive. He’d been afraid of Oz.

Norman’s phone dinged, indicating there was a new voicemail. Serena was going to have to wait an eternity to hear back from Norman.

Luke got to the rear of the van and I could hear him rummaging around back there. I concentrated on staying on the forest road without the assistance of headlights. It was strange driving with no engine sound, noiselessly gliding through the tunnel of trees.

I did peek over my shoulder briefly as Luke pulled out the row of seats right behind me and shoved it behind him. He removed a panel in the roof, opening it to the sky. Then he knelt and picked up a large rifle. I immediately recognized it: a Barrett Model 82A1 .50-caliber. In most people’s hands it looked massive, but the twenty-nine-inch-long, thirty-seven-pound rifle looked normal in Luke’s big mitts.

I could see why he’d wanted to take the minivan since it came with accessories like that.

I focused on the road, then risked a look at the screen of my cellphone, which was in the clamp attached to the dash. On the screen, nobody seemed to have moved. The Ferrells must have fine-tuned the thermal a bit more because there were other warm spots, although none seemed human-shaped. The engine of Serena’s big truck. A couple of other spots. The zone was focused on Oddities and it looked like downtown was cleared out, most of the people who lived on those streets having gone to Oz’s celebration.

We passed Betty Baumgarten’s cottage, but all the lights were off and the llama had evidently turned in for the night.

We were coming close to the bridge into town. The taillights of Norman’s van were ahead of us. I accelerated and the minivan showed some pep as we raced down the road. My plan wasn’t much of a plan, but I was trusting the experience and training of those involved since we were professionals at this sort of thing. Well, except Rose.

Rose was a wild card.
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“I’m going in alone,” I told Pike as we neared Oddities, just in case he tried to stop me.

He nodded. “Serena will want to talk, Rose. She wants the film more than anything else. Keep her talking. We have to take out the perimeter people. Then we’ll come in.”

I shook my head. “Not until I’m sure Poppy is safe.”

“You have two minutes from the moment you get out of this van,” Pike said. “Then we’re coming in. Do you want a gun?”

“I have Serena’s.”

Two minutes. That was probably an eternity in the world Max and Pike came from.

When we got into town, State Street was deserted. I could see Serena’s big black Mercedes SUV parked down a space from Oddities. Pike slowed down and then turned and stopped the van about twenty feet from the SUV, so that my side was to the store.

“Two minutes,” he said.

I got out of the van and faced Oddities. The lights were all on.

I took a deep breath and walked forward along the blue line into my store.

To get my kid.


CHAPTER 61
[image: ]



Imanaged to slice my hands up while cutting the zip tie with the broken pieces of teacups, but I also managed to not open any major veins. It was hard to tell how much progress I’d made because twisting my wrists to cut the ties also cut off my circulation and my fingers were numb, but I figured I was pretty close.

I tried to slow my breathing, the way my mom had taught me. “Panic makes you hyperventilate,” she’d told me a million times. “If you see stripes, breathe in for four counts, hold for four counts, out for four counts, hold for four counts. Box breathing.”

I breathed in for four counts.

Serena was one big fucking zebra, and that thought helped. I could see her as Cruella de Vil, dressed in a zebra coat instead of a puppy coat, so when she turned back to me, all I could see was Cruella.

I held my breath for four counts.

If she doesn’t scare you, no evil thing will, I thought and realized I wasn’t as scared anymore. Still scared, she was really evil, but . . .

I breathed out for four counts.

“Good,” I heard Serena say as she walked back from the windows at the front of the store. She came to the counter and looked down at me. “Norman finally got here. I’m sick of this town.” She took a big gun out from under her jacket. “He brought your mother.” I held my breath for four counts. “If you want to live, convince her to give me the film.”

Behind her, I heard the door open and my mother say, “Norman’s dead, Serena. Move that gun away from my kid, or you’ll join him.”

I craned my neck to see around Serena as she swung to face the front doorway, and there was my mom, badass in her apron, pointing a gun at Serena, an expression I’d never seen before on her face.

That’s when I knew my mom had a plan and was going to fix this, too, like she fixed everything.

I just prayed we both survived it.
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We rolled into town half a minute after Pike, deadly silent, the electric motor performing stealthily and with lights off. We came down State Street, straight toward Oddities. Luke was standing up through the sunroof, the Barrett to his shoulder, peering through a thermal scope on top.

I paused halfway down State Street. I had an earbud in and Pike had just updated me that Rose had gone into Oddities and given us all the two-minute hack. I checked the thermal drone display.

I updated Luke. “Three hot in Oddities. That will be Rose, Poppy, and Serena. One in the SUV. One still on rooftop to your right front.

“Got ‘em,” Luke confirmed. “ROE?”

He was asking about the rules of engagement. Whether he should start shooting or wait to be shot at. Which was something we should have agreed on before crossing the line of contact. I had no idea what Oz and Pike’s ROE had been, but Poppy and Rose were in there with a crazy woman, so I didn’t want any shooting until absolutely necessary.

“Weapons tight.”

“Roger that,” Luke said.

Pike’s voice crackled in my ear. “I see you. Ninety seconds. No movement in the SUV.”

“We’re rolling,” I said to both Pike over the phone and Luke in the hatch.

I drove the minivan slowly down State Street to get closer. I had a lot of faith in Rose, but faith didn’t trump firepower.
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“Check the van,” I heard Serena say into her phone. “I don’t think Norman is in there. Be careful, Jane.”

There’s this thing about motherhood. You can be a terrible mother and still love your kid to distraction. You can be disorganized and sloppy and absent-minded and still have a razor-like focus if your kid is in trouble.

And you can be peaceable and smiling and a Cheery Boost and still know you will blow to hell anybody who hurts your baby.

Poppy was bleeding. Her blood was on the floor.

I’m anti-gun, but I was sure as hell going to use one on Serena.

“You won’t fire that,” Serena said, her lip curling and her gun steady. “The safety isn’t even off.”

Actually it was, Pike had made sure of that before I’d gotten out of the van, but it was good to know she was bluffing.

Behind her, I saw Poppy pull herself silently to her feet. I kept my eyes on Serena, but I could see Poppy in my peripheral vision, showing me her bloody but free hands and a broken zip tie. That’s my girl.

“Where is the film?” Serena demanded, aiming her gun at me.

“For the four millionth time, there is no film,” I said. “Ozzie never mentioned a film. I never saw a film. And I don’t give a damn about your stupid film. Don’t have it, don’t want it. Walk away, Serena.”

“You’re lying,” she said, raising her gun to point at my face.

I kept my gun leveled at her center mass. “Serena, this is a no-win situation. We’ll probably shoot each other and both die, but I don’t care as long as my kid is safe.”

She swung her gun toward Poppy, and I shot her.
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“Thirty seconds,” Pike announced, followed by, “I’ve got movement in the SUV.”

Then there was a muted shot inside Oddities.

The driver’s door to the big G63 opened fast and in the glow of the door light I saw Jane leap out, her assault rifle in hand, a big suppressor on the end of the barrel. She ran for Norman’s van. Which meant she knew it wasn’t Norman in the van.

So much for two minutes.

“Weapons free,” I announced.

Pike fired his silenced pistol twice and Jane dropped like a stone. I heard the roar of the Barrett above and behind me. Luke’s big fifty-caliber round blasted through the brick facade at the top of the building diagonally across the street from Oddities and took out the sniper.

I jammed my foot on the accelerator and the minivan took off. I headed straight for the front of Oddities when Serena’s ace in the hole, another mercenary, opened fire with a suppressed rifle from a position on top of Oddities, where he’d probably been hidden under a reflective blanket to prevent the heat signature from being spotted.

The round hit the windshield directly in front of me and should have killed me except I now learned that the windshield had been replaced with bulletproof glass.

The minivan was growing on me.

“Contact twelve,” I yelled. “On the roof.” As if Luke and Pike didn’t already know that.

Luke had ducked down at the shot since he was exposed out of the roof and Pike had jumped back behind Norman’s van.

The guy shot again, and I jerked the steering wheel to the right and we crashed into the front of Oddities.

I was out the driver’s door.

Luke was back up in the hatch and got a fix with his thermal sight on the roof gunner as the gunner stood up, knocking the reflective blanket aside, trying to look down over the front of Oddities. Luke fired the Barrett upward on an angle, blowing a huge chunk out of the roof. And out of the shooter; the body came tumbling over the edge and landed with a solid thud on the sidewalk.

I ran into Oddities.
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My shot hit Serena in the shoulder and she gasped, as much from surprise as the bullet hitting. And then Luke’s minivan came crashing into the front door behind me.

I yelled, “Run!” to Poppy.

She looked at the hallway and then at me, and then Serena lifted the gun toward me once more.

Poppy grabbed the Maltese Falcon off the shelf behind her and threw it hard at Serena, catching her on the back of the head as Max came charging in through the broken front of the shop.

Serena staggered and fell to the floor, balanced on one hand and her knees, and Max leveled his gun at her.

But she wasn’t paying attention, she was crawling toward the Falcon that had broken into three pieces because there, in the middle of all the pieces, was a small black film canister.

I swooped down and picked it up, the film that had caused all the hell of the past week, and put it in my apron pocket.

Serena still crawled toward me, like some freak out of a Japanese horror film, so I stepped back. Her eyes flared with anger, but Max stomped down on her gun hand and disarmed her.

I scooped up her gun and put it and my gun in my right apron pocket (yes, I put on the safety), feeling the weight of them there as I went straight to my kid.

“Are you okay?” I wanted to put my arms around her but wasn’t sure that was a good idea. “Why didn’t you run?”

“My feet are tied,” she said, her voice too high, so I took my scissors out of my apron pocket and bent down and cut the ties on her ankles, and when I stood up, she put her arms around me and clung to me, so I got to hold her after all.

“Did they kill Darius?” she said, her voice breaking.

“No, baby,” I said. “He’s going to be fine. He’s on his way with Coral. We’ll see him in a minute.” She nodded then, still shaky, so I added, “Norman is dead. Max shot him.” She nodded again, still those shuddering breaths, and I said, “It’s all over, baby, I swear.”

At least, I thought it was all over.

I looked back at Max, who’d zip-tied Serena’s hands behind her back. He looked like he was still in battle mode, grim and determined.

Whatever. I had my kid back. Nothing else mattered.
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Istood back, keeping an eye on Serena, letting Rose and Poppy do their mother-daughter bonding, re-bonding, whatever it was. I’d only known Poppy a couple of days, but Rose had given birth to her and raised her and I couldn’t even begin to imagine the fear she’d felt for her daughter or the relief coursing through her right now. I had to admit that in the darkness of the shop, standing to the side, watching them, I’d felt a kind of relief that I had never experienced on a mission.

Luke’s minivan was smashed into the front of Oddities. Yeah, it was a mess, and the crashing and shooting would call attention in any other town. But there'd only been a few unsuppressed shots, and this was Rocky Start. Outside, Pike was flashing his badge and telling the few people who had come to see what was going on that there had been an accident and everything was being taken care of. It wasn’t like anyone was going to argue with Pike.

People began drifting away.

It had been a hell of a day and night.

Coral pulled up and Darius got out. She helped Pike disperse the crowd while Darius ran to Poppy. I spotted a familiar figure lurking in the remaining crowd. Junior. He was next to the black SUV.

“Pike!”

He turned and I pointed.

Junior realized he’d been spotted, but he made the smart move, jumping in the open door of the Mercedes and slamming it shut. The keys must have still been in the ignition because he cranked it and accelerated away.

Pike didn’t shoot, both because of the people still standing around on State Street and the fact the Mercedes was armored. The taillights disappeared toward the highway. And then Melissa Merriweather pulled up in her hearse.

I turned to ask Rose if she’d called her, but then from behind me, a familiar deep voice said, “Excuse me,” and I said, “Oh, fuck.”

Rose said, “What?” Then she saw the guy standing in the kitchen door. “Who the hell are you?”

Herc smiled, tall and slender, wearing a well-cut suit, all dimples and shiny white teeth, trimmed beard and styled gray hair, looking like the perfect male model for erectile dysfunction. The skin on his face was stretched way too tight from plastic surgery. The eyes were the same though: reptilian, taking in everything, calculating, scheming.

“A friend of yours,” he said, smiling.

Rose took a step back to stand in front of Poppy as Melissa came through the broken doorway. “I don’t think so.”

“That’s Herc,” I said to Rose.

“Definitely not a friend,” Rose said.

Herc raised an eyebrow. “You must be Rose.” He nodded. “I can see why Max has stayed.”

Rose pointed toward the broken front door. “Out, Limb of Satan.”

But Herc was already done with her, turning toward Melissa. “Been a long time, Melissa.”

“Not long enough,” she replied, but I could tell she was shaken by his sudden appearance since she showed emotion for the first time since I’d known her. Fear.

Then Herc looked at Serena, tied on the floor. “I told you to stay away,” he said to her, as if chastising a wayward school kid.

“I’m going to destroy you,” Serena snarled at him.

Herc slapped her good shoulder, and she shuddered, and I knew what he’d done, the needle carefully hidden in his cupped hand.

And then her eyes rolled back, and it really was all over.
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“Melissa.” Herc turned to our undertaker. “Wrap this one to go, please. There are some people who are going to need proof of death. I’ve got a truck that will be here shortly.”

Melissa looked at Pike, who nodded. She went out, and Poppy and I just stood there, holding on to each other, stunned. That kind of nonchalant violence . . . a gun battle was one thing, but flat-out executions . . .

I looked up as Herc loomed over me now, but all he did was hold out his hand. “The film, please.”

He did not seem like a guy to say no to. I let go of Poppy and took the canister from my pocket and handed it to him.

Melissa came back with a body bag and a gurney. Max helped her load the body onto the gurney and she zipped Serena into the bag. She rolled it out the door and disappeared into the darkness with it.

Herc watched the whole thing, still smiling.

“All’s well that ends well.” Herc touched a finger to his forehead, a salute, then in as fake a southern accent as was possible said, “Y’all take care.”

And I thought, Hell, no.

I threw my arms around him and said, “Thank you, thank you! You helped save my baby! I’m so grateful.” and I saw Max’s lips tighten, pretty sure he was trying not to say, Don’t do it, Rose.

“Glad to help, little lady,” Herc said, losing that damn smile as he pulled away from me as fast as he could.

Little lady? I’m 5’9”, you jerk, I thought.

Then I slipped the film canister back into my pocket and put my arms around Poppy again.
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Rose was right about hating Herc. Serena hadn’t been going any place, but he’d taken her out anyway. Made sure she couldn’t talk to anybody. Something was wrong there. But first . . .

When he was gone, I went over to Rose and held out my hand.

She reached in her apron pocket and gave me the film.

“Why did he do that?” she said.

“Because he’s a bloodthirsty bastard and she had something on him he didn’t want to go public. This mess broke whatever détente they had. She’d have screwed him over in a heartbeat.”

“I know she kidnapped my kid and deserved to die, but I still hate him,” Rose said to me, holding onto Poppy, who was shaking now. “He thinks this ended well? How many people died tonight?”

“Not Poppy,” I said. “Not Darius. Not you.”

That was good enough for me.
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Poppy was better once she saw Darius but still rocky, so once they’d had their moment, I cleaned up the cuts on her arms and hands, Neosporin-ed everything to the nines, and wrapped up her wounds. Normalcy was a good idea. So I made Poppy brush her teeth and wash her face—such normal things to do—and then sat on her bed with her, trying to find a way to make things right again.

“It’s over,” I told her. “The bad guys are all gone. We’re safe again.”

“I was so scared,” she said. “I was so scared and I didn’t know what to do.”

“You did great.” I tightened my arm around her.

“I wanted Ozzie to come,” she said, tears in her eyes. “But he never will again.”

“No,” I said. “But we have each other, and that’s pretty good. And Serena is gone now, and we own the building so we won’t get evicted, and everything’s going to be all right.”

“I don’t want Max to leave.”

“I know, baby, but he wants to go.”

“No,” Poppy said, sounding like a four-year-old about to throw a tantrum. “No.”

“We can ask him to stay tomorrow,” I said, and she nodded, her head wobbly.

“That’s good.” She moved away from me to lie down, and I got a blanket from the foot of her bed to cover her. She was still wearing her zombie costume with real blood on it now, but that was fine for one night. For one night what she really needed was sleep. Escape. I looked around for William and then heard him scratching at the door, so I opened it and he came in, annoyed as usual, and leapt up onto the bed, finding his place in the curve of Poppy’s body and settling in, purring. I saw her take a deep breath, and she put her hand on William and began to stroke and closed her eyes. “Everything’s going to be all right,” I whispered, the chorus I’d sung her to sleep with when she was little, from Shawn Mullin’s “Lullaby,” and when I stopped, she said, “Sing it, please,” and I wrapped my arms around her and sang, “Everything’s gonna be all right, rockabye, rockabye,” over and over until her breathing slowed and was even. I waited a minute until I was sure she was asleep, and then I left her to go back to my own bedroom and meet my own problem.

Max was sitting on the edge of my bed looking exhausted, and I realized that even a guy trained to do this stuff would have a backlash when it was all done. That much danger, that much at stake, that many dead people, of course he’d be tired.

So I went in and sat beside him and took his hand. “Thank you for saving my daughter.”

He shook his head, slowly as if it was too much to move. “It’s over now. I can go back to my own bed⁠—”

I pushed him back onto my pillows and climbed on top of him, and he didn’t fight back.

“You know how Poppy needed Darius with her there for a while?” I kissed his forehead as he put his arms around me. “Well, I had a really bad night, too.” I kissed his nose. “I shot somebody, Max. That’s not who I am.” I brushed his lips with mine. “And I was terrified for what seemed like forever, I really thought I might lose her. And then you saved her.” I kissed him on the mouth again, staying there for a while this time, his arms tightening around me. “I need you here with me tonight,” I whispered into his ear, and he rolled us to our sides and said, “Yeah, I could use that, too,” and then we just comforted each other the best way we knew how.
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At eight the next morning, I was sitting in the kitchen with Maggs, enjoying the early morning quiet, especially after last night. I’d left Rose in bed, exhausted after all the terror and all the comfort and now all I wanted was a quiet space to think.

Maggs lifted her head, disturbed but not on alert, and Poppy came into the kitchen, looking haggard, which was understandable.

I was a bit twitchy myself. In the past, after an op, I’d blow off steam by getting blasted, drowning the immediate stress in alcohol. When you can’t think, you can’t think dark thoughts. It was always a temporary solution because those thoughts were still there, but it’d kept me going. I’d broken my vow never to kill again. I didn’t feel bad about Norman, but the act takes a toll.

“I need to talk to you, Max,” Poppy said, her voice trembling a little.

Yeah, it was going to take Poppy some time to recover from that nightmare.

I’d thought the worst was over. Herc had taken Serena’s body, and the other bodies had been carted off by Melissa. Luke had driven away in his van and put a temporary plywood door in the front of Oddities and told Rose he’d be on it today. And Darius had thanked me for coming after Poppy, and Luke had thanked me for saving Darius, although really that was Maggs.

I got the feeling that Maggs was never going to be short on treats as long as we were in Rocky Start.

But Herc had killed Serena for a reason, and that nagged at me. I didn’t want Herc killing people in Rocky Start. Hell, I didn’t want anybody killing anybody in Rocky Start. People I cared about lived here.

People like Poppy, who was not back to being Poppy yet. All that confidence, all that certainty, all of that was gone in one night, and now I could see the little girl she’d once been, scared but trying to be brave.

“It’s okay, Poppy,” I told her now. “It’s all over.”

I knew she was still on edge, but that didn’t mean I wanted to talk to her about it. If she needed somebody shot, I was her man. If she needed counseling or something . . .

Poppy folded her arms. “I know you think that since Serena is gone, we’re safe and you don’t have to stay,” she said, trying to fix me with that stern look of hers and just looking woebegone. “But this place is still a mess and Junior is still out there, and God knows what else Ozzie’s got hidden in here, and who knows what will happen if we turn up something that somebody else wants.” Her voice was rising as she said, “We’re still not safe.” She took a deep breath. “So you should stick around. I mean, Mom’s going to be all alone when I go to college next fall⁠—”

That startled me. “I can’t stay that long⁠—”

“Why not?” Poppy asked, a little panic in her voice. “You’re comfortable here, the food is great, Maggs loves it here, and you like turning up Ozzie’s surprises. And you really like my mom. And you’re not on a deadline, you don’t have to get to the end of the Trail by dinner. Please, Max. You’re in a good place here. Stay.”

“I’ve got to finish the Trail.”

“You can do that later.”

I shook my head. “It’s late in the year. The weather will turn.”

“Max, please,” she said, begging now, which I hated.

So I tried for compromise because truth be told, I did like it here. “I can stay another couple of days to help your mom get everything straightened out, but then I’m on the Trail again to finish.”

“A month,” Poppy said, an edge in her voice. “Three weeks. End of November. We do a great Thanksgiving here. Although you should stay for Christmas, we make an amazing Christmas dinner here. Only we call it a solstice dinner because Mrs. Baumgarten is Jewish and Darius and his dad do Kwanzaa, and⁠—”

“Poppy—”

“—and winter isn’t a great time to hike the Trail. Maybe you could stay until spring?”

I blinked because there were tears welling up in her eyes. I reminded myself again that she was only eighteen. That murder and mayhem and being kidnapped and threatened with death and bleeding onto a floor and watching somebody die before her eyes were not something she was used to. It suddenly occurred to me it wasn’t something anyone should be used to.

“It’s okay, Poppy,” I said. “Everything will be all right.” She gave a laugh that was half a sob, and I reached across the table and awkwardly took her hand, giving it a squeeze, which was probably wildly inadequate but all I had at the moment. This was uncharted territory for me.

Her bottom lip quivered. “Oh, please, Max.”

“A week,” I promised.

She nodded, a little wobbly. “I bet if you spend another week, you’ll stay, Max. This really is a great place.”

I looked at Maggs, sprawled across the fancy, cushy, furry dog bed Poppy had bought her with some of her newfound wealth. Maggs could probably use another week of recovery. All that action last night had set her back some . . .

But the longer we stayed, the harder it would be to leave. I did want to see what else Oz had stashed away. The bed was comfortable and the food was great. Maggs was in dog heaven. And it was good to be working with Luke again, although we were not the next Pike and Oz, no matter what Pike thought.

And then there was Rose.

She came into the kitchen looking warm and beautiful in a short, loose silky robe, her hair a mess and her legs going on for miles, and the memory of her naked against me as I woke up was a vivid one. It was going to be vivid for a long time, something to keep me warm on the Trail.

Maybe I’d even come back for a while after I finished the Trail. Maybe, but I was afraid to think that far ahead.

“Thank you,” she said to Poppy, for what, I don’t know, and then she saw me holding Poppy’s hand. “Everything all right here?”

Poppy nodded, still wobbly as she got up. “I’ve got to get dressed. Big plans for the shop.”

“Excellent,” Rose said as her daughter started to go past her, and then Poppy stopped and hugged her and whispered, “Queen,” in her ear, and Rose got a little teary-eyed as she nodded.

I don’t get this happy crying thing, nor the “queen” bit, but at least they weren’t bursting into sobs.

Once Poppy was gone, Rose looked at me. “She’s a little freaked about you leaving.”

“I told her I’d stay another week. If that’s all right with you.”

She came over and sat down on my lap and put her arms around my neck and said, “That’s just fine with me,” and kissed me, all that great heat and the faint smell of roses and the taste of Rose against my mouth, a warm woman who cared about me and who I cared about more than I’d realized, and instead of repeating, “But it’ll only be another week, just until Maggs is good to go,” I put my arms around her and pulled her close.

There I was, wrapped in warmth and genuine caring, and I almost thought Poppy was right, that I’d finally found a place I belonged.

Sanity came back, of course—that kind of life was not for me, it was a dangerous thing to stop moving because then my demons could catch up to me—but it was a nice thought while it lasted.
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Ileft so Mom could kiss Max.

I’m all for them doing that and everything else a lot because I really don’t want Max to go. I mean, I know he’s been trying to get back on the Trail all week. And we just met him. I know Mom says she’s okay with Max going, but she’s not happy. She’s worried about me. I’m worried about me.

But I’ll be okay. I mean, I had nightmares last night, and I startle easily now, but my mom says that’s completely normal after . . . after Serena, and it was only last night. I can handle this.

I’m not sorry she’s dead. I know that’s awful, but I’m glad she can’t come after me again. I’m glad Norman’s dead; he tased Darius and was going to kill him. I told Max, I told him I knew I was wrong but I was glad they were dead, and he said he was glad, too, that’d I’d have been crazy if I didn’t feel that way, that there was selfish evil in the world and sometimes the only way to stop it was to wipe it out of existence.

My mom wouldn’t say that, she’d tell me it was all right to feel that way, but she doesn’t believe in guns, she says guns give people the power to kill from far away, that people think life is a TV show, that they think life is cheap and they’re wrong, it’s expensive, it costs everything you have just to get through it, and nobody has the right to take that fight away from you, and I think she’s right, but I also think Max is right. And Ozzie was right when he told me to always fight back, not to let anybody try to take my life away from me. I think he meant not to let people tell me what to do, but now I think he meant it literally, too.

The thing about Ozzie was, I was safe with him. I got scared once when I was little, and he sat me down and told me I didn’t have to worry, that he’d stop anybody or anything that tried to hurt me. Ozzie never lied to me. I know he lied to other people, but anything he told me was real. But he’s gone now. My mom is amazing, but she’s up against stuff here that’s really bad. Max knows that stuff, Max stops people. So I think Ozzie’s still here in Max. Like maybe he showed up here because Ozzie sent him. Max is just like Ozzie except younger. Stronger. Not as grumpy but still serious. I think Max would stop anything that came for us. My mom would die for me, but I don’t want her to. Max would stop anything that came for her, too.

Came for us.

I know he’s going to leave again, but he said he’d stay another week just to make sure we were all right.

A week isn’t enough, he needs to be here.

So I stole his phone when he wasn’t looking—my mother isn’t the only one who can pick pockets—and I put my number in, and then I texted my phone so I have his number, too. He probably won’t answer if I call, but I’m thinking he’ll read a text. I can do a lot with texts.

I have a plan . . .
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I’d woken up alone that morning, which wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it might be when I’d thought about Max leaving. Because Max was definitely leaving. So I lay there alone and thought about the future and for the first time, I wasn’t afraid. I mean, I’m not stupid, I know there’ll be more bad stuff, life is full of bad stuff, but there can be good stuff, and I wasn’t going to brace myself for the bad anymore, that general feeling of dread I’d had for fifty years.

Fifty years. It was my birthday today. But I’d already gotten the gift I needed: My baby was safe and Serena would never hurt her again.

Everything was going to be all right.

So I rose up that morning with a smile on my face and dialed up Bob Marley on the iPod while I got dressed, his three little birds telling me that everything was going to be all right, and on an impulse dug through my jewelry box for the bird earrings Ozzie had given me after I’d played Marley’s song for him. I was pretty sure there was a bird charm in the junk box, and when I’d found it, I went downstairs to glue three little birds to my self-portrait (so much better than a Cheery Boost) and stopped when I saw my bottle on the shop counter.

Poppy had gone to a birthday party at Mei’s when she was six, and Lian had put crowns on the cupcakes and told them they were all queens, not princesses, and Poppy had saved that crown for thirteen years to remind herself that she was a queen and not a princess.

And now she’d glued that crown to the top of my self-portrait.

Yeah, I cried some then.

She was right, we were queens. We were definitely gonna be all right.
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I walked into the kitchen and saw Poppy and said, “Thank you,” and she nodded and got a little teary. She gave me a hug and whispered, “Happy Birthday, Queen,” before she went upstairs to dress, and that was the best birthday present yet.

Then Max said he was going to stay another week, but when he’d said that, I could see the panic in his eyes, so I sat on his lap and kissed him and stole his wallet. It seemed like the right thing to do.

“Listen,” I said to him, patting his chest over his jacket pocket. “Don’t worry about leaving in a week. Poppy and I need some time to recover, and I need to figure out who I am without Cheery Boost. I’ve decided there’s no point in getting fixated on the future. I don’t even know what we’re having for lunch.”

“Lasagna would be good,” Max said.

“So you finish the Trail.” I smiled at him. “And maybe you’ll come back.”

“Uh,” Max said, probably trying to figure out what the right thing to say was, so I kissed him again, and he just went with that, and that’s when I stole his wallet.

In a way, it was almost a relief that he would be going: I could concentrate on getting Poppy feeling safe again, work on the shop and get all the inheritance stuff ironed out, maybe finish that self-portrait, adapt to being fifty, get my life under control. That was the problem with relationships, you actually had to consider other people. I’d spent my whole life considering other people, trying to be what other people wanted.

But here’s the thing: Doing that for fifty years meant that I wasn’t actually sure who I was. If I wasn’t Oz’s housekeeper or Poppy’s mom or Coral and Lian’s friend, not the person you called on to fix things, not the shopkeeper who sold Betty Baumgarten ugly teacups. If you took all of that away, who was I? I wasn’t sure, but what I was sure of was that I had to figure that out before I seduced Max back into my life.

It was time to extend Selfish Day into Selfish Year. Decade. Rest of my life.

Once Poppy was okay again, of course.

But then, living for myself? Hell, yes, I needed to learn to do that.

I was still going to wallow in this week with Max. And not just because of the sex, although thank you very much for that, Mr. Reddy. I just liked having him around. He felt right. Maybe if he’d stayed, we might have gotten used to each other. Might have done something besides get naked and shoot people. Might even have become something good and permanent. But you know what? That was just greedy of me. I was going to be okay alone. Plus, I was pretty sure there was more money hidden in this building. And I knew I could make the shop a money-maker, not a big one, not enough to make me rich, but enough to support me and Poppy if I didn’t find any more Ozzie cash.

And even more, I thought that working with Poppy on that, taking the shop online, talking about how to arrange things, letting her make some of the decisions, maybe expanding what we’re selling . . . maybe that would help Poppy get back to normal in the next ten months. She loves a project; she can have Oddities to fix while she heals from what happened. And then she’ll go to college and Rocky Start will just be a memory.

What I am saying is, I’m the luckiest woman I know with the best of all possible daughters who needs me right now. And I’m getting one more week with my excellent lover. Anything can happen in one week.

Actually, just about everything did happen in one week.

“Rose,” Max said, his voice low. “I might not be back.”

I kissed him on the nose. “You’ll be back.”

“You’re that sure,” he said, looking a little annoyed.

“Well, I have your wallet.” I held it up, and he laughed.

Then he kissed me and took the wallet out of my hand while he had me distracted, and when I put my head on his shoulder and just spent some time in that perfect moment, he whispered, “I’ll probably be back.”

So I lifted his wallet again so he’d have an excuse to do that.

And I laughed, too.

THE END
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I was not upset.

I was perfectly fine with Max Reddy leaving Rocky Start. I’d only met him two weeks ago when he’d come to town, looking dangerous, dark, and gaunt, mostly cheekbones, so we’d hardly had time to bond. I had a whole new life to plan, I had a future again for the first time since I was eighteen and threw mine away, so I had to make plans, good plans this time, a better life, so I didn’t have time for Max anyway. I mean, I was grateful for all he’d done for us, especially saving my daughter’s life, I would owe him forever for that, but I was fine with him leaving. It would be good if he’d tell me when he was going to go, but it didn’t make any difference, really. It was fine.

I even understood when he got out of my bed every morning that week to get back into shape to go back to the Appalachian Trail; he was a man’s man who needed to stride alone across rivers and through the forest as manly men do. Perfectly fine with that. I did notice that today, for the first time, he had his heavy backpack on. Knowing Max, it was so he could suffer more during his walk. He’d told me “pain is weakness leaving the body,” which is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Pain is a warning system. Pain is a body saying, “Sit down, you idiot, you’ve hurt yourself and you should stay where you are.”

I will admit that when Maggs didn’t follow him to the door that morning for another practice hike, I thought, Good for you, sweetie. Maggs is a long-haired German Shepherd, a special breed whose thick fur is pitch black. She’s large enough to be mistaken for a wolf, much like Max with his dark eyes and silver-threaded dark hair and general dark outlook on life, not to mention his lust for walking through forests and probably peeing on bushes. They clearly belonged together. So when Maggs sat down by me instead of following him to the door, I shrugged my shoulders at Max, who looked surprised. No idea why she’s not leaving with you, Max. No idea why you’re leaving me, either. You dumbass.

Max opened the front door of my second-hand shop—my secondhand shop, the one I’d inherited from my boss/landlord Ozzie Oswald only two weeks before that was going to be my second, no third, no wait fourth chapter in my life—and called her, and Maggs just looked at him, the picture of A Big Black Dog Who Didn’t Understand the Situation.

I could relate. For the past two weeks, I had often looked at Max the same way. I mean, I could completely understand why he might want to head back to the Appalachian Trail with winter approaching so he could eat frozen rattlesnakes and mice instead of hot lasagna and mustard chicken. I mean, who wouldn’t?

Anybody, Max. Anybody but you.

You know what I hate? I hate being mad at somebody who hasn’t done anything wrong. It makes me look bitchy.

“Come on, Maggs,” Max said.

Maggs got to her feet, slowly, and limped toward him as he stepped outside and waited for her.

“Come on,” he called.

Maggs looked back at me and limped harder.

I’m on it, kid. “Wait, she’s hurt,” I called out, and Maggs sat down again, looking pitiful. “Did something else happen to her?”

“Not that I know of.” Max came back to stand in the doorway now, looking at his dog with suspicion.

“You’ve dragged her off to the woods every morning,” I said. “Maybe she strained the paw she hurt last week.”

Maggs lay down, her chin on the paw she hurt last week.

I have no idea how much of our conversations Maggs understands, but I think she’s brilliant at nuance.

“Did you two plan this?” Max said, looking at me, exasperated.

“Yes, Max, your dog and I are plotting against you.” I rolled my eyes.

If Maggs could have rolled hers, I’m sure she would have.

“Fine,” Max said. “I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

I smiled as sweetly as I could, which was not up to my usual level of Cheery Boost, the fake smile I had worn constantly for my past nineteen years in Rocky Start and the twelve years that had preceded them on the road with Poppy’s father-to-be. Those were my second and third life acts (let’s not talk about my childhood). But I’d turned fifty two weeks ago—why are the birthdays that end in zero so much harder?—and shortly before that my boss and protector had died, and then Max had shown up, and then I’d found out I was living in a town full of retired spies, so yeah, my life had changed. I was on my fourth act now, and it was going to be different. No fucking smiling unless I was happy, for one thing.

I smiled down at Maggs, a sweetheart of a dog. “I’ll be here. Maggs will be fine.”

Max shot me a slight frown that said he was having trouble decoding me—I’m annoyed with you, Max, and so is Maggs—and let the door close behind him. I watched him walk past the unbroken window—he’d broken the other one when he’d driven into it to save me and my daughter Poppy, not his fault—and then I looked at Maggs. “So you’re off the hook for that.”

Maggs got up and headed for the kitchen where she hoped there was bacon. No limp.

“Nope,” I called after her and she turned. “Ecstasy.”

Her ears pricked up. “Ecstasy,” the bakery/coffee shop next door, meant the same thing as “cookie” since Coral, the proprietor, had a soft spot for dogs. Well, for any living thing that was hungry. I know she feeds the birds with day old bread leftover from her bakery. I’d thought about going out and joining the pigeons. Coral’s bread was fantastic.

Maggs reversed course and went to stand by the door as I got my cardigan off the hook behind the counter. It was November in Tennessee and North Carolina—our town straddles the state line—and warmer than usual, but there was a chill in the air. Coral’s was right next door, so a cardigan would do me just fine for the five seconds I’d be out there. I dropped the key to the shop into my big apron pocket—my aprons are large to cover up my bra-less-ness and provide me with places to stash many things—and we started for next door. I hadn’t lied to Max, I was going to work. After I had some lemon zinger tea and something wonderful from Coral’s bakery case.

Okay, truth be told, I needed to talk to Coral. As I said, many things had happened lately, and I was pretty sure Coral would be a good person to talk to about those things.

Like how to help my daughter Poppy with her PTSD from being kidnapped.

And help for me planning my future now that my world had blown up in the past two weeks.

And why the hell Max was going to leave me.

That kind of thing.

As I grabbed my cardigan, my cell phone buzzed in my apron pocket. I pulled it out and checked the text message from an unknown number.

I’m watching out for you

“Unknown number” described Max perfectly. And now he was trying to be reassuring. He needed some work on his reassuring skills. It also made me realize he’d never texted me before which showed you how much time we’d spent together since he arrived in town. You have to be apart to text.

And now we were.

“That’s a little creepy, Max,” I said to the phone and opened the door.

Maggs and I had calories waiting for us next door.


CHAPTER 2
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Adog, apparently, is not man’s best friend. I say this because my dog, Maggs, was not with me this morning as I strode on the path through the forest, enjoying the beauty of nature. She was with Rose, a woman who had been gracious enough to give me a place to sleep in the apartments above her shop two weeks ago, aggressive enough to have seduced the hell out of me on the second day and conniving enough to have corrupted my dog. Maggs hadn’t been limping when we went downstairs. It was only when I headed for the door that she looked at Rose and suddenly put on the act.

Did I mention she stole my wallet three times?

I could see why Maggs liked Rose. Rosalie Malone was a sweetheart—big dark eyes, curly dark hair, soft smiling mouth—so when I first saw her, I thought, Middle-aged girl next door. Then she picked my pocket, fed me lasagna, and screwed my brains out. That was not what I expected, but then considering that the girl next door to Rose was Coral, the former honey pot assassin turned café owner, and the boy next door to Rose was Sid Quill, pharmacist and weirdo with a secret lab in his basement, Rose was pretty normal.

No, that’s not true. Rose was extraordinary, the luckiest thing that had ever happened to me. And I was going to leave her to finish the last stretch of the Appalachian Trail. I had to finish that last stretch. I always finish my mission.

It was chilly and I could see the last of the dawn fog rising out of the rushing river ahead. I couldn’t blame Maggs for preferring the warm bed I’d slipped out of thirty minutes ago or the warm house I’d walked out of. She’d jumped up on the bed as soon I was out of it, and Rose had woken and laughed and hugged her and then started to get up to feed me breakfast. I’d told her I’d have an energy bar on the trail. I needed to get out the door. It was getting harder and harder to get out of that bed and out that door, so if I delayed for hot food and a warm Rose, my chances of escape dimmed considerably.

Rose had dressed as fast as I did and said she was going to work, but I was sure she would take Maggs next door to her friend Coral’s coffee shop, Ecstasy, where they would partake of treats and gossip. It was a routine they’d followed for the past week, just as I’d followed my routine of a brisk walk in the forest to get my fifty-two-year-old body back in shape for the Appalachian Trail.

The real question was whether Maggs would come with me tomorrow morning when I headed off to complete the last leg of the Trail.

Today I was doing the same loop I’d discovered several days ago, starting out by going south of town toward the forest, crossing the steel-truss, one-lane, wood-planked bridge over the Little Melvin, a fast moving, rocky river that marked the southern boundary of the town. I was carrying my rucksack, which weighed about forty pounds, what we would have called a nerf ruck on a deployment since it didn’t have ammunition, explosives, radio batteries, night vision goggles and other assorted heavy, lethal stuff in it. Just camping gear and a spare set of clothes. The river was running fast and high since we’d had a heavy rain in the mountains two days ago. Another reason to get on the Trail before the next precipitation became the first heavy snow.

Crossing the bridge put me on a road heading into the Cherokee National Forest. The road swung to the east past Betty Baumgarten’s little white cottage with blue shutters and a white picket fence with a trench behind it. There was a llama inside the fence which had startled me the first time I saw her, but then Rose had explained that Fernanda was Mrs. Baumgarten’s support animal, and while that was weird, this was Rocky Start, where the weird had to be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. Fernanda’s worst crime was occasionally escaping over the trenches that Mrs. Baumgarten had hired the Weed brothers to dig to keep her in, but once free, she usually did nothing more than crop vegetation. For Rocky Start, Fernanda was a model citizen.

I left the llama behind to pass another turnoff, this one leading southwest to Pike Bernard’s marijuana field and beyond that, his large, isolated cabin. Yes, Pike is the local law, but he says his crop is for medicinal purposes for locals only. Given the size of his crop, there must be a lot of medicated people in Rocky Start.

Ahead was another shorter single-lane bridge spanning a creek, leading deeper south into the National Forest. I went thataway.

I was thinking about the best way to tell Rose and Poppy I was leaving tomorrow. “So this has been fun,” didn’t seem like the way to go; it had been a lot more than fun. “I’m just getting in your way now” would be a lie; nothing got in Rose’s way. I’d just about decided on “I’m not the kind of guy you’d want around forever” when I realized there was no best way. It was going to be unpleasant and hurtful. I didn’t want to hurt Rose or her daughter, Poppy, but they were safe now, and I had to be moving on to finish what I’d started half a year ago. I always finish what I start, and this time it was more important than usual. My future was the Appalachian Trail.

By the time the road had headed east and then north and reached the Little Melvin again, I still had no clue how to tell Rose good-bye, but I had worked up a nice sweat and was pleasantly warm. I turned off the road and followed an abandoned railroad grade along the river bank. The ground to the right away from the river rose up about ten feet, where the rail and lumber men a century ago had carved their way into the mountains to harvest timber. The tracks were long gone and there was just a narrow animal track that I had slowly been expanding by passing through, surrounded by high grass.

I reached a stone bench by a set of stone steps cut in the embankment, just across the river from Rocky Start. I could just see the green of the narrow park across the river there and the back of the State Street shops and the town full of former players and citizens where Rose wielded her Cheery Boost smile to keep everyone at a distance. The peace on this side of the river was encompassing, and when I’d found the bench last week, I’d taken out my knife and ripped off the vines that had hidden it, cutting back the grass around it just so Maggs and I could sit and look at the river and think in the quiet.

Today, though, I went up the stone steps beside the bench. Hidden from view until I got to the top was a little cottage set back in the woods, not in ruins yet, but still in pretty bad shape. It was made of old gray stone with a dark slate roof that angled over the second story, simple in its tall, narrow, boxy shape broken only by a sharp gable on each side, small but imposing in the wilderness. It had seemed wrong that nature had encroached and blurred its lines. Last week, I had started to free the little house a bit each day, finally borrowing shears from Pike to clear a perimeter, only leaving the fruit trees within ten feet of the house. I didn’t have plans for the cottage, I needed to get back on the Trail, but it felt good to set it free, felt good to do physical work again, to see clear progress every day. It was the kind of place that somebody should take care of, strong on its own, but surrounded by an encroaching threat that was trying to take it over.

I stared at it, knowing this was the last day I would be here. There was no point to clearing any more, I’d gotten the building free and that was all I could do. Then the weeds and the vines would come back and it would be like I’d never been here.

It would be that way with Rose, too. In a year, I’d just be a vague memory, no loss to her at all. But I was pretty sure that at the end of that year, she’d be a sharp memory for me, laughing and hot in my arms. Rosalie Malone was unforgettable.

And it was time I got back to her to tell her I was leaving her.

I went back down the steps and pushed on along the riverbank trail to where a three-rope bridge crossed the river back to town. The ropes were taut. One to walk on, and two guide ones at hip height. On this side the bottom rope was secured around an old concrete post that had been a marker for the railroad. On the far bank the ropes were wrapped around a stout oak tree. I’d taken this route the past week, getting used to the balancing act. It was a little more difficult with the rucksack making me top heavy. But it was a challenge and I’d lived my life hitting one after another. Also Coral’s bakery and Rose were on the other side, one street over. Something to cross a rope bridge for.

I stepped onto the bottom rope, a hand on the guide rope on either side. I walked across, feet angled so the lower rope was caught against the heel of each boot as I stepped. There was some sway, but not much. Whoever had put this in had done a good job.

Just as I thought that, the Entity that controlled the Simulation that is my life decided that pride goeth before the fall, literally. I was focused on my feet, but caught a flicker of movement and the glint of steel on the far bank. Before I could shift my gaze to get a better look, the rope under my feet gave way and I plunged a good ten feet into the deep, rocky, fast-moving, freezing river.


CHAPTER 3
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Maggs and I hurried the ten feet from Oddities to Coral’s door and went into the most tantalizing cloud of warmth and aroma in the universe: coffee, fresh baked bread, sugar and butter, all the smells of heaven.

“And where is the handsome Max this morning?” Coral called from behind the center counter. She looked as warm as her bakery case, smiling at me as her cleavage pressed against the top of her low-cut apron like risen bread rolls, her platinum blonde hair gleaming as if it were sugar glazed in the overhead light. Coral is seventy-four, but she doesn’t see what that has to do with her clothes or her hair. I aspire to be Coral someday.

“The handsome Max is out walking in the woods again,” I said. “Can I talk to you?”

“Of course,” Coral said, and stopped, watching my face. “Oh.” She nodded. “Anita,” she called to her shop clerk. “Watch the counter for me, please.” Coral had the slightest of accents, which I’d never thought much about, but that Max had said was German, Berliner, which was pretty damn specific, but Max could be that way. With accents, not so much with his future plans.

Anita, an anomaly in Rocky Start because she was in her twenties, sweet-faced, and not armed, came out of the back and waved to me as I retreated down to the end of the bakery cases to the little stretch of counter that was perpendicular to and half hidden behind the last case. It was where Coral’s friend-with-benefits Pike usually sat, and it would also keep me at least partly hidden if somebody came in looking for me, but mostly it would give Coral and me some privacy since the questions I had were not something I wanted to share with the general populace. Not that the populace of Rocky Start is general. We have a lot of outliers here.

Coral came down to meet me and smiled over the counter at the dog. “And does our sweet Maggs require a cookie?”

Maggs immediately sat down and looked expectant, much more appreciative of good things than her owner.

Coral got a cookie out of her dog cookie stash and reached over the counter and Maggs took it delicately, like the good girl she was.

Then Maggs looked at me. The dog was trained not to eat unless given permission because someone might try to poison her. That seemed appropriate for a dog that hung out with Max. It had taken a lot of convincing for Max to dive into my lasagna that first day he was in town, and my lasagna is epic.

I nodded at the dog. “Knock yourself out, baby.”

Maggs crunched down on the cookie happily, and I went back to Coral.

“I am somewhat confused,” I told her.

Coral held up one finger to tell me to wait, went down the counter to pour hot water over a lemon zinger tea bag for me and a cup of coffee for herself, and came back to put the cups on the counter. “Continue.”

“Is it some kind of retired spy thing that they have to be always on the move? I mean is it part of the general psychological make-up of ex-spooks not to stay anywhere for long?” That was actually not where I had planned to start the conversation, but evidently that’s where my reptile brain went.

Coral frowned at me. “Why would you think that? Pike and I will never move from here. Oz was never away more than a night or two. Betty Baumgarten hasn’t left in twenty-five years. Even Melissa is never away more than two or three nights. This is where we are safe.”

“Max is leaving,” I said, trying to sound unconcerned.

Coral sighed. “Oh. I thought he might stay. You are so good for him. Pike wants him here.”

“Well, I’ll be fine, of course,” I said, pretty sure I wasn’t lying. “But it’s going to be hard on Poppy.”

Coral nodded. “She seems to be highly strung lately. So not like her.”

“Well, she got kidnapped and threatened with bodily harm over a week ago by a batshit bitch, and she thought her boyfriend was dead, and then she watched while the kidnapper was killed in front of her, the first time she’d ever seen death happen, so . . . she could be better.” I swallowed. “It was the first time I’ve seen death, too, other than finding Ozzie cold on the floor over two weeks ago.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to calm down. “She cries a lot and she snaps at me, but it’s understandable. Max says it’s PTSD.” I looked up at Coral. “We’re not ex-spies like some of the others in the town. We’re not used to this. But she was doing better because Max was here.”

Coral’s face changed then, sympathy or worry or both, and she opened the nearest bakery case, took out a slab of yellow cake, put it on a plate, and put the plate next to my rapidly cooling lemon zinger.

“Butterkuchen,” she said.

“Danke,” I said.

“Bitte,” she said and handed me a fork.

I cut into my butter cake, cracking the sugar glaze full of almonds on top, and tasted it: Rich and sweet and nutty, like Coral. Divine, also like Coral. Sugar: the universal solution to every problem. Except for the problems of my traumatized daughter and my lover with one foot out the door, and what the hell I was going to do with my failure of a secondhand shop.

Stop whining, Rose.

Coral sat down again. “People like Max, like us, it is not easy to change from the life we were used to. Always on the move. It is a life with—” she paused, then gestured, her hand going in a wave movement—“constant ups and downs. It took us all a while to settle in. To become still. I think he is afraid.”

“Afraid?” That was the last word I would associate with Max. “Of what?”

“Of what happens when he is still,” Coral said.

“But we’re good together.”

“That will scare him, too.” Coral shook her head. “I understand this can be upsetting, Rose, but you are strong. You will be fine.”

“Great.” I cut into the cake again. “And what about Poppy?”

“Her, too.” Coral grew still. “Death is difficult to absorb at the beginning, but she is eighteen now, correct? She will recover.”

Coral speaks from experience. She’d told me before that she’d killed her first man at fifteen when she’d been attacked and dragged into an alley. Of course, then she’d become an assassin slash spy, so I’m not sure ‘recovered’ is the word I’d have used for her. Maybe adapted? Like ‘I seem to be good at this killing thing, maybe that’s a career?’

“But young people recover from these things,” she was saying. “I recovered quickly. Poppy saw bad things, but she will get over it. She has support, you and Max and Pike and me protecting her. And Darius. Darius is so good for her.”

“Poppy did more than get kidnapped and threatened,” I reminded her. “She watched Serena die in our shop.”

I still hadn’t gotten Poppy’s blood out of the places it had seeped between the cracks in the wood. The cuts she’d gotten during her kidnapping were slowly healing, but they were still much faster than the psychological damage. Poppy was refusing to admit there was a problem, still insisted she was fine, all the while looking like a really beautiful grenade about to go off.

“She won’t let me take her to a therapist,” I told Coral. “She insists she’s okay, but I know Max and Maggs leaving is going to upset her. And then there’s the shop.” I took a deep breath. “I know Ozzie didn’t care if it made money, but I have to feed Poppy. And me. So if you have any ideas for⁠—”

The door opened as it had been doing the entire time we’d been talking—Ecstasy is a very popular place—but this time it was Sid Quill, our local pharmacist, and even though Coral and I were half hidden behind the bakery case, he looked around until he spotted me.

“Oh, hell,” I said, and Coral stood up, not smiling.

Sid came toward me, beaming. He really shouldn’t do that. Did you ever see Rocky Horror? He reminded me of Riff Raff, so even when he was just being friendly, he looked like he was plotting something for the secret lab in his basement. That was not a joke, he actually has a secret lab in the basement of the pharmacy. It was disquieting, but then this was Rocky Start, home of many upstanding citizens and some retired spies. Who were also upstanding. As long as you didn’t cross them. “Disquieting” was practically the town motto. Along with “We don’t do warning shots.”

“There you are,” Sid called to me.

I looked at Coral. “Can you teach me knife skills?”

Coral nodded. “The basics, certainly.”

“I think I’m going to need them,” I told her as Sid sat down beside me.

New skills for a new future.

Without Max.
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The freezing water of the Little Melvin closed over me and dragged me down, and the ruck on my back didn’t help, keeping me off balance. I fought my way to the surface and my head slammed into a boulder and I saw stars. By the time I could think again, I was twenty feet downstream, bouncing off other big rocks. The water was very cold, but that was the least of my problems at the moment.

I remembered a survival swim instructor in the military, a little runt of a man who everyone had hated, strutting along the side of the pool, screaming mantras about what to do in various situations. It seems being a screaming asshole is good for remaining in long-term memory for ready retrieval in times of stress.

I relaxed and went with the water instead of fighting it. I adjusted so my feet were downstream, and my boots took the brunt of rock strikes. Going with the flow of the water made them only glancing blows rather than deadly hits. I managed to pop my head out of the water as I went under the one-lane bridge and grab a breath of air, mixed with enough water to induce coughing. I considered dumping the ruck, but things weren’t that dire yet and everything inside was in waterproof bags so it actually gave me a little buoyancy although it made maneuvering hard.

I angled toward the far bank. It took around ten seconds but finally I brushed up against it. Watching downstream, I reached up and grabbed an overhanging branch. Which, to the satisfaction of the all-powerful but sadistic Entity controlling my life, promptly broke.

I went under and sucked in water. My training went out the window as I flailed about, tumbling downstream, trying to get my head above the surface. I reached out for another branch and something closed around my wrist, and I was abruptly jerked to a halt and then dragged to the bank and up, out of the water almost in the same way we used to get snatched out of the water by a boat during a high speed recovery.

I lay on the riverbank, gasping for air. I blinked. There were two figures looming over me. I rolled to the side, my ruck still on my back and threw up, a mixture of bile and water.

I tried to shrug out of the arm straps. One of the figures helped me get the ruck off my back, and I finally recognized Marley, one of Pike’s foster kids. The other, Reggie, was standing nearby. They were both seniors in high school so they had the muscle to drag my ass out of the river even though I’d once threatened to kill them.

“You okay, man?” Marley asked.

My head was throbbing, I was sopping wet and freezing, but I was alive. Always be happy for the bottom line. “Yeah.”

“What happened?” Marley held up a pair of belts buckled together with a loop on the end. “We saw you in the water and ran down the riverbank until we could hook you.”

I realized they both had their school backpacks on their backs. We weren’t that far from the one lane bridge I’d just gone under, the one I’d crossed going into the woods.

“Rope bridge broke,” I said, still not sure I’d seen anything before I’d fallen.

Reggie looked upset and headed upstream.

“What’s with him?” I sat up a bit too abruptly and was dizzy for a couple of moments.

“He built the bridge,” Marley said. “So he’s gonna need to see what happened.”

He spoke calmly, but then he would. He was the older of the two and the laidback brother. Except there was something sharp in him when he wasn’t stoned that was making me think lately that he wasn’t that laidback. There was probably a story there, but I didn’t want to hear it and I was positive he didn’t want to tell it. Not a chatter, Marley.

But he was damn good at rescuing old guys from the rapids without breaking a sweat.

I grabbed my ruck. It was intact, which was more than I could say about myself. I was, of course, thoroughly soaked. I opened it and unsealed the large waterproof bag inside. Waterproofing everything was a lesson you learned early on and never forgot. Because things like this happened. I quickly changed out of my wet clothes and socks—Marley politely turning his back—and then Reggie was there, looking even more upset and holding a piece of rope.

It had been cleanly sliced through.

Just great. Somebody trying to kill people. I hate that. Especially when the people were me.

“Who would do this?” Reggie asked. “We’re the only ones who ever used that bridge. I mean the gang. Who’d want to hurt us? Who’d want to hurt you?”

He didn’t sound as outraged on that last question, more confused. He was definitely more concerned about the bridge than me. He didn’t have the fondest memories of me from the first time we’d met in their foster father’s weed field.

“I don’t know,” I said, although I was mentally reviewing the possibilities.

A prank? Nope, too dangerous. I was pretty sure I was the only one hitting that bridge every day the past week, Marley and Reggie being occupied with other things like high school, and their friends Darius and Poppy almost getting killed.

And someone had cut it while I was on it, which was a rather significant tell. So I was taking it personally. “Did you see anyone on this bank? Near the rope bridge?”

They exchanged a confused glance and then Reggie said, “No.”

Marley added, “You can’t see the bridge from here.”

Who was out to get me now?

There was Junior Stafford; I’d shot his new-found father, Norman, and helped my old boss take out his mother, Serena; he could have some issues with me, but I didn’t see him coming back to Rocky Start any time soon. It was too hot for him here and he wasn’t the toughest nut in the bowl. More like yogurt.

There were any number of people from my past gunning for me, but I didn’t see any of them bothering to travel to a small town on the Tennessee/North Carolina border to cut a rope bridge; they’d just shoot me. We are professionals, after all.

I went down a list of possible people who might want me dead—the list was not short—but what it came down to was that it had to be somebody local. Maybe somebody who wanted Rose and the phantom millions that were supposed to be hidden in the building she’d inherited week before last. Somebody who thought I was standing in their way of marrying possible money in the shape of a very fine woman. That narrowed the field down to around twenty or thirty men. Damn it. There’s courting and then there’s killing. I frown upon the latter when it’s directed at me.

I shivered and realized I was still wet and the weather was not warm.

The Weed Brothers exchanged a glance, perhaps concerned about my silence and the shivering.

“Thanks for the save,” I told them. “I’m fine. Go to school.”

“You sure?” Marley asked. “You’re shaking and you got like a big lump on your forehead and your cheek is bloody. You don’t look good, man.”

I indicated my ruck. “I’ve got a first aid kit. Thanks. I’ll be fine. I really appreciate you saving me. Really.”

They looked at each other, communicated in some unspoken way, and headed back toward town, late for school, leaving the cranky old man behind.

I stood up. My boots and coat were soaked through and my hair was wet and freezing. Nothing I could do about that now.

I headed into town to find Rose and her homicidal suitors.

Very Nice Funerals will be out later in 2024.

sign up for our email list for news.
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