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      Hooch’s Bar

      “That’s quite the grin you’ve got on your face,” Kay said, pulling off her winter jacket and hanging it on the hook. The crisp, autumn-night air had followed her through the door of my bar along with the tinkling of the welcome bells. It was still early. Only a few of patrons had arrived.

      I held up my phone and waggled it at her as she headed to the counter. My text exchange was still lit up on the screen.

      
        
        Officer Goodman: I absolutely am UP for a good time ;) My break is in thirty. I’ll meet you out back.

      

        

      
        Me: Squad car? Lights flashing?

      

        

      
        Officer Goodman: It’ll be my pleasure to protect and serve, ma’am.

      

      

      Kay reached for my phone and read. “Officer Goodman, huh?” She handed my phone back to me, and I slipped it into my apron pocket.

      Hooch’s mascot, my Rottweiler, Twinkles, meandered over to her, and Kay bent to scratch his ears. “I thought Goodman was off the market.”

      “Back to being single.” I set a napkin and a wine glass in front of her.

      “Red, please.” She slid onto the stool. “This is Bill Goodman? He and his wife split up? I thought they’d just gotten married.”

      “This is Bill’s younger brother, Randy Goodman. Policing has become a family tradition.” I glugged Merlot into her glass. “And I’ve been waiting patiently for Randy to be single. I want to find out why the girls all lick their lips and say, ‘Yum, yum, good,’ when his name comes up.”

      Kay lifted her glass in a toast. “Here’s to family traditions. And mysteries to be solved − well, the fun kind of mysteries, anyway.”

      “Here. Here,” the guy sitting next to her said. He was more than mildly out of place.

      Hooch’s was a small-city cop bar. We were laid back about our clothing choices and our interactions. This guy looked like he could be a funeral director from somewhere up north. His hair was slicked back salt and pepper. Heavier on the salt, lighter on the pepper. He accented his mouth with a pencil-thin mustache. His tailored black suit matched perfectly to his black shirt and stood out in stark contrast to the gleaming white tie, carefully knotted and spotless. A fat hunk of gold encircled his pinky finger. His shoes were leather and polished to a gleam.

      Yes, when he came in, I looked.

      He could be an Italian mob guy from off the pay for view.

      I wondered if he was associated with Nicky’s Italian Restaurant next door. He had to be. I couldn’t come up with another explanation for a guy who looked and dressed like this to have found his way into Hooch’s bar − far from the restaurants and hotels that were found in the center of our fair city.

      A Nicky connection…

      That was a wholly unpleasant thought. Not that I should hold any association with Nicky against an innocent family member or white-tie-wearing by-stander.

      It was just that Nicky Stromboli was my evil nemesis.

      With a smile, I set a bowl of nibbles in front of him. Even if this guy were a Nicky stooge, I wasn’t going to let him spoil my Goodman mood.

      Besides, he had no idea what he was cheering on in this conversation with his “Here. Here.”

      I was what some people called a “Badge Bunny.” It was sort of like taking the police booster club to the next, more intimate level.

      Kay took a sip from her glass. “This is yummy, Bobbi Jax. What’s the name?”

      I held up the wine bottle so she could read the label. Bobbi Jax is what my dad and my oldest and dearest friends called me, I was BJ to everyone else. Though Robert Jacqueline Reid was what it said on my sadly underused passport.

      “Thanks.” She took another sip and set her glass down. “So Randy Goodman is the newest on your Bunny Hop Tour. Did he thank you for your patience?”

      I winked at her. “He said he’d do that tonight. Goodman things come to those who wait.”

      She snorted and looked down at her lap. A second later, my phone pinged.

      
        
        She’d texted: Or in your case − you waited to come for Goodman’s thing ;)

      

      

      “True story,” I said, sliding my phone back into my pocket and going to rinse my hands. I had been waiting ever since Randy had pinned the badge to his chest and taken the oath to serve and protect.

      Sometimes my Badge Bunny scruples got in the way of a good time. I loved a man in a blue uniform. Hard bodied, hardwired for do-gooding. There was hardly any reason to say no to a man with a fully equipped tool belt.

      Unless there was another woman in the picture in any way, shape, or form.

      I didn’t poach.

      There were so many blue fish in the sea, no reason to bait an officer who was already wriggling in someone else’s net. Up until this point Goodman had been dating. But for now, he was off the hook…so to speak.

      I reached into the fridge and pulled out some lemons to slice for garnishes. “Speaking of mysteries to be solved, where’s Terrance these days?”

      Terrance was Kay’s spectacularly famous boyfriend. They’d been dating for years and seemed to handle the long-distance part of their relationship pretty well. Every three weeks or so, he’d fly in to visit or fly her out to see him.

      “Switzerland.” She wrinkled her nose.

      I turned my head when I heard the alley door open and shut. I checked the clock, I still had twenty minutes before Officer Goodman. That must be Justice coming in a few minutes early for her shift. I focused back on Kay. “Chocolate, fondue, ski chalets, that sounds like fun. When are you going?” I asked.

      “I’m not going, ever.” And she set her glass down with enough emphasis that the wine sloshed onto the bar.

      Justice breezed in, tying an apron around her waist and taking in the scene.

      “It’s the ski thing isn’t it.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “You don’t like to ski?” Justice asked.

      Justice was my cyberpunk employee who helped pay her way through college by schlepping beers here at Hooch’s, the bar I quasi owned. Her service rat, Nicodemus, was sitting comfortably on her shoulder, flicking his long pink tail.

      I saw the godfather-looking guy startle when he saw Nicodemus. If stereotypes were right, I could understand why he didn’t like rats.

      Nobody likes that kind of rat.

      Everyone here at Hooch’s loved Nicodemus.

      Unlike his ancestral-rats who jumped ship before it went down, Nicodemus did the opposite. When Justice was about to have a seizure, he’d run up to her shoulder and nibble on her ear, thus giving her time to find a safe, soft place to lie down. He’d stay with her the whole time and attack anyone whom he perceived as a threat. Nicodemus was fierce when it came to Justice’s safety. And when he wasn’t acting out his role of guardian angel, with twitching ears, he hung out on her shoulder, nibbling treats, and enjoying the comradery at the bar.

      Right now, Nicodemus had quirked his head to the side, waiting for the story he knew would unfold.

      “Kay fell in a big hole,” I told Justice.

      “Skiing?” bar guy asked. “How do you fall in a hole skiing?”

      Kay reached for the rag I was using to swab up her spilled wine. “Girl Scouts. I was ten.”

      “Yeah, that explains nothing,” Justice said.

      I put a clean napkin down for Kay and refilled her glass. “Our Girl Scout troop went cross-country skiing. Kay was in the lead. She turned around to yell at us to catch up when whoomph the snow beneath her couldn’t handle her weight, and she fell into a hole.”

      “Straight in? Did your skis release?” bar guy asked.

      Kay was looking at her lap and sighed.

      “Straight down,” I said. “Arms pinned to her sides, snow filling back in around her. She looked like a snowman’s head that had been lopped off and rolled away from its body. It was kind of horrifying in a laugh-out-loud kind of way. We couldn’t get close enough to help her because it packed down the snow.”

      Bar guy spun on his stool to look directly at Kay. “How’d they get you out?”

      I grinned. “They had to get the safety patrol in, and their dogs helped dig Kay out, stopping every once in a while to lick her face.”

      “Dogs? They had dogs digging you out?” Justice asked. “Like a lost bone?”

      Kay tossed the rag back to me to put in the bucket I had for them under the counter. “The worst part about that was I twisted my knee, and I couldn’t dance for the rest of the year.”

      “Wait, you dance?” Justice asked.

      “She’s an Irish dancer. She does a mean jig. She wins almost every year at the Celtic Festival. See her t-shirt?” I asked.

      Justice moved over to the counter and looked at the Celtic knots spelling out FEIS. “How do you pronounce that?” she asked.

      “Fesh,” I said. “It’s an Irish dance competition. You should go see her this weekend at the Celtic Festival. She’s amazing.”

      “But she doesn’t ski,” bar guy said as if all other talents paled. “Because she fell in a hole. Once.”

      “The hole was just the first taste of skiing misery,” Kay countered. “Then there was the time I dated the ski instructor. I didn’t ski with him, mind you, I just dated him.”

      “Oh, I remember that,” I said. “It was that guy up at Massanutten.”

      She quirked her eyebrows. “Do you know the difference between a cactus and a ski instructor’s jacket?”

      “No, what?” I asked.

      “On a cactus, the prick is on the outside.” She sipped her wine. “Do you know the difference between God and a ski instructor?”

      “No, what?”

      “God doesn’t think he’s a ski instructor.”

      “I’m with the godfather here,” Justice said.

      So it wasn’t just me picking up that vibe.

      Justice rocked back on her heels and crossed her arms over her chest. “The only time you had problems actually skiing was when the dogs dug you out of the hole when you were ten? And that turned you off skiing for life? I mean, skiing in Switzerland sounds awesome.” Justice uncrossed her arms as she focused on a couple coming through the door. Justice glanced at Kay as she rounded the counter to go and take their order. “That little accident a half-a-life-time ago shouldn’t stop you.”

      “It didn’t. I’ve skied since then,” Kay muttered.

      “You have?” I winked as a squirt of lemon juice hit me dead in the eye and piled the slices into the garnish bin. Kay had been holding out, which meant there was a disaster attached to this story. “I didn’t know that. When did this skiing happen? Where did this skiing happen?”

      Kay took a slow sip of her wine.

      I waited.

      “Okay, the where was in the Italian Alps a couple of years ago. When? In the freaking summertime when no one should be skiing.”

      A smile stretched across my face. “But you went anyway.”

      “Terrance had arranged for us to have an adventure. He thought it would be fun for us to ski on an Alp.”

      “He thought you could ski down a hill?” bar guy asked, cranking his tie up to his Adam’s apple like a hangman adjusts a noose. “You couldn’t even ski in a straight line.”

      “I might have exaggerated my Girl Scout trip a tad bit.” Kay shuffled her glass around, then picked it up and drained it down her throat. She pushed the glass to me. I glugged it full of red wine again, knowing that she just needed a little priming to grease the story-telling wheels.

      Kay’s family roots were in Limerick, Ireland. When she and her brother Connor were younger, their family made a pilgrimage to the homeland. There, she bent over backwards, in the Irish tradition, to kiss the Blarney Stone. Ever since, she’s been full of shi − the gift of gab.

      “It was July on the Swiss-Italian border, and I found myself dressed in all the clothes I had brought with me for the long weekend. I knew I was going to fall, and I knew it was going to be cold. What I didn’t realize was that in the summer there was no snow on the Alp, it was basically a giant ice cube. The locals thought nothing of this. The women were all dressed in little string bikinis, in bright colors with matching ski boots. They were working on their tans as the rays of sun were reflecting off the ice. The toddlers, who were under say three years old, had on long pants, but that was because they fell when they toddled. They didn’t fall when they skied. They were much better at skiing than walking. I, on the other hand, was terrible at both toddling on the ice and skiing.”

      I stood there, thinking about how stupid the scenario was. “You can’t ski, and you were on the top of an ice-covered Alp? Surely you told Terrance you had no idea what you were doing.”

      “Surely not,” she said. “What I did was pretend that I knew exactly what I was doing, letting Terrance head down in front of me, so I could make my way back to the chalet to drink hot toddies.”

      “I get the feeling that wasn’t what happened.” Mafia guy chuckled.

      “Nope.” She wrapped her hands around her wine glass like it was a lifeline. “What happened was, Terrance skied down the ice cube. I was watching him go, thinking how graceful and handsome he looked. That’s when I lost my balance, spiraling my hands around. Some helpful do-gooder righted me, then gave me a push, and I started down the glacier.”

      “Skiing?” I asked.

      “That would be too generous of a term. Flailing and tumbling might be better verbs.”

      Nicodemus clutched his seed-filled cheeks and was shaking his head in horror.

      “All the way to the bottom?” Justice put the new arrival’s tab on the bar, picked up a beer stein, and pushed it under the tap.

      “Eventually, yes. But on the way there, I got myself stopped a few times. The toddlers whizzed by, laughing at me. At one point I caught myself on a sign post. I spent a few moments translating. It said, get back to the path, you’re in danger of falling in a crevasse.”

      “Holy moly! A dog couldn’t dig you out of that!” I let the frisson of belated fear run through my system. I had no idea I had come that close to losing the person who had been my best friend since I was two.

      “Right? So there I am, breaking off my newly manicured nails, digging and crawling in what I hoped was the direction of the path. I had only angled myself away from it in the first place because I was tired of listening to the toddler’s mocking me.”

      “When was this again?” I asked, trying to remember a time when she’d said she was heading to Italy.

      “Terrance and I had just started dating. And I was still in the I-want-to-impress-you part of our relationship.”

      “Ah,” bar guy prompted. “So over you scramble to the path−”

      “I’d lost one of my ski poles. I was pretty sure I’d broken my elbow. I sat down on the back of my skis, holding them together with my hands, and tried to go the rest of the way down by sliding sideways, aiming for the ski lift shack I could see at the bottom.”

      “I’m glad you made it down mostly intact. That was harrowing,” I said. “Maybe if you tried again, now that it’s November. There should be snow and possibly a beginners’ hill.”

      “I haven’t gotten to the worst part of my story,” Kay said.

      “Worse?” Justice asked, and there was a glint of schadenfreude glimmering from her otherwise jaded expression. “Tell.” She held up a cupped hand full of treats for Nicodemus.

      Nicodemus started eating sesame seeds like he was munching popcorn at a horror flick. Eyes wide and unblinking.

      “I get to the bottom of the mountain and stood in line for the lift. The lift-guy comes up to me and says, “Wait by the shed, we’re getting you some help.” As I mosey over to the shed, I’m wondering what that means, that they’re getting me some help.”

      “Yeah, you got to the bottom, you’ll take the lift up,” bar guy said and slid his glass to me for a refill of Badge Bunny Booze. “Seems to me that if they meant to be helpful, they could have pulled you off the crevasse sign before you broke your elbow.”

      “Agreed,” Kay said and lifted her glass to clink with the tumbler of whiskey I’d set in front of him. “But no. Turns out they had sent for the rescue patrol. The delay was that they were hooking up the St. Bernard’s to the sled.”

      “What?” I gasped − wide eyed, trying to picture her being tied into a gurney and pulled up the side of the mountain.

      “Yup. They wanted a pack of dogs to drag my butt up to the first aid chalet at the top. They thought I’d lay there and get pulled past all those tanned chicks in red string bikinis and perfect ski form.” Kay, being of Irish bloodline, was as white as porcelain, and the only color she got from being in the sun (or anything stronger than a 40-watt light bulb, for that matter) was to turn the color of a lobster. Almost instantaneously. Girls with perfect tans were a source of deep jealousy for Kay.

      “And more importantly in front of Terrance, I’m guessing,” Justice said.

      “Terrance hadn’t seen any of this?” I asked.

      “Not yet. There was zero chance that I’d let him mosey over to see what the commotion was about and find me there on the sled. The first time they sent the dogs, way back in Girl Scouts, was mortifying enough.  I mean, I’d just met Terrance. I really liked him. And heck no, I wasn’t going to let some slobbering St. Bernard, with a barrel tied under his neck, make me look like an even bigger fool.” She looked down to where Twinkles was lying at her feet. “No offense to dogs in general.”

      Twinkles stuck out just the tip of his pink tongue to show no offense was taken.

      “Did they really have barrels under their chins?” bar guy asked.

      “No, they weren’t even really St. Bernard’s. They were a husky team. Regardless, I insisted on using the lift,” Kay said. “Only, it wasn’t like the kind you see in the movies. It didn’t have a bench seat. It looked more like a metal T. You have to have someone on each side. There was a guy already waiting for a T-partner, and I rounded to my side. When I sat down, BOOM! I was suddenly sliding down another Alp. This time I was tangled up with a random ski dude.”

      “Cute guy? Nice guy?” I asked, looking for any silver lining. I checked the clock to make sure I didn’t miss any of my time with my cute guy. Officer Goodman still had a fifteen-minute ETA.

      “Pissed off guy,” she said. “They sent the dogs after us. We both refused and crawled side by side back up the glacier. I don’t speak Italian, but it sounded like he was slinging a slew of cuss words my way.”

      “You could tell better if he had free use of his hands,” bar guy said. “For the record, I’d be pissed too.”

      Now that I focused on him, he even sounded old-school movie-style mafioso.

      “It’s one thing to act like a moron by not accepting the help, even if it would hurt your ego,” he said, “but now you’re taking a random guy down with you?”

      Kay wrinkled her nose at him. I knew she regretted clinking his glass. He wasn’t acting like a team player here.

      “So, how’d you two get up to the top?” I asked.

      “The guy got on the T-bar and up he went with a different partner. The ski patrol officer was begging me to lie down with the dogs.”

      “He that lieth down with dogs shall rise up with fleas,” Justice said, rounding the bar with her order tray laden.

      Kay rolled her eyes. “Finally, a brave sole stepped up and said he spoke English. He explained that the T-bar wasn’t a seat. It was a pusher. You stick it under your butt, and it shoves you up the mountain. He was courageous enough to get pushed up as my T-bar teammate.”

      “Soldier?” I asked. “Cop?”

      Kay gave a half shrug. “I don’t have your divining skills in that department. But he was heroic, I’ll give him that. He talked to me the whole way, encouraging me to keep my skis straight, to be calm. He had an alpha-voice, soft and steady. So, maybe a cop.”

      A woman sitting at the end of the bar pushed her credit card in my direction.

      “Ta da!” I said, moving to the cash register to ring her up. I looked at her name Elaine Alberta Thomas embossed on the front. “Up to the top of the giant ice cube, and the adventure is over. Whew!”

      “Except for the line of people waiting their turn to take a picture of me.”

      “This is on the Internet?” Justice asked, coming back for extra napkins.

      Kay grinned. “I gave them a false name and told them I was Canadian.”

      “That’ll throw them off the scent,” I said.

      Justice gave an almost-chuckle under her breath, and I was pretty sure that we’d have an album of those pictures by morning − she was, after all, good enough to hack into the Pentagon, surely finding these photos should be a piece of cake.

      I handed the woman the receipt and a pen. “Thank you Ms. Thomas, I hope you’ll come back soon.”

      She pulled a lemon rind from her mouth and said, “I don’t know. This place kind of sucks.” She turned and left.

      “And so,” Kay concluded, “I have zero desire to go to Switzerland, because that was the highlight of my ski career, and it’s all been downhill from there.”

      “Pa-dum-dum,” I said, drumming on the bar like the band for a late-night comic.

      “You sound like a dangerous woman to hang around with,” godfather-guy said. “Some people are like that, if you hang around with them, bad things come your way just because they attract it. You know what I’m saying?”

      Kay shot me a look. She was probably thinking this guy should be looking at me and not her. I had a habit of finding myself in bad situations – okay, I had a way of finding dead bodies. I never made the bodies dead. That is to say, the deadness of the bodies was never my fault.

      The bodies just ended up where I was walking in a freakishly frequent way. But, hopefully, my days of finding dead bodies was behind me.
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      Hooch’s Bar

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Bzzzz

      I glanced at the clock. I still had ten minutes until Officer Good-times! pulled up in his police car. His blue shirt tight around his biceps, his tool belt framing his goody trail. Whew! was I looking forward to my dinner break.  I should probably go drag a comb through my hair, I thought, pulling the phone from my apron pocket.

      Bzzzzz

      Bzzzzz

      Bzzzzz

      
        
        Officer Goodman: I just pulled up in your alley and flipped on my lights. Ready?

      

        

      
        Officer Goodman: NO! Radio call. I’ll be back ASAP. Sorry!

      

        

      
        Officer Goodman: So sorry!

      

        

      
        Officer Goodman: More sorry than you can imagine.

      

      

      I didn’t know about that. My sorry meter was thumping against the far-end of the dial. My mouth dropped into a frown.

      “What?” Kay asked.

      “Duty called,” I said, waggling my phone at her.

      “That’s why you love them. Protect and serve. Knights in shining armor. Gallantry and courage.”

      “Okay. Okay,” I grumped. “But my appetite was revved. Now, I’m starving.”

      “Poor baby. Hey,” Kay said. “What do you call a randy police officer?”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “An under covers cop.”

      “Apparently not tonight,” I said, reaching for an orange wedge to nibble.

      “Oh, did you hear?” Kay grinned. “The celery was just arrested.”

      “Stop,” I said.

      “Yeah, he was accused of stalking.”

      “Seriously, stop,” I said.

      “One more?” She gave me her best pouty face.

      “No.” I tossed the orange rind into the waste bin and turned to Justice. “Hold down the fort. I’m heading out to pick up a cardiac arrest burger. Anyone want anything?”

      Kay reached over the counter and grabbed her own orange wedge. “Did you hear about the cardiac arrest victim who was defibrillated?”

      “Kay. Stop! These aren’t even funny.” I untied my apron, getting ready to leave. I was not in the mood for stupid. I’d just had my lollipop snatched by a villain.

      “I think they’re funny,” Mafioso said. “What happened to the cardiac victim and the defibrillator?”

      Kay turned a grateful gaze on him. “He was shocked, he survived.”

      Mafioso nodded as if she’d just passed him some news and not tried to tell him a joke. “You know, my cousin who owns the restaurant next door, Nicky−”

      I knew it!

      “−had a stroke. Some do-gooder found him, called an ambulance, and took care of his kid Georgie. Saved Nicky’s life.”

      “That would be your do-gooder right there.” Kay pointed at me.

      “You?” A storm seemed to brew across his face. “How can that be? I heard that there was bad blood between you and Nicky.” He leaned his head back and looked down his nose at me.  “I heard you were giving Nicky a hard time at his restaurant. Do you think you’re the reason he had the stroke? Your tormenting his business? He’s not a spring chicken you know.” He sat up straight again and shook a stern finger at me. “It’s not nice.”

      That took me a moment to process. What? That was exactly opposite of reality. Ever since Hooch took off for warmer climates and I took over the bar, Nicky was the one tormenting me.

      “Nicky had a stroke from a blood clot he got when Delight was giving him a hickey,” Justice said.

      “A hickey?” Mafioso stilled. Frowned. Shook his head “That’s not right. Nicky has a waddle.” He gestured at his neck to show what he meant.

      We all knew what he meant. We’d already processed the imagery when the incident happened. And had since managed to block it out. To be honest, I didn’t want my imagination to go there again.

      “No one would suck on Nicky’s neck waddle,” he concluded.

      “Delight would,” Justice said.

      Nicodemus nodded his head.

      As if on cue, Delight walked into the bar.

      Tonight, Delight was dressed in a pair of black yoga pants, purple glitter platform shoes, and a matching top. Her drag-queen-length fake eyelashes were a matching purple. She wore her hair in a giant RuPaul cascade. She looked fabulous!

      Mafioso spun in his stool and looked confused by what he was seeing.

      Twinkles got up and ambled over, wagging his little stub of a tail. Delight knew just how he liked to have his ears massaged. As Delight scrunched her periwinkle painted nails into his fur, Twinkles started moaning and bicycling his rear paw in the air.

      That should be me right now with Officer Goodman, I thought with a sigh.
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        * * *

      

      I had brought a cardiac burger back to Twinkles. We were eating together in my office. “I shouldn’t have given you that.” I grimaced at Twinkles. “Your vet is going to be mad at me when you haven’t dropped the extra weight.”

      Twinkles rolled his eyes up with his angelic look.

      Yeah, I knew his eating that burger was all my fault. I gathered the paper wrappers into a ball and pitched them into the waste basket. “I’ll take you for a walk in a little bit, and we can burn off some of the calories. Okay?”

      He yawned and stretched, then ambled over to the couch where he nestled into the cushions for an after-burger nap. I checked my watch, yup, that was the end of my dinner break. I was no more satisfied now than I had been before I ate. I had really been in the mood for Officer Goodman’s buns, not cardiac burger buns.

      My phone buzzed, and I yanked it from my pocket, thinking maybe Goodman was freed up, and we could get in a quickie. After all, a girl sometimes just has to grab a snack. Life wasn’t always the buffet we’d want.

      
        
        Hooch: Colleen said you didn’t get back in touch with her. She needs to get your credentials and ABC license to you.

      

      

      Colleen? Nope. I didn’t know a Colleen.

      
        
        Me: Should I know what you’re talking about?

      

        

      
        Hooch: Saturday.

      

        

      
        Me: I’ve still got nothing. Can you be more specific?

      

        

      
        Hooch: I sent you an email.

      

      

      He sent me an…I scowled as I moved over to the computer and plunked into my ancient cloth covered rolling chair. I booted up and tapped on the mail icon to pull up my inbox. After doing a quick search, I concluded I’d responded to each of Hooch’s emails. After all, being so far away, Hooch rarely sent me business-oriented emails − instead they usually had updates on his rest and relaxation strategies.

      Hooch was hanging out in Barbados on a doctor-ordered change of life. Now, he watched the waves, waved at the women, and drank Mai Tais to his heart’s content, while I ran our bar.

      I texted him back.

      
        
        Me: Nothing about Colleen or Saturday in my emails.

      

        

      
        Hooch: You’re right. It’s here in my draft folder. Sorry about that. I’m sure you can still handle it. I have confidence in you. Sending now.

      

      

      Holy moly, what could that mean? Anxiety burbled through my system as I waited for the ping.

      Ping!

      I tapped the email open and scanned down. My anxiety turned to an upset stomach, which turned into a sudden numbness that traveled from my toes up through my body, then came to a screeching halt with a blazing headache that made me see double.

      When I felt the tap, tap, tap on my foot, I looked down to find Nicodemus with a paw on my shoe and a concerned look in his eye. “It’s okay, buddy. Thanks for caring.” I lifted him up to my shoulder to return him to Justice, feeling mildly guilty for having distracted him from his service work.

      “You okay?” Justice asked from where she was filling a pitcher of beer. “He’s never alerted on anyone else before.”

      “I was having a moment,” I said, placing him back on her shoulder.

      The door burst open, and I spun around. “Whoop!” I called out. “Polar Bear and the Beavers are here!” I hustled over to the crowd as the bar filled with big men dressed in their rugby kilts and team jerseys, mud spattered and disheveled.

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm.” I heard Delight behind me. “Yes, he is. A mighty fine-looking, huge-assed polar bear of a man. Looks like a lumber jack. Looks like that Paul Bunyan fellow. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if he has a blue ox with him.”

      I wasn’t going to tell Delight that  Polar Bear’s real name actually was Paul Bunyan. His mom had a good sense of humor, a lucky last name, and a giant of a child.

      When I reached out to give him a hug, Polar Bear grabbed me around the waist and swung me in a circle. He set me down on the counter so he could look me in the eye. “And how have you been keeping, lass?” he asked, feigning a rich brogue.

      “All the better to have you in town.” I rested my hands on his broad shoulders. “When did your team get here?”

      “We flew in this morning and worked out this afternoon. We have to acclimate to your hot temperatures. How you call this fall, I don’t know.”

      I turned. “You all know Kay.” I gestured toward her.

      “Yeah, we do!” a Beaver called.

      “Oh, Kay!” Morgan squatted down, grabbing her by the back of her thighs and tipping her over his shoulder as he stood back up. He whirled her around then brought her, squealing and laughing, over and set her down beside me. “A sight for sore eyes, for sure,” he said.

      I pointed behind the bar. “And new to the Hooch family, we have Justice and her service rat, Nicodemus.”

      Nicodemus waved his paw in the air then brought it across his belly in a genteel bow.

      A hearty, “Hey ho!” rose up.

      “And this is our friend Delight.” I pointed over to her.

      “I like your skirts,” she said. “They’re real colorful.”

      The bar stilled.

      Twinkles covered his eyes with his paws. His tail stopped its wiggling.

      “It’s a kilt,” Polar Bear said. “Do you know why it’s called that?”

      Delight shook her head.

      “Kilt is what happened to the last chap that called it a skirt.” He gave her a friendly wink.

      Delight laid a beautifully manicured hand over her sizable chest. “Good thing I’m not a chap then.” She batted her heavy lashes. “I still like what you’re wearing. They’re real manly looking even if I called them skirts. It’s a cultural thing, if you see what I’m saying. Folks don’t wear those from where I was raised in Texas. I didn’t mean disrespect.” She took a sip of her wine. “You all just finished playing ball in your kilts?” she asked wiggling her fingers toward Morgan’s uniform.

      “Had to,” Morgan said. “Not enough room for my balls in a pair of trousers.”

      Delight got a kind of a stunned grin on her face.

      I knocked on the bar to get Justice’s attention. “Badge Bunny Booze for the Beavers, please.”

      She reached down and brought up the shot glasses, lining them up on the bar.  “So when you’re out playing, what were you playing?”

      “Rugby,” Morgan said.

      Justice nodded and uncorked a new bottle.

      The team jostled for seats around the tables.

      Polar Bear focused on me. “When I walked in, you were looking a little upset. Is everything okay?”
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      Hooch’s Bar

      For a moment I had forgotten the email from Colleen that Hooch had forwarded.

      The Royal Canadian Mounted Police rugby team, the Beavers out of Polly’s Cove, Nova Scotia, could have that effect. Especially when they were all sweaty and mud-streaked in their team uniforms.

      Yummy. A team of Royal Canadian Mounted Police in their kilts. Whew! Life was good. I fanned my over-heated face.

      Polar Bear raised a brow. “Everything’s okay?” he asked again.

      “It’s fine. Or will be. I was just blindsided by the Hooch.”

      “Yeah?” He was resting his hands on my thighs. They were warm, and the familiarity was a sign of our old friendship, but in that moment, I was remembering just how hungry I was from my lack of Officer Goodman.

      “I was planning on going to the Celtic Festival Saturday to compete and have fun with everyone,” I said. “But it turns out that Hooch volunteered the bar to do the whiskey booth. All that would be fine, I guess. But the email just came through, which means I don’t have that much time to get that all organized as well as take care of the bar. I’m not sure how I’m going to get it all done. And to top it all off, it seems he’s also agreed to a kissing booth.”

      “Wait. You’ll be kissing for money?” Morgan asked. “It’s a good cause, raising funds for our fallen officers’ families, but I imagine the men lining up aren’t the one’s you’d choose to kiss.”

      Everyone turned toward the guy in his black suit and white tie. He looked up from his glass, startled. “What?”

      “I’ve already decided, I’m not doing the kissing,” I said. “That’ll be Twinkles’s job. I figure a little dab of gravy on someone’s cheek, and Twinkles will happily give kisses all day long.”

      “You don’t think people will be intimidated by him?” Delight asked.

      “Twinkles? He’s as sweet as they come. Well, unless you’re a bad guy intent on harm. Then you’d better beware.”

      I watched the mafia guy turn a worried eye toward Twinkles.

      “You know,” Morgan said, reaching down to rub under Twinkles’s chin. “My first dog was all white with a bright pink nose, but the poor thing had no legs.”

      “What?” Kay put a hand on her heart and made a pouty face. “That is so sad!”

      “Yeah, I named him Cigarette. And every day after training, I’d take him out for a drag.”

      A general “Boo!” filled the bar.

      Kay chuckled in reply. “Hey, did you know I had to take my dalmatian to the eye doctor?”

      “Why? Was he seeing spots?” Morgan said without missing a beat. “Do you know what you get when you cross a sheepdog with a rose?”

      “A collie flower.” Kay giggled.

      “Okay you two, stop with the elementary school jokes. Gentlemen,” I called from my perch on the bar. “I welcome you to the United States and to the fine town of Jamesburg, Virginia. I’ll be buying drinks tonight for the Mounty with the best limerick. So let’s hear them, lads!”

      When the whooping calmed, Polar Bear started:

      
        
        “A Brit has made his mistakes, 

        He argued with one of his mates.

        Who pulled out a cutlass, 

        Thus leaving him nutless, 

        Now girls find him useless on dates.”

      

      

      The men laughed boisterously. The women grimaced. And the mafia-guy crossed his legs protectively.

      Morgan raised a hand and the bar quieted.

      
        
        “A man was enjoying some fun,

        He gasped to his girl, ‘Tis a tight one.’

        She called, ‘Glory be, Joel,

        You’ve found the wrong hole,

        There’s plenty of room ‘round the right one.”

      

      

      

      “That’s stretching the limits with that last one,” Gruesome said.

      “That’s what she said,” Morgan countered.

      High fives clapped as Justice picked up her tray of filled shot glasses and started distributing them.

      “Come on, Gruesome, give us a limerick,” Polar Bear shouted out.

      Gruesome stood up from his chair.

      
        
        “There once was a man, brass balled

        Who kept the young lasses enthralled

        As he screwed from behind.

        His nuts they did chime,

        His rhythm was never equal-ed.”

      

      

      As the laughter settled, Justice arrived at his table. “You’re Gruesome?” she asked, holding out the tray of shot glasses.

      Gruesome picked up four and handed them around his table. “That’s right.”

      “Is there a story behind your name?”

      “Well, sure there is, lass. You see, one day, a young lady came up and asked me what was under my kilt. And I said, ‘You’re welcome to stick your hand up there and find out for yourself.’ It was quite the surprise when she actually did. ‘Agh, gruesome!’ she cried, pulling her hand out as quick as she could. I told her if she put her hand up there again, she’d discover that I’d grew some more!”

      “And with that, I believe we have our winner,” I called out. “Gentlemen. All hail, Peter Gruesome.”

      As the cheers were raised, Gruesome turned around and pointed over his shoulder at his family name printed at the top of his Rugby shirt over the number 13.

      Justice didn’t change her facial expression from jaded, but Nicodemus was snickering into his paws.

      “Okay, that’s all well and good, but just what do you wear under that there kilt of yours?” Delight asked.

      “On a good day,” Gruesome said with a grin, “a bonny lass’s lipstick!”

      I turned to Kay. “Did you let Connor know that the Beavers were here?”

      She held up her phone. “Yeah, he should be walking through the door any minute now.”

      Just then, the bells tinkled as the door was pushed wide, and there he was. In a room full of yummy men in kilts, Connor Patrick Fitzgerald still stood out as the yummiest. Tonight he was dressed in a pair of jeans that showed off his narrow hips and strong thighs. His shoulders were broad, and he had that boyish grin that just did crazy things to my heart. He sent me over a knowing wink, like he’d just read my thoughts.

      Yeah. He was dangerous.

      He’d be even more dangerous tomorrow when he put on his clan’s kilt.

      The problem with Connor was that he wasn’t just cute, he was genuinely golden-hearted, smart, and a cop who wore a Jamesburg blue uniform with the yummy gold badge over his heart.

      Yep. Dangerous territory.

      I loved him. And he was completely off limits.

      Connor was Kay’s brother. He had known me since I was still working on the whole potty-training thing. He had watched me grow up, and now that I was grown, he’d decided that he loved me, too.

      Which was terrible.

      After all, I was a young woman, trying to enjoy life. I had no desire to settle down and start a family before I’d even had a chance to experience just being me. Since Connor was five years older than I was, he’d had his opportunity to sow his wild oats. I wanted my opportunity, too. The most adult decision I wanted to make had to do with running my bar and being a good mom to Twinkles.

      But then Connor would saunter into the bar looking like that, and…well it did crazy things to my insides.

      So I decided to sidle on out the back door of the bar and put some distance between us while I felt vulnerable.

      Yup, that was my level of immaturity in this moment.

      If Goodman had been able to follow through with our plans, I’d be satisfied right now. My hormones wouldn’t be churning around begging for attention.

      After raising my hand to Connor in a salute, I walked to the back of the bar to gather the half-filled trash. I tied it off and relined the bin.

      When I lifted the trash bag to my shoulder, I saw Justice looking at me, a glint of amusement in her eye. Nicodemus on the other hand had tipped his head down and was using rather sarcastic body language to convey that he knew I was a coward.

      Whatever, Nicodemus.

      “I’m taking out the trash, then taking my break. Ask Kay or Connor to step in if you need help. Remember that if Gruesome is checking out, that tab’s on me. I’ll be back in a little while.”

      Justice gave me a nod.

      On the way out, I changed the soundtrack over to Irish pub music and glanced back to make sure everyone had smiles on their faces.

      The door banged closed behind me.

      I made my way over to the dumpster between the bar and Nicky’s restaurant. Lifting the lid, I flipped the trash in. I turned as I heard the door at Nicky’s slam shut. I’d hoped it would be Nicky’s dishwasher so I could ask how things were going and if Nicky was getting any better after his stroke.

      While Nicky was my arch nemesis, and I wished he’d leave me alone, I didn’t wish him harm.

      I moved out into the alley to discover it wasn’t the dishwasher. It was the mafioso guy with the black suit and white tie. He slid his hands into his pockets, and I hoped he stayed where he was. He made me uncomfortable.

      “Roberta Jaqueline Reid, right?” he asked.

      I said nothing.

      “I’m Sal Stromboli.”

      “I’m sorry. I thought your name was Guido.” I had been told cousin Guido had taken over Nicky’s restaurant while Nicky was in recovery.

      “Guido’s from the other side of the family. We all play different roles. For now, it looks like Guido is running Nicky’s business.”

      “Right now. What does he normally do?”

      “He takes care of the meat.”

      I blinked. “You mean he’s a butcher?” That didn’t sound good. Maybe I shouldn’t be asking questions. Maybe I should just mosey back into the bar.

      Sal winked. “Yeah, in a loose sense of the word.”

      I felt a shiver go down my spine. “And your role?” I couldn’t believe I’d just asked that.

      “I talk to people about their insurance needs. You, for example, might want to consider a special insurance policy on your business.”

      “I have an insurance policy on the business.”

      “Ah, probably not as good as what I can offer you. It probably doesn’t cover the kinds of things I would cover. Maybe you might also need some life insurance?” He shrugged both of his shoulders. It made his jacket lift and settle again in a really unsettling way. “I know you think you’re young and nothing will ever happen to you. But very quickly, you’ll figure out that bad things can happen when you least expect it. It’s better to know that someone’s watching out for your interests…if you see what I’m saying.”

      “I think I might.” A police car rolled into the alleyway.

      “I heard you were talking about the hatchet throwing contest. You know who’s great when it comes to a hatchet?”

      “Who?” I asked, focusing on the driver and seeing it was Randy Goodman with a big old grin on his face.

      “Guido. Surgical precision. Surgical. It’s like a piece of art when he’s done.”

      “Hacking things up?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Oh, okay. Good to know.”

      Goodman flashed his blue lights for my amusement. I wasn’t amused. I was, however, thankful he was there.
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      Jamesburg Celtic Festival

      I dragged my fully laden cart over the muddy field. My Celtic Festival map was fluttering in the breeze as I tried to figure out where Hooch’s had been assigned for the whiskey tasting tent. Twinkles was plodding along beside me, nose up in the air. One of the food tents was operating today to feed the vendors who were busy setting up.

      I could smell it, too, bangers and mash. Yum. That and the hot, meaty taste of Scotch eggs. I was planning to indulge in both today.

      I arrived at the empty tent sandwiched between a Viking shop and a carved wooden bowls gallery. They seemed already set up and ready for business. My tent stood empty and sad.

      “Woohoo!” I heard the call ride the breeze.

      I swiped my hair from my face as I turned.

      “Woohooo!” This time I saw Delight making her way over to me, bags in either hand, and a grin on her lilac-lipsticked mouth.

      I pulled a tarp from off my little hand cart and laid it at the corner of the tent. “Place,” I told Twinkles. He lumbered in and plopped down. A rivulet of drool dangled from the corner of his mouth. I swiped a wrist across my own lips. “I feel you, buddy. Bangers make me drool, too.”

      “Look at here! Look what I got!” Delight said as she hustled over in pink polka dotted rain boots. She reached out her bags, which I took and placed on the counter − part of the whiskey tent’s “available furnishings.” At least Hooch hadn’t been derelict in ticking off the right boxes on the form, even if he had forgotten to clue me in.

      In Delight’s first bag was a length of beautiful green wool fabric and a tartan sash. In the second bag was a parchment in a plastic sleeve that talked about the history of the Davidson family, their crest, and their motto. Sapienter Si Sincer, which apparently meant, “wisely if sincerely.” The “if” confused me a bit. It would be nice if they could as a clan be both wise and sincere. “If.” Yeah, I’d have to think about that one…when I had nothing else to do…

      “See that there crest? Isn’t it just perfect? That there is what they call a stag. Look here, I have it on my sash pin.” She pointed at her shoulder. “I’m gonna wear it tomorrow so everyone can see how much I like stags.”

      “How did you decide to get the Davidson clan tartan?” I asked.

      “A while back I had a cheek swipe for that DNA testing kit thingy. I wanted to know about my ancestors. I might want to go and see where all this wonderfulness began.” She gestured the length of her body with graceful hands. “So I have ancestors in Northern Africa and Eastern Africa, but I’m thirteen percent Scott-Viking.” She pointed over to the tent next to mine where they were displaying drinking horns. “I guess that’s where I get all the horny from. Anyways, I was following my family tree, and Davidson is the clan name that makes up one of the branches.”

      “That’s so interesting to have such diversity in your background. I’m just straight up Scotch-Irish.”

      “That is sad.” Delight put her hand over her heart. “I’m sorry to hear about that. Maybe you can find you someone nice who will let you swim in his genetic pool, if you see what I’m saying. Let your kids have a little diversity.”

      “That sounds like a plan, I’ll revisit that thought in say ten years or so. What are you going to do with the fabric?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes, in this bag here? That’s the blue from the Reid tartan. I assume you already have a sash and a family pin.”

      “I do…”

      “So I’m going to go home and whip us up some comely bar wench dresses. I have us some black bustier thingies that make our waists look thin and our boobies look delicious. Yummy breasts always bring the men to the tent for a little look-see and a drink.”

      “I’ve never known the whiskey tent to have problems staying busy at a Celtic Festival. But sure, if you want to make us costumes, I’ll wear it. Are you sure you have time before tomorrow?”

      “This here’s an easy pattern. I’m not going to enhance it the way I normally do with all the sequins and bling. We’ll be more pastoral. Speaking of pastoral…” Delight nodded her head toward a woman heading our way, “do you know Meadow?”

      When I shook my head, Delight grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the wood gallery tent. She snatched up the closest bowl and said, “Here, rub this on your cheek.”

      I closed my eyes and felt the silken smoothness of the wooden bowl as I painted it over my skin. “Lovely. Soft.”  It was surprisingly grounding. I felt the stress melting away. When I opened my eyes, a woman was standing in front of me with a serene smile on her face.

      “This here is Meadow Bush Wacker,” Delight said.

      “Bushwalker,” she corrected. “Just call me Meadow.”

      “Look at her dress, isn’t it wonderful? It looks like she’s straight out of a fairy tale or something.”

      It was true, Meadow was wearing a linen blouse and skirt that looked like they were hand made. The shirt was a light yellow, the skirt was a darker mauve. I had done an experiment with dying natural fabrics back in Girl Scouts, and this looked like what you’d get from steeping the shirt fabric in yellow onion skins and skirt fabric in crushed beets. I’d never seen it done up as a whole outfit before. I’d also never seen anyone walk around wearing a wreath of braided twigs still clinging to their colored leaves before. I’d readily admit, it looked festive in her dark mahogany hair. I had to agree with Delight, Meadow could well be painted into a book of fairy tales and be right at home.

      Her outfit matched the theme of her gallery. It was a powerful marketing tool. Kudos to her. And it made me think that Delight was right to want to do up bar wench dresses for us to add atmosphere.

      “Hi. I’m BJ from Hooch’s.” I pointed at the tent wall. “I’m your neighbor. We’re doing whiskey tasting and a kissing booth. I’m behind schedule and just getting in.  It looks like you’re all set up already.”

      “Yes, I got here last night. It was quite the walk.”

      “Walk?” I asked.

      “From the glen to here is about thirty miles.”

      “And you walked? With your bowls?” I looked toward the back of the tent and saw a cot that was neatly tucked into the corner covered in a hand-stitched quilt.

      “And her staffs,” Delight added. “I’m gonna get me one of these here staffs, Meadow, since you top them with antlers and all. I just found out my family crest features a stag in the center of a leather belt. This will be perfect for my outfit I’m putting together for tomorrow.”

      “All of the antlers are free range,” Meadow said.

      “I don’t know what that means.” Delight was running her fingers up and down the various staffs, looking quite practiced at the gesture.

      “Well, it’s a philosophy of living, not to hurt Mother Earth.” She looked at me. “I don’t drive, I walk to where I want to go.” She looked back to Delight. “And I don’t destroy anything that’s living.” She spread her skirt. “The flax in my clothing, for example, is taken from the dying plant after it has lived its natural life-cycle.” She gestured toward the antlers. “The antlers I find once they’ve been shed in the woods.” Waving toward the bowls, she said, “Even these beauties that I use to make my living are from trees that sacrificed themselves for the greater good.”

      “Sacrificial trees?” I blinked.

      “Yes, they use the storms to give them the means for suiciding for the greater good.”

      “I’m sorry, what good is that?” I kept my face toward Meadow, but my eyes scanned over to the suicidal tree bowls.

      “The bugs break down the trees to nourish the dirt for future plants and to feed the insects. It’s important for the trees to forfeit their existence to help preserve and increase the lives of others.”

      “The bugs?”

      “Exactly. And then other animals eat the bugs, and bigger animals eat the bug-eating animals. It’s all part of the circle of life. And I make sure that if a tree makes the ultimate sacrifice, that I don’t diminish its efforts to help the forest floor and creatures. I only take some of the trunk to make the bowls, so I can pay the taxes on the land and guard nature.”

      “Oh, I see. And do you use some of it for heating? I’m trying to imagine what kind of home you might live in.” To be honest, I was thinking yurt. I wouldn’t mind seeing the inside of a yurt.

      “It would be a travesty to burn the wood. No. I have a solar panel on the side of my cave to provide me with adequate electricity for heat, light, and cooking.”

      “Cave,” I whispered.

      “We don’t have to destroy Mother Nature. She provides.” Meadow turned and picked up a basket. Pulling back a linen cover, she held it out between Delight and me. “Taste this,” she said.

      I dutifully reached in the basket and pulled out a muffin. It was dense and moist.

      Meadow gestured, and I knew, out of politeness, I’d need to take a bite. I really wanted to know what it was first. My mind flew back to all my hikes in the woods over the years. What would Meadow have used to make this muffin? I mean, besides the mud pies I’d made as a toddler, I couldn’t think of a thing. It should be okay. Maybe.

      I took a bite. It was weird, I wasn’t gonna lie.

      “Acorn meal.” She smiled. “I gather the acorns after they’ve fallen to the ground, providing for the animals of the forests. And I am, of course, just an animal amongst other animals.”

      “You and the squirrels?” I asked. In the back of my head I could hear Kay saying, “I once saw a squirrel humping an acorn. Yeah, it was fuckin’ nuts.” But I curbed that before it popped out of my mouth. Instead, I said, “Thanks for sharing. This muffin is oak-ay.”

      No one laughed.

      “Acorns? Come from oaks? It’s oak-kay?”

      Meadow and Delight shook their heads at me. Kay would have laughed.

      I hid the muffin behind my back. And pointed toward one of Meadow’s bowls. It had a beautiful burled design. “Hey,” I said. “Why did the tree get put in time out?”

      The women turned to look at the bowl, and I tossed my muffin toward my Hooch tent. “Because it was knotty.” I giggled.

      Meadow and Delight turned back to me with furrowed brows.

      Gosh, I was missing Kay. She would have laughed at that one, too.

      I heard Twinkles next door making hacking sounds. I felt pretty sure he’d scarfed up the acorn muffin and was now wishing he wasn’t such an indiscriminate glutton.
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      Driving to Hooch’s Bar

      The tent over at the Celtic Festival was set and ready-ish.

      Colleen had handed me my event ABC license, so I could legally serve my booze. Hooch’s was hosting, but to keep things legal and have the profits go to the cause, the Celtic Festival board of directors had ordered the cases of booze. Plentifully. Obviously, they thought this was going to be a popular tent.

      Colleen would truck the cases of booze over in the morning. Some things you could leave in a tent − like antler staffs or Viking drinking horns − and expect them to be left alone.

      Alcohol? Not so much. Though, tomorrow I’d have a locked case to store the whiskey in.

      I was relieved when I found out that the inventory had been handled. Without the heads up from Hooch, I would probably have had an hour, maybe two worth of whiskey. And that was only if I started first thing in the morning before the real drinking got going.

      I knew this first hand.

      Anticipating the teams who hung out at Hooch’s every year, I had ordered extra beer and Badge Bunny Booze for the bar. I loved when the teams were in town for the festival. They were all big men with high alcohol tolerances, and my cash register rang a happy tune. Besides, they were a lot of fun.

      Hooch’s had never served at the festival that I knew of. But if those teams were any indication − and by Colleen’s inventory list, they were − then Delight and I would be busy, busy, busy.

      Thank goodness for Delight, I told myself as I pulled up in the alley behind Hooch’s.

      She had snapped up my offer to work with me. She was like that, the kind of person who jumps in to try new things and make new friends. Besides, she had a big competition down in “Hotlanta,” as she called it, in a couple of weeks. She was hoping to be crowned the Queen of the South East. Wouldn’t that be something? A little extra cash in her pocket would mean she could paint the town with her friends.

      Yes, even though I’d opened the email in shock and dismay, things weren’t turning out badly at all. This is going to be fun, I thought as I parked my Mini.

      I loved the Celtic Festival and seeing old friends.

      My excitement was bubbling back up as my trepidation quelled. My tent was set. We were staffed. Inventory was on hand. Yes, it was all falling quickly and easily into place. Sure, it was a little extra work, but it was for an excellent cause. I would have been happy to have signed up for this myself, I just wished that Hooch had kept me in the loop.

      I climbed out of my car, acknowledging that I was exhausted. “Come on Twinkles. Time to go to work.” I held the door wide as he hefted himself up from the seat and jumped down. I gave him a hard look, making sure that he wasn’t acting odd or ill from the muffin he’d snarfed down earlier.

      To be honest, I was still a little weirded out that I’d eaten acorns. I had always been told they were poisonous. I’d Googled to make sure neither Twinkles or I would die. When I asked, Delight if she’d eaten the acorn muffins, she said she’d just pretended to eat it out of politeness. “I got me a policy about things like that. I don’t eat nothin’ that’s been cooked up in a cave, if you see what I’m sayin’.”

      I thought that was probably a good policy to have, and I vowed going forward I’d adhere to that rule. But it was a little late now, seeing how I’d swallowed the muffin already.

      The Internet articles said if the tannins were removed from the acorns before cooking them, that acorns were very nutritive.

      Huh, who knew?

      Well, Meadow did.

      But that didn’t mean that I didn’t stop on the way back to Hooch’s to pick up cardiac-arrest burgers for Twinkles and me. Eating acorns as a complete meal was nuts.

      I walked through the alley door and nodded at Joe, my dishwasher. He was deep in his Zen state of glass washing, and I decided not to bother him.

      I wasn’t planning on staying here late tonight. Firstly, a girl needs her beauty rest. Secondly, while I planned on going to bed early, it wasn’t to sleep right away. Randy Goodman, like a good randy man, had promised to pay me a visit after his shift was over and before he changed out of his uniform. Thirdly, Justice’s friends were able to come in at ten tonight to help out, and they’d be there to help her Saturday, too.

      The Celtic Festival was Saturday and Sunday.

      Sundays and Mondays Hooch’s was closed. Jamesburg was historically Catholic. There was a lot of penance to do on a Sunday, so opening didn’t make a lot of sense. And Monday was my day of rest, along with errands and laundry. By Tuesday, everyone was ready to drink again.

      Yes, oddly, things were falling right into place and working out. And that just wasn’t how my life normally unwound for me. I crossed my fingers to keep the good juju going.

      I walked past my office and into the main room. My eyes scanned over the patrons. Connor and Kay perched on stools at the bar. The Polly’s Cove Beavers weren’t here yet. But I recognized a few of the Golden Cocks who helped to make up the Bumpass, Virginia Police team, filling the seats at the tables. They were looking mighty rugged in their rugby uniforms, every bit as sweaty and mud streaked as the Beavers had been yesterday.

      Yum.

      The Celtic Festival time of year was my very favorite time of year.

      I raised my hand in salute as Twinkles wandered over, whole butt waggling, to get loved on.

      Justice handed me a beer and lifted her chin toward the chicky-doodle who was flirting up a storm with the table of Cocks from her perch on her bar stool.

      “What is worn under the kilt, I wonder,” she said in an overly loud voice as I handed her a stein.

      “Well,” I said. “I was in the Highlands of Scotland once. As I was climbing through the heather, there was a young man who was climbing near me. I turned to him and asked that very question. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but what is worn under your kilt?’”

      And Kay called out, “Nothing, me lassie. Everything’s in perfect working order!”

      “Here! Here!” called the Bumpass Golden Cocks.

      “That’s not the truth,” chicky-doodle pouted.

      She didn’t seem like a very bright bulb.

      “When we’re not playing sports,” one of the team said, “the only thing under my kilt is a cool breeze and what God himself endowed me with.”

      “The only thing under mine is me lucky charms,” Morgan said, then winked at Kay.

      Kay blushed hotly.

      Chicky-doodle scowled as she tried to figure out what that meant.

      “What do you wear under your kilt, Officer Fitzgerald?” Chicky-doodle’s friend reached down and fingered one of Connor’s kilt pleats. She was using a Marilyn Monroe accent and a flirtatious flutter of heavily mascaraed lashes.

      Connor’s face turned pink. “When I’m wearing my clan tartan, it’s customary to go commando. But at the contests tomorrow, we’ll wear compression leggings under the kilts.”

      He couldn’t have been less flirtatious if he tried. Just stating the facts, ma’am.

      Though, I’d admit, that was the first time I’d ever heard Connor say he went commando, and it made my girly parts do an odd little flip-flop kind of gymnastics thing.

      “It’s a family friendly event,” Kay added.

      Now it was, but for a moment, I pictured what the games might have looked like in times of yore, before compression shorts had been invented, when the men didn’t worry about their kilts flying up. My ancestral women folk must have had a very good time going to watch the matches.

      I was distracted from my little fantasy when Delight walked through the door.

      She was wearing a ratty sweat suit, old fuzzy house slippers, and her hair was wrapped in a turban.

      “Is everything okay?” Kay called over.

      “Everything’s fine,” Delight said, letting her gaze take in the Bumpass Golden Cocks. “Mmm, mmm, mmm, yes, just fine.” She focused over on Kay. “I’m just here to measure BJ right quick. I’m making us matching bar wenches’ outfits. We’re going to look fabulous, and all the men in their kilts will want to come to our tent to check out our wares.” She wove her way over to the counter. “You know, I didn’t really get a full feel of how much I appreciated a man in a kilt until I got on the Internet and started looking around. There is much to be admired about a man who keeps himself so accessible, if you see what I’m saying.”

      The women in the bar nodded.

      The men grinned.

      “Hey,” Delight said. “Do you know what you call a badge bunny who likes a man in a kilt?”

      “No, what?” I asked.

      “A cop hop Scotch.”

      I tilted my chin. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      “No, you’re right. That doesn’t work when I say it out loud. In my head, though, I’m chuckling.”

      “About tomorrow,” I walked to an open space at the end of the bar, so Delight could take my measurements, “Kay will be there on and off to help in our tent.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that.” Delight focused on Kay. “I would have bought more material and made a wench dress for you, too,” Delight apologized.

      “That’s okay, I’ll be wearing my dance dress. The competition goes on all day, I need to run back and forth to the stage when they call the different levels for competition.”

      “Oh, I see, okay, good then.” Delight reached in her pocket and pulled out a little notebook, a pencil, and a tape measure. She lifted my arms out to the side. “Now stand like that for me.”

      I stood like a scare crow as she moved around me, mumbling under her breath and writing on her pad.

      “And I have my competition, too,” I explained, hoping she could multi-task. “But between Connor, Kay, and me, we’ll make sure to give you breaks and let you get off your feet.”

      Delight pulled the pencil from between her teeth and scratched down a number. “What all are you competing in?”

      “She throws an axe,” Connor said.

      “She hits the bull’s eye almost every time. That takes practice,” Kay said with a nod. “It’s not axe-edental.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Kay will be in the story telling contest as well as the jigs.”

      “How about you, Officer Fitzgerald?”

      The way chicky-doodles friend kept calling Connor ‘Officer Fitzgerald’ told me that we had another badge bunny in our midst. I wrinkled my nose. I thought one badge bunny was plenty for this bar.

      “I’m in the police bagpipe corps, playing drums, and I’ll be representing Clan Fitzgerald in the opening and closing ceremonies,” he said. And I could tell from his posture that he’d just come to the same conclusion I had. Connor wasn’t as comfortable as some other officers with being appreciated for his badge.

      She sent him a little pout. “No rugby?”

      “That’s not my thing,” he said, picking up his beer. “I compete in the heavy athletics.” Connor had started to move down the row toward me.

      Miss Persistence picked up her beer and followed right along. “What does that mean?”

      Connor sent me a wide-eyed S.O.S. look.

      “It means,” Kay stepped between them, “he picks up tree trunks and throws them end over end.”

      Blink blink. Hand to chest. A little wobbly in the knee like she might just faint at the awesome strength of burly Officer Fitzgerald. “Whole trees?”

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm.” Delight reached out to run her hand down Connor’s bicep. “I’m just imagining you playing with your wood, tossing it around all masterful and shit.”

      Connor turned bright red. Again, he shot me a look that read S.O.S.

      Delight had stalled measuring my bust. I thought Connor was leaning over to see how big my boobs were, but instead, he whispered in my ear, “I’m heading out. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Then he caught my chin between his finger and thumb to angle my mouth up toward his, and he pressed a delicious, possessive kiss against my lips.

      Man, he did that well.

      I mean, Connor and I had kissed before.

      And it always had the same affect. It curled my toes and made me want more. But more came with a relationship price. Though, I knew he probably landed that kiss to let the badge bunny know he wasn’t on the market, so she wouldn’t follow him outside.

      As Connor started out the door, Sal walked in.

      Connor turned right back around and followed Sal to a bar stool. I wondered if Connor was picking up a dangerous vibe from Sal like I was.

      Once again, Sal was dressed like a mob undertaker. I’ve known a few undertakers in my day, and even undertakers don’t dress as undertaker-ish as Sal did.

      Sal squinted at Justice. “You know we don’t put up with rats in my line of business.”

      “That’s not a rat, that’s Nicodemus,” I said. “He works here.”

      Some random bar guy leaned in and tapped Sal on the chest with his pointer finger. “Hey,” he slurred. “What do the Mafia and pussies have in common?”

      The bar went quiet.

      “One slip of the tongue, and you’re in deep shit.”

      I rolled my eyes as the Golden Cocks erupted with laughter.

      Sal sat down at the bar.

      “What can I get you, officers?” Justice asked, putting napkins down on the bar in front of the men to Sal’s right.

      “So this is a screw bar?” Sal asked.

      “Well, I do what I can,” I said under my breath.

      Justice leaned toward me and said, “‘Screw’ is godfather talk for cop.”

      “How would you know that?” I asked her.

      “My grandfather loved those movies,” she said, pulling the tap and filling the first stein. “He played them all the time. This guy,” she tipped her head toward Sal, “talks like he’s out of a nineteen-seventies mob film.”

      Delight leaned in to whisper, “Dresses like it, too. You wouldn’t catch me dead in a get-up like that.”

      “Not enough sparkle,” I said. “Speaking of glitter, are you ready for your big drag queen competition coming up in Atlanta?”

      “That’s not for a couple of weeks, yet. I think I’m good to go. I have my costumes all ready and Dwayne’s been working with me over the Internet on my choreography and presentation. He says it’s good. And he’s a judge at the Houston competitions, so I trust his eye.”

      Sal turned his focus over on Kay. “Weren’t you in the advertisement for the Celtic Festival tomorrow? You were telling a story about kissing the Blarney Stone?”

      “That was the story I won the contest with two years ago. They’re probably just using whatever footage they can find.”

      “Officer Fitzgerald, did you kiss the Blarney Stone when your sister did?” badge bunny wannabe asked. She spent extra time make the sssss sound in kiss while trying to look provocative.

      Connor sent me a look that said he now regretted coming back in to make sure everything was okay. “No, I never climbed the tower to kiss the stone. When Kay went up, I was watching the local news tape a story.”

      “Yeah? What was that about?” one of the Cocks asked.

      “I’m not sure. I was twelve at the time. What I do remember was that there was a woman there in a cowboy hat and an American flag shirt. The reporter asked in his thick brogue, ‘Now that you’ve kissed the Blarney Stone, do you feel more eloquent?’ and she got this weird offended look on her face and said, ‘Well, hell, honey, I’ve always dressed nice.”

      “Wait. What?” I asked.

      “She thought he said elegant?” the biggest Cock asked. “The brogue was too thick? She just didn’t know the word he was using?”

      “Don’t know, but that story stuck with me. And ever since, whenever I see a cowboy hat, I hear the phrase in my head, ‘Well, hell, honey, I always dress nice.”

      “Speaking of Texas and cowboy hats. Have you been talking to Rex Parker?” Delight asked. “My cousin Dwayne says that the attempted murder case where he was almost killed is coming up for trial soon. They had him in for depositions about what he witnessed. Surely, they need you there, too, since you found him and all.”

      “This was an almost dead body?” Sal asked, shrugging his shoulders to readjust his suit jacket.

      “This was my friend Rex,” I said.

      “And you found him almost dead, like you found my cousin Nicky almost dead?” he pressed.

      “Same week!” Delight nodded her head for emphasis. “She’s got a knack. Like a divining rod. Sometimes she finds ‘em cold and dead, and there’s nothing she can do. Sometimes, they’re still kinda luke-warm, if you see what I’m sayin’. And BJ blows them back to life.”

      Sal yanked his chin back. “You blow stiffs?”

      The bar went absolutely silent.

      “I, uhm…” Stiffies, sure. Stiffs? Not really my kink − or my civic duty.

      “Once she even blew a goat.” Delight held her hand up like she was taking an oath. “Hand to God, that’s the truth. You can ask anyone who lives in Denial.”

      “Armadillo,” Kay said. “We were in Armadillo when she blew the goat.” She was talking about a mishap at our friend’s wedding over the summer. Yes, there was an electrocuted comfort goat, an unconscious Rex, and a stiff − without the “y”, which made our visit to Texas absolutely no fun.

      “I didn’t ‘blow’ a goat. I gave a goat mouth-to-mouth.”

      There was a general stink face made by the bar crowd.

      My phone buzzed in my apron. Speaking of stiffies, Goodman was sexting me. Twinkles ambled over and gave me the “potty-break!” look. I tucked my phone in the back pocket of my jeans and untied my apron. “You okay here?” I asked Justice. “I need to take Twinkles for a walk.”

      Nicodemus waved his paws at me, telling me to scoot; it was all under control.

      As if that were ever the case.
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      Hooch’s Bar

      I clipped Twinkles lead to his collar, like a good doggy mother does. I had enough trouble with the ABC guy, I didn’t need to go toe to toe with the animal control folks. So what if it was an empty gesture? The law was the law, and the law stipulated that even a hundred-and-forty-pound dogs − I looked down and muttered, “A hundred and forty-two, now big guy” − needed to have a lead attached. Fat lot of good it had ever done me. Twinkles did what Twinkles wanted to do. I was the one who went along for the ride.

      Tonight, Twinkles aimed resolutely toward Main Street and the police department. We crossed at the light and headed toward the little triangular-shaped park across the street. During the day, Twinkles liked to lie out here and watch the squirrels play. And I liked to check out the comings and goings of Jamesburg’s finest. I looked up, and Dick caught my eye.

      A big old grin spread across his face as he raised a hand, looked both ways, then jogged across the street.

      “Citizen’s arrest,” I said as he gave me a hug. “J-walking.”

      Twinkles pulled, and we ambled along behind him.

      “Yeah? Did you bring your handcuffs?” He chuckled as he reached for my hand and turned to walk beside me.

      “I don’t know, with good behavior, perhaps I’ll let you off with a warning this time.”

      “Are you all set up for tomorrow? I heard that Hooch kind of sprang this Celtic Festival duty on you last minute.”

      “I’m set up. I have no expectations for how we’ll do. Hooch said kissing booth. I thought that went by the wayside once we understood how diseases get passed around. But Twinkles agreed to put in some time, helping out. I bought a jar of gravy, so it should be okay.”

      “Gravy?”

      “I figured Twinkles would understand his job best if I dabbed a little chicken gravy on someone’s cheek for him to aim his licks.”

      “Ah.”

      “It’s a thought. Like I said, I don’t have any expectations. I’ll see how it goes. I’m just glad to be able to help with the police fund in some way. Are you competing this year?”

      “I’m signed up to throw the hammer, it’s all I’ll have time for. I was corralled into helping organize security. I’ll be walking around to make sure all is going according to plan.”

      “Big job. Thank you for doing it.” A sudden cold wind blew hard at our backs. Dick let go of my hand to reach a protective arm around my shoulders, and I cuddled in next to him. Dick had been on my bunny hop list back in the days when he sported a navy-blue uniform and a fully equipped tool belt. Now, he wore a leather belt with a detective’s badge on it, and a suit coat. “Detective” wasn’t my thing. A cop in uniform was my thing.

      Right now, standing in the protective crook of his arm was warm and happy. He dropped a little kiss into my hair. “I just ran across the street to say hi. I’m on duty tonight.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled up at him. “Make sure to stop by the Hooch tent tomorrow. I’ll buy you a drink. And you can see my wench costume that Delight is making for me.”

      “Delight is, huh?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m sure it will be spectacular.” He held up jazz hands then dropped down to scrub Twinkles behind his ears. “Keep your mama out of trouble,” he said, then stood and loped off.

      Twinkles turned around to look at me with a “See that? I’m in charge” kind of look.

      “It was a figure of speech,” I told him. “I’m the one holding the lead.”

      And as if to prove a point, Twinkles got distracted by a blowing leaf and took off chasing it across the park.

      When I was winded, and Twinkles had found a blade of grass that he deemed worthy of his royal pee, he slowed, took care of business, and trotted back to the bar.

      The wind blew us through the back door.

      Joe didn’t even look up from his stein washing as we bustled in.

      Since I was already bundled up in my coat, I decided to put Twinkles in my office while I emptied the trash, then we’d head home, climb into bed, and wait for a midnight visit from Randy, who promised to put the “good” into “good job and good night.”

      Now that was what I called a good man.

      I shut the office door and rounded up the bags.

      Justice turned from the cash register. “Are you heading home?”

      “Unless you need something,” I said.

      “Nope.” She looked around to her two friends who were helping her work tonight. “I think we have it covered.”

      “Night all,” I called out. “If I don’t see you before the game tomorrow, don’t let them crush your balls.”

      Whistles and cheers rose up, and I walked back to the alley door with the trash.

      There stood Sal, smoking a cigar.

      I nodded his way and turned to flip the bags, one after the other into the bin. I brushed off my hands and turned back to my door.

      “Just a moment,” Sal said. “I think we need to talk, you and me.”

      “Oh?” I turned. Maybe he had information about Nicky that he didn’t want to share in public.

      In the dark, I could see him lift the bright red end of his cigar toward my door. “You got a nice place here.” He flicked his ashes. “Shame if anything happened to it.”

      “What would happen to it?” I stepped closer to the door.

      “Accidents happen all the time.” He shrugged. “What you need is some protection. Some insurance.”

      “We’ve had this conversation, already. I told you. I’ve got that covered.” I took a step forward, something about him made me want to puff out my chest and maybe show my teeth like a dog staking out his turf. Sal took his own step forward and had somehow maneuvered himself between me and the door to Hooch’s.

      The bar was loud as the Golden Cocks were belting out a pub ditty. Twinkles might hear me if I yelled, but he lacked opposable thumbs to open the door to my office.

      Why was I thinking thoughts like that? Yeah, something about this guy just raised my metaphorical hackles.

      I looked up and down the alley hoping there might be a random street person who might intervene. Nada. “I’m sorry, I’m in the middle of something. I’ll talk to you later.” I moved to brush by him.

      He caught my sleeve. “This is important. This is business. This may feel personal, but it’s really just business. You see, my cousin Nicky told me you definitely need my help because things can go wrong when you least expect it.”

      “Next to the police station?”

      “Cocky, I like that.” He took a pull on his cigar and dipped his head toward the door. “See, you might think those officers are your personal knights in shining armor. But they can’t slay all the dragons. Sometimes, BOOM! Something happens out of the blue. Then who’s got your back? Me and my organization, we’ve always got your back.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I stepped forward, and he swung out of my way with another puff of his cigar. I slid through the door, pressing it shut behind me.

      Whew. That man gave me the heebie-jeebies. I didn’t need to get entangled with some mob kinda guy.

      I hustled to my office where I hurriedly clipped Twinkles lead into place. I popped the door open a crack and surveilled the alleyway. It looked clear. Twinkles and I slipped back out the door.

      Like an idiot, I’d parked my Mini Cooper in the alley. I’d done it to keep the parking lane freed up at the front of Hooch’s. I wasn’t going to do that again until Nicky got well and was back in his restaurant, and Sal had headed on to greener pastures.

      Not that I really wanted Nicky back.

      I had no green pastures other than Hooch’s.

      And I definitely had no green in my bank account.

      I was hemorrhaging money to the lawyers over the darned ABC citations that pre-stroke Nicky had used like a weapon against me. I wasn’t sure what Sal wanted from me exactly. But my experience with Nicky predisposed me to having my shields up when it came to other members of his family.

      Luckily, Sal had slunk off, and Twinkles and I were alone in the alley. We climbed into my car and headed toward my apartment. I only lived a few blocks away, but as I turned onto Main, a car pulled away from the curb and slid up on my bumper.

      It was following me close enough that the lights glared in my rearview mirror. When I sped up, they sped up. When I slowed down, they slowed down. This felt off. It wasn’t like they were pressed by traffic. We were the only two cars on the road.

      I took a right. They took a right.

      I hooked a left. They turned a left.

      Crap.

      I squinted into my mirror, trying to get a description of the vehicle or maybe even to see the driver’s face, but the light’s glare reflected back, blinding me to anything behind my car. The driver must be doing that on purpose. Were they trying to scare me?

      Another left.

      The car stayed glued to my fender.

      “The heck with this,” I yelled out loud. “Hang on Twinkles!” I floored it.

      Yanking my wheel hard, I made a giant U-turn in the middle of a (thankfully) traffic-less Main Street and roared toward the police station. There, I squealed my tires as I pulled into the parking lot and parked under a light to catch my breath.

      The other car hadn’t followed me since the U-turn.

      Still, weird. Right?

      I was glad to be sitting in the safety of the police headquarters well-lit back lot.

      My hands were posted at the top of my steering wheel, and I dropped my forehead down to catch my breath. Why did weird shit like this always happen to me? Why? I rocked my head on the steering wheel and muttered under my breath about poor life choices, karma, and possibly even some bad juju I’d picked up in my dare-devil childhood when I’d insisted on stepping on all the cracks to break my mother’s back, walked under all the ladders, and opened umbrellas in the house. Heck, I’d broken enough mirrors in my lifetime to have bad luck for the next three lives to come. I wondered if there was a way to undo all these bad decisions.

      There was a knock at my window, and I jumped so hard, I rapped my head on the roof.

      Dick.

      I powered down my window.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, crouching down, so we were eye to eye. “You looked like you might be having an existential moment.”

      “Pretty much.”

      He patted my arm then stood and walked around the car to the passenger side.

      Twinkles saw him coming, and like a gentleman dog, he jumped from the front seat to the back seat to give Dick somewhere to sit. I put my window up and unlocked the door for him.

      “Okay,” he said as he shut the door and spun my way. “What happened between the time I saw you in the dog park and now.”

      I squinted my eyes at him.  “How did you know I was out here?”

      “The video feed picked you up. There was a straw drawing contest, and I picked the short one. Here I am.”

      “Why a straw drawing contest?”

      “The last time there was a crisis − which really wasn’t that long ago − you were giving mouth to mouth resuscitation to a goat. The good officers are a little wary of what kind of crisis you might be driving up with this time. Especially when they can see you yelling at yourself under a parking lot light in the back of the police station.”

      “Ah.” That made sense. I could imagine they were all gathered around the monitor now. “They’re laying bets in there, aren’t they?”

      “It started with ‘I got twenty dollars that says BJ found a body.’ And then there was a ‘that’s too easy, of course she found another body, I got twenty bucks that says it was someone who actually drowned in their own sorrows.’ Then someone said you found−”

      “Yeah, yeah. Got it.” I sighed a heavy sigh.

      Dick looked over his shoulder into the back seat. “Is it in the trunk?” he asked.

      “What?...Oh, the body? No. No body, yet.”

      “Why did you say ‘yet’?”

      I went on to tell him about my strange encounters with Sal, and my even stranger drive that landed me there at the police station and not at my home sweet home.

      “This guy Sal, he’s really got you worried?” Dick asked. “You’re feeling threatened by what he said?”

      “It doesn’t sound threatening to you?” I had trouble keeping the incredulousness out of my voice.

      “Maybe it was the delivery,” Dick suggested. “Do you want me to have a talk with him?”

      I paused. Blinked. “Are you saying that big bad you is going to step in and save wee weak little me?”

      Dick paused. Blinked. “Are you being serious right now, BJ?”

      “No.” I scrubbed a hand over my face, realizing I’d just called one of my best friends some kind of a patriarchist, maybe even a misogynist. “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling deflated.

      He laid his hand on my leg and waited until I focused on his eyes. “I don’t need your apology. What I need to understand is why you’re so frightened.”

      I let my gaze scan out the windows to reassure myself that we were alone.

      “You wouldn’t have said that to me unless you felt defensive and combative,” Dick said.  “Those aren’t your usual emotions. This guy really seems to have riled you.”

      I swallowed and looked back at him.

      “I wasn’t offering to go to him like a thug who would pound on the guy. I was going to go and flash my badge and ask a few pointed questions. And not just for you. If you think that Sal is representing the mob − that the mob is moving into this neighborhood − things can get bad quickly. If organized crime were to get in and infect police departments, sap businesses…” He shook his head. “Where there’s crime money, there’s factions and warring families. We don’t want that in Jamesburg.”

      “No.” I was pouting. I had been so focused on my own heebie-jeebies that I hadn’t extrapolated it out to take in my community. It was like a dollop of guilt on top of my poor-me sundae. “What should I do?” I asked.

      Dick reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a digital recorder. “First off, I want you to carry this with you at all times. If you see Sal, I want you to press record and get it all.”

      “Isn’t that illegal?” I asked, reaching out to accept it.

      “One party consent when in public. There’s no assumption of privacy when you’re out. You can’t record him in your apartment or anywhere else that’s private. So don’t open your door to him if he were to show up at your place.”

      “Wait. You think he might show up at my apartment?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          Saturday Morning
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      My Apartment

      Coffee.

      I reached out and banged on the top of my alarm. My hand fell from the clock to the floor.

      Coooofffffeeeee.

      Twinkles’s warm breath was on my hand, his wet nose snuffled into my palm. No treats there, sorry buddy.

      I edged my toes toward the side of the bed and let gravity pull my foot over until my leg draped to the floor.

      One hand, one foot. It was progress.

      This was not my usual schedule. My body didn’t understand what being awake at six thirty in the morning could mean. “No,” my brain yelled at me, “we wake up for lunch. We work until three in the morning. We go to sleep at four. We get up at noon.”

      I pried one eye open.

      It was still dark out.

      The freaking birds weren’t even up yet.

      Well, I actually had no idea about that. The birds had all migrated south. But I could imagine them all snuggled up in their cozy little nests.

      I closed my eyes and drifted back to sleep, only to be double jarred awake when the alarm went off again. And this time, it rolled away.

      Darn it, Connor!

      This was Connor’s idea of a joke. He’d bought me an alarm clock that allowed me to snooze for five minutes, but if I pressed the snooze button it would punish me. The alarm sounded at twice the volume. And if that weren’t bad enough, it had a cyborg brain. And wheels.

      Big off-road battle wheels.

      It rolled off my bedside table, making Twinkles jump back with a yip.

      Once it hit the ground, its little cyborg brain scanned for an opening, aimed, then rolled out of my room getting louder, and louder, and louder.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. Came Mr. Jenkins who lived above me, banging on his floor/my ceiling.

      “Sorry!” I called upward as I scrambled around trying to untangle myself from my covers.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. Came the broom handle below me from Amy Bowling’s.

      “Sorry!” I called again, throwing myself from the bed, my legs still tangled in the sheet, forcing me to combat crawl after the alarm.

      I stretched out my hand to slap the stop button, but the cyborg eye rotated toward me. Bleep. Bleep. Whir. The alarm clock edged just out of reach of my fingers. I dragged myself in its direction. Reached. Slapped. Missed!

      Flipping over on my back, I kicked at the sheet to get my legs free. Rolling back to my stomach, I pressed my hands onto the floor in a downward dog, trying to get to my feet.

      Twinkles came barreling out of my room, boom! right into me, bringing the full weight and momentum of a hundred and forty-two pounds of too many cardiac burgers and too many naps against my still sleep-dazed body.

      Floop.

      I was on my belly with Twinkles posting his front paws on my lower back. Dripping excited drool onto my skin where my T-shirt had edged up.

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Came from above and below at the same time.

      “Sorry!”

      I pointed toward the alarm clock.  “Get it, Twinkles. Bring it here!”

      I thought the alarm’s movement would be an enticement, and he’d fetch it like a ball.

      But the alarm − still emitting its high-pitched emergency sounds − stood perfectly still.

      I waved my hand, hoping it would move, and Twinkles would grab it, shake it, and destroy it. As soon as peace returned, I’d need to find a way to get back at − I mean − thank Connor for his kindness in finding a way to get me out of bed after only a few hours’ sleep.

      Though the reason for going to sleep so late still put a smile on my lips − thank you Officer Goodman.

      But that didn’t mean this wasn’t a terrible way to start my day.

      The cyborg eye turned slowly to face Twinkles and me.

      I felt Twinkles’s body clench.

      Ruh roh

      The alarm rolled back and forth, back and forth as if it were gathering momentum, then launched at Twinkles.

      Twinkles leapt in one single bound up in the air and landed on my sofa. Climbed up on the back and pretended like he was a throw blanket.

      I swear the alarm laughed.

      It spun on me.

      Bang! Bang! BANG! Came from above and below.

      “Sorry!” I pushed to my knees then did a full-body lunge. I was able to get the thing beneath me. I reached under my stomach, flipped the clock over, and yanked out the battery.

      Quiet filled my apartment.

      I rolled over on my back, panting.

      Well, I’m up.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! This time it came from my front door.

      My neighbors.

      I frowned as I climbed to my feet. It was rude of me to wake them on a Saturday. I scooted toward the door, bracing myself for the tongue lashing that I richly deserved.

      With a contritely bowed head, I swung the door open.

      “Look at you! All crazy haired, wild-eyed, and bushy tailed!” Delight said as she walked in. “You’re a hot mess. Do all white chicks look like they wrestled a pack of wild dogs when they get up in the morning?”

      “No,” I grumped. “That would just be me.”

      “I came right over after I got up. I didn’t even stop for coffee.” She bustled into my kitchen and looked around. “You didn’t make the coffee.”

      I lifted a hand and let it fall, feeling defeated.

      “You go on now.” She made shooing motions with her hands. “A shower might help. Might not. But you’ve got to do something about that hair. And the sour-look on your face. That’s not a good wench-look. You have to have a nice smile and a come-hither look in your eye, if you see what I’m saying. You show up at the whiskey booth looking like you’ve been fornicating with the Tasmanian Devil, everyone’s gonna give you a wide berth. No one’s gonna drink your booze, which would be a shame for all the police families who would then have to do without the assistance we’re trying to raise for them.”

      I pushed some of my hair mop out of my eyes.

      “And while you’re in there, I’ll make us some coffee up. Get some breakfast going.”

      I slogged off. Good luck on the breakfast thingy. I thought that all I had in the apartment was a half jar of olives in the fridge and maybe some crumbs from the cheese crackers in the bottom of a box in the back of the pantry.
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        * * *

      

      Better, I thought swiping at the steamy mirror. There was the aroma of coffee in the air and it had an amazing calming effect. I had decided not to throttle Connor. When he’d bought me the clock, it was so I wouldn’t miss a court appearance. I was afraid, having to get up in the wee hours of the morning, that I would sleep right through a normal alarm. Connor was on duty that day and couldn’t make sure I was up. If I missed court, the judge would rule in favor of Nicky Stromboli. I could very well have lost my ABC license, and potentially had to close the bar. Connor had bought the alarm to save me. He loved me. He didn’t deserve the amount of venom I had been lobbing his way for the first five minutes of my shower. Hopefully, none of the bad juju travelled the air waves out to reach him. Hopefully, it had all washed down the drain with the hot water.

      I dried my hair and wrapped the sections up in curlers, pulled on a thick terry robe in a serene lavender color, and made my way toward a coffee mug.

      There stood Delight in her wench’s dress. An apron was tied around her waist, and her boobs spilled copiously from the neck-line. Heck, Delight had better cleavage than I did. My focus travelled to the stove top.

      “Looky here, I’m making us up some stamina food. I’ve got us some bacon and eggs, grits with red-eyed gravy, and the biscuits are about ready to come out of the oven.”

      I blinked away my confusion and opened my fridge.

      Empty − except for the half jar of olives.

      I closed the door.

      I looked at the stove as Delight peeked into the oven. “Perfectly browned.” She slid on a pair of oven mitts and pulled out the tray.

      “I…” I scratched under one of my hot rollers, where it was burning the top of my ear. “Did you bring this with you?”

      “Me? No. Two of your neighbors were banging on the door after you went to clean up. I’ll tell you, they looked about the same state you were in, all bug-eyed and hair-sticky-outy. I’ve never woken up next to a white person before. I’m surprised that you all can stay together seeing yourselves like that. I mean damn.” She pursed her lips for emphasis. “But I guess you’re used to it − you just have to close your eyes from the time you get out of bed until someone has a chance to get into a bathroom and transform into a butterfly.” She gestured toward my robe.

      “Anyways,” she said, reaching for a plate. “I asked your neighbors if I couldn’t get some food for you. That you were probably in a bad mood when I got here because all you had to eat was olives and cracker crumbs. They told me if I’d keep you quiet, I could have whatever I wanted. So I went up and helped myself.”

      Huh.

      Well, who was I to complain about the generosity of my neighbors?

      Delight was arranging the food on a plate and handed it to me.  I put it on the counter and poured kibble into Twinkles’s bowl. He was still pretending to be a blanket on the back of the couch as I sat down to dig in.

      The first bite made me groan. Oh, so good! I shoveled up two more bites as Delight came to sit next to me.

      “I’ve got your costume done up. I’ll show you as soon as we’re done eating,” she said. “I think you’re gonna like it.”
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      “Ah, Delight?” I called from the bathroom. “I’m…I can’t…” Maybe it was the second helping of biscuits and gravy…

      She opened the door to find me red faced and struggling.

      “You need a hand?” she asked.

      “I think I need a few more inches of fabric, to be honest,” I said, as I released the zipper and turned to face her. “It’s so beautiful. Your workmanship is really lovely, but it just doesn’t fit.” I’d wear a pair of jeans and a bar-logo t-shirt instead.

      “What do you mean it doesn’t fit. I can see from here,” she said from the doorway, “it fits just fine. The problem is, you’re breathing wrong.”

      I blinked. What?

      She took a step forward. “Yeah, just look at you putting all of that air up there in your chest.”

      “But that’s where my lungs are.”

      “Didn’t you ever hear about belly breathing? Breathe into your diaphragm. That way, the bodice can, you know, squish any extra fat upward and fill out your boobies.”

      “I have extra fat?”

      “Well, you’re skinny as a chicken bone, but if you’ve got any fat to use, I wanted to make sure I have use of it.”

      “By squishing it upward, by making the dress tighter than a sausage casing?”

      “You’ve got bangers on the brain.” She tsked. “I made sure there was plenty of room in the belly area, by the way, so you could eat your fill. The tight stops once it hits your belly button. Now turn yourself around, and we’ll get you zipped up.”

      I knew it was going to be impossible, but Delight had gone through all this trouble, so I’d just let her see for herself.

      “All right now, here’s what you do,” Delight said. “Take a deep breath and suck in your belly.”

      The belly part hadn’t been a problem, it was my rib cage. I sucked in some air and held my stomach as flat as I could.

      Delight zipped.

      “Okay now, I just hook this here hook and that way the zipper can’t slip down. Oh, you can breathe out now.”

      I released the breath.

      “Yes indeed, this is plenty big,” she said. “We just have to move some of your skin out of the way. Don’t mind me.” She reached down the front of my dress and pushed and pulled my skin around. “Hold it there, that’ll get the next hook done.”

      I held very still, hearing the zipper budge up another couple of inches. “Okay this is the third we’re aiming for.”

      Okay, third one. This was the one where she’d discover that I had a skeletal structure. Then she’d unzip, and I could breathe.

      “Now, this is real simple when I say go, you exhale all your air in one big burst like your blowing out all the candles on your birthday cake. And when you get them all blown out, you get you a nice prize, see? And at the same time, you need to squeeze your ribcage together.”

      My eyes got a little buggy.

      Delight focused on the mirror.“I see that look you’re giving me. You don’t believe it’ll work. But I do this all the time when I’m competing. Just look at me in my dress. See all this wonderful cleavage? Not a bit of it is real. I’m as flat-chested as a boy. But this dress design really gives a girl her powers of persuasion.”

      I knew it wasn’t going to work, so I just did as I was told. I pretended that there was a delicious birthday cake in front of me with all twenty-two candles blazing. Then I blew hard and squished my ribs with my hands.

      ZIP.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      She got the zipper to the next hook.

      I grabbed hold of the sink, so I didn’t pass out.

      “Last one,” she said.

      “Could we just leave it there? Do we have to do it all the way up to the top?”

      “This last bit makes the girls pop. Besides, if you don’t zip your dress all the way up, it looks like your dress doesn’t fit right, and I made this dress exactly perfect for you. You’ll see.”

      I did little goldfish breaths, hoping that speed over volume would get enough oxygen in me that I didn’t die.

      “Last step. You put your hands together over your head like you’re diving and arch back, yup, just like you’re going to dive into a big old lake. See how that moves your shoulders and your shoulder bones in small? And here we go, three, two, one.”

      ZIP!

      “All hooked up. You can put your arms down now.” She turned me around and forced her hand down in my bodice a bit to get my girls more symmetrical.

      It reminded me of the time when I tried to get on that really tight pair of jeans from high school that I thought I might still fit into. I started on the ground on my back, rolling from side to side as I yanked, then finally crab walked my hands up the wall to get myself vertical, so I could use gravity to hold my body down while I hiked the jeans up with the belt loops. After a good twenty minutes of torture, I’d finally had them around my waist and shambled into my living room where I did a back bend over the sofa arm to stretch my belly as long and thin as I could in order to do up the button and pull up the zipper.

      Inevitably, when I came back upright, I’d discovered how badly I needed to pee. It was all that compression. Yes, I risked a kidney infection to hold my bladder because, the cotton in the jeans needed some time to release and stretch. And also, I didn’t have another forty-five minutes to get the jeans back down and up again.

      Stupid, I knew.

      Delight was right, though, about my body conforming. I could feel my stomach expanding under the full skirt that she’d designed. I thought probably all of my intestines had squished down toward my nether regions. I remembered pictures I’d seen of where the Victorian women’s organs were displaced from wearing their corsets. I hoped a kidney didn’t come shooting out of there and plop on the ground as I walked along.

      “You okay?” Delight asked.

      I nodded my head vigorously.

      “You don’t look okay,” she said. “I’m going to give you a moment to acclimate while I go get your bustier and sash. Just look at your boobies spilling out of the top of that dress. That’s a good look on you. You should consider wearing something like this more often.

      I nodded my head vigorously.

      I honestly didn’t think there was enough air in my body to form words. Or enough oxygen to form complete thoughts for that matter.

      When I turned back to the mirror, I saw Delight’s beaming reflection. She was proud and happy with her costume creation. If I made her get me out of this thing, she’d be so disappointed.

      I could probably deal with this for an hour, maybe two. I’d just pack a pair of yoga pants, a bar t-shirt, and a nice, roomy, comfy hoody to change into.

      It would be okay.

      Sure, it would.

      Delight moved out of the bathroom, and I texted Kay:

      
        
        If I die, please know that I loved you very much. I trust you to take good care of Twinkles. Tell Connor he can have his half jar of olives he left in my fridge. Good-bye.
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      The Celtic Festival

      Delight followed me as we drove to Victory Fields where the Celtic Festival took place each year. The rain over the last few days made the ground soft and gooshy under foot.

      I was wearing my wellies under the voluminous skirt of my wench’s get-up. I’d lifted the sides of the dress and stuffed them under my bustier so that the hem didn’t drag in the mud, sipping water up the fibers and making the dress heavy and cold. It was already a miserable experience. I didn’t need to add anything to it.

      The wool in the cloth was a nice tight weave, and where it covered me, I was both toasty warm and horrendously itchy. There was a lot of me left uncovered, from nipplage to hairline.

      I had planned to tuck Dick’s recorder in my bra. But no bra fit under this dress. Luckily, I discovered it had pockets. They were deep enough to put my phone, my wallet, my car keys, and the recorder. But, I couldn’t imagine Sal going to the Celtic Festival.

      I found Kay standing outside of my tent in her feis dress and rain boots.

      Though it was now fashionable to dance in cupcake skirts that looked like the dresses that were worn in children’s beauty pageants, Kay stuck to the simplicity of her dance school uniform, a red velvet dress with a stiff standy-out triangular skirt. It was embroidered with a scene of St. Patrick ridding the Emerald Isle of snakes, from modest jewel collar to the hem − exactly the length of her hands. It looked like a stained-glass window. In the sleeve, there was a tiny medal that was blessed by the Pope. Kay thought that gave her the good juju she needed for her bird leaps and Gini kicks. I thought it was hard work and decades of training that provided the good juju − but whatever.

      “Look at you still alive. I wasn’t sure after the text you sent me this morning.” Kay’s eyes grew big as I approached. “Wow!” She exhaled. “Your boobs are enormous.”

      “These aren’t my breasts.” I panted. “These are my displaced lungs.”

      She nodded as if that made total sense to her.

      “It’s wet out here. Why aren’t you under the tent where the ground is still dry?”

      Twinkles stood nose to tent, twitching his head left then right as if trying to comprehend an algebra problem.

      Meadow was pushing the flaps of her tent up and tying them off, so customers could come in.

      “Little bit of a problem,” Kay said.

      Meadow turned her head with a grimace.

      Ruh roh.

      “Things went awry, a tad bit.” Meadow held up her thumb and index finger as if measuring an inch width.  “I’m sure they’ll all settle down and fall asleep or pass out very soon.”

      They?

      I swallowed, and my spit got caught in my throat. I think my heart had been shoved into my esophagus and that was the problem there. I pulled a kitchen rag from my pocket. I was using it to catch the drool that had nowhere to go.

      “You see, this being the Celtic Festival and all.” Meadow swept an arm out to take in the rows of tents. “I believed that the local fairies would be coming to enjoy the fun.”

      “Uh, huh,” Delight said, hands on hips, head held at a this-is-gonna-be-good tilt.

      “I thought it would be nice if I provided the fairies with a gift.” She gestured toward the inside of her tent. “I would love to get the fairies’ blessing, so I do well selling my bowls.”

      “The sacrificed tree bowls?” Kay asked, peeking into Meadow’s tent. I had caught her up on our interesting neighbor last night.

      “Yes.” Meadow smiled as she flourished a hand to take in the bowls she had arranged.

      They really were beautiful, magical even. I thought I might check the prices and see if I couldn’t get a small one as a gift for my dad.

      Suddenly, there was scrambling, hissing, and shrieks coming from inside the Hooch tent.

      I stilled. My gaze moved from Meadow to Kay to the tent and back to Kay. “Fairies?”

      Delight grabbed hold of my arm. “Maybe it’s a leprechaun. That would be something, wouldn’t it? I’d catch him, I would. Make him take me to his cauldron of gold. I’d like to have me a big bucket of gold. If you help me, we can go halvsies.”

      If she thought I could chase down a leprechaun, without free movement of my torso, while I turned blue from lack of oxygen, she was in for one heck of a letdown.

      “No, not fairies. Some woodland creatures.” Meadow’s voice wavered.

      “In my tent?” I reached for the canvas opening.

      Meadow put her hand on mine to stop me. “You see, I was hoping to get on the good side of the fairies,” Meadow explained. “I had been harvesting my grapes and making my year’s supply of wine.”

      I nodded.

      “When you make wine, it’s fermented fruit,” Kay piped in. She raised and dropped her brow like she was passing me information that would help me solve the puzzle of what was happening in the tent.

      As a bartender, I had a grasp on the making of alcohol. But I wasn’t finding the intersection of Meadow making her wine in her cave up at the Glenn, appeasing fairies, and…

      Uh oh.

      “You brought the mash down for a fairy supper,” I deadpanned.

      Meadow nodded, her fingers intertwined and hanging in front of her like a supplicant.

      As if on cue, the tent erupted with noise.

      Screech!

      Scrawl!

      Yowl!

      “Bark!” Twinkles responded, bowing like he wanted to play, his stubby tail waggling in the cold air.

      I pointed toward the tent. “The animals ate it? They’re drunk?”

      Meadow nodded.

      Kay nodded.

      Delight and I shook our heads.

      I lifted the edge of the tent just a bit.

      A fat skunk rolled out at my feet, blinked at the sun, and belly-crawled toward me.

      I stepped back.

      The skunk took a few more staggering steps toward me.

      I stepped back. Twice.

      The skunk ran forward under the side of my dress where I’d tucked some of the cloth under the bustier to keep the hem out of the mud. He spun around, reached his little paw up, grabbed the fabric, and yanked it down like a curtain.

      There was a skunk between my legs.

      I could feel him moving around under there. Finally, I felt him settle down, curling over my left foot and using my toes as a pillow.

      I didn’t dare move.

      I could hardly breathe.

      Well, that had been true since Delight had zipped me into this get-up.

      But still.

      There was a skunk. Between. My. Legs.

      A drunk skunk.

      Hysteria would have bubbled up had it had any room to maneuver. So instead it churned around my bladder. I was afraid to squeeze my thighs together.

      “Well that really stinks,” Kay said.

      “Stop,” I hissed.

      “Don’t worry about this. Seriously. It’s not a problem, even if the skunk is drunk, they’re really intelligent animals.” Kay grasped at both my hands, I thought it was in a bid to keep me steady and still.

      “Yeah?” I asked hopefully.

      “They have a lot of scents.”

      I looked at her with disbelief. “You didn’t just say that.”

      “Most of the skunks I know all got their diplomas from P.U.”

      Meadow, Delight, and Twinkles were backing away quietly.

      Twinkles was abandoning me. Wait, no, that was probably for the best. Keep going, Twinkles.

      “I have a skunk under my skirt. How did this happen?” I asked, not even turning my head to catch sight of Meadow. “Why did this happen?” I didn’t actually think anyone could answer that for me. I was just dumbfounded. I have, in this life time, been on the receiving end of what often felt like a cosmic joke. But this wasn’t at all funny.

      A skunk between my legs!

      “I hope you’ll forgive me, but I was using your tent last night for my ritual. Since yours is emptier than mine, there was more room for dancing. Normally, I’d be out in the open, but it was sprinkling last night, and I didn’t want to get wet.”

      “But…”

      “I was burning sage to ward away the evil spirits, but it made your tent smell like pot. I thought that might end up being an issue for you, seeing as how you’re trying to sell whiskey and the ABC people might be by. So I opened the flaps up to air it out. I didn’t have the fairy offering in there. I promise. It was on a tray outside my tent. But since my flaps were tied down, the animals must have come in here. When I let the flaps back down last night, they must have been in here, asleep. Passed out. What have you. They all seemed to wake up with the dawn.”

      “They?” My voice came out as a squeak.

      Kay’s brows went up into her hair. She shook her head violently, then released one of my hands to signal shhhh.

      “Racoons,” Meadow said. “Opossum, squirrels, a deer, uhm. On the bright side, none of the bears showed up.”

      “Bears?”

      “Yes, I was out following the tracks yesterday,” Meadow said. “There are bears all in those woods but none in your tent. That’s good news, right?”

      “I have a drunk skunk between my legs using my foot as a pillow.” I pressed a hand against my abdomen, willing myself to pull deep yoga breaths down into my stomach, the only place with enough room for expansion.

      “Are you okay?” Kay asked.

      “I could use a little oxygen.” I turned my head and hissed over my shoulder to where I had heard Meadow’s voice. “Why didn’t you just lift the tent flaps and let them go back to their forest homes to sleep it off and survive their hangovers?”

      “The animals are drunk and could run in front of cars and be killed,” Meadow explained. “I already called animal control. They’re on their way.”

      “On their way, quietly. Right?” I pointed down at my skirt. No need to freak out the skunk.

      “I think someone needs to set up a perimeter to keep everyone at bay,” Kay said. “If this stink bomb goes off, this whole area is going to reek to high heaven, and no one is going to want to stay for the festival.”

      “I’ll do that,” Delight said. “Well, no that’s too much of a job for one woman, see. So what I’m gonna do is go over and get the Beavers and the Golden Cocks and the police pipe and drums and all and ask them to find a way to keep everyone away from your skirt. ‘Cause no one should have to smell that. Especially me. Skunk funk don’t come out of a weave so good.” She patted at her huge mane of hair.

      I wasn’t even going to ask her how she knew that.
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      “I should be getting paid for this. It’s like I’m the bearded lady at an old-fashioned carnival show,” I whispered to Kay. She’d not left my side since Monsieur P.U. found his napping spot. She’d stood, holding my hands in solidarity.

      Suddenly, I felt the skunk waddling around between my legs, brushing its soft tail against my skin, tickling me. I lifted part of my skirt, hoping it would wander on out and find some other dark place to sleep it off. But one blinking peek at the sunny day, he moved back under, reached out his paw and yanked my skirt back down, again.

      The audience chuckled.

      Now, the skunk tail was sticking out the back of my skirt, and I wasn’t about to try that again.

      “Maybe if we played some music?” Kay suggested.

      “How would that work?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but I hear skunks like Fifty Scent.”

      “Stop. Do you know how long ago Meadow called the Animal Control guys?”

      “Hey, BJ, are you holding up okay?” Morgan’s voice drifted past the yellow plastic police line tape toward me. “I want you to know even if we’re at a safe distance and upwind of the situation, we are still paying attention to de tail.” He pointed at the back of my skirt.

      “For heaven sake, what is wrong with you two. This is not funny!” I grumped under my breath.

      “To be honest,” Polar Bear said. “It’s a little funny. We get this in Nova Scotia from time to time, only for us it’s drunken moose. They like to eat the fermented apples in the fall. We have this one moose, who got so drunk he got tangled up in a tree. The firefighters had to come out and chop off the tree limbs to get the poor guy unraveled.”

      “What happened to the moose?” I asked.

      “He slept it off in the garden, then wandered into the woods. The whole village could hear him bellyaching all day from his hangover. But he was right back to eating the apples that night.”

      “Huh. You know, I need a cup of coffee. I need to change my clothes, so I can take in some air. I need to pee,” I whined. “I don’t think I can stand here all day until the skunk sleeps this off. Don’t you think I could just slowly step away?”

      “Are you willing to risk it?” Kay asked. “Remember that time when my lab got skunked? We had to give him baths in canned tomatoes? Do you remember the smell?”

      “It’s very nice of you to stand here with me,” I said.

      “You’re right. It is,” Kay said, turning her head as the crowd parted. A man in a brown uniform with a cage in his hand moved toward us.

      He caught my eye. “Skunk?” he asked softly.

      I pointed down at my skirt.

      He looked confused, and I felt my face flame red. Maybe no one told him that the skunk had found a dark place to sleep it off. Luckily, Connor had made his way over. He had Twinkles’s lead in his hand. Twinkles was sniffing at the guy’s cage.

      I could see from his gestures that Connor was explaining the situation.

      The animal control guy looked at the tent, looked at my skirt, and after his eyebrows fell back to a normal place on his face, a dopey grin spread wide. He walked quietly over to Kay and me.

      “It’s okay,” he said to Kay. “I’ve got this. You may want to head out of range.”

      Kay gave my hands one last squeeze before she said, “Good luck,” and moved over to stand near Polar Bear and Morgan.

      “I’m Forest,” he said, putting down the cage.

      “Of course you are.” My sarcasm popped from my mouth before I could rein it in.

      “The good news is that skunks tend not to spray when they can’t see their target.”

      “So you brought a little blindfold?”

      He looked at me as if he was considering that strategy then scratched his brow. “My plan is to shove this cage under your skirt. I put some fruit in the back that should entice him out.”

      “That’s not going to scare him?” I asked. “I don’t need him freaking out under there.”

      “Nah, I’ll sing to him. Skunks find it very soothing.”

      “I know.” I rolled my eyes. “Fifty-scent.”

      “I haven’t tried that,” Forest said. “I usually pick something a little more soothing.” He reached into the cage and pulled out a baby blanket that he draped over the top and sides of the wires. He squatted down. He was looking at my skirt, the cage, my skirt, the cage. And finally, he looked up to catch my eye. Face pink, pulling at his ear. “I’ve never been in this situation before,” he said.

      “Funnily enough, neither have I.”

      He nodded and let a breath go. “I have to get the cage under your skirt, trying not to startle the skunk and certainly not giving him a target that he can see.”

      “Right.”

      “How about we do this, I’ll budge the cage up, and you lift your dress.”

      “Good plan.”

      Forest started singing Little Skunky Foo-foo under his breath.

      Up went my skirt, and with a masterful hand, Forest slid the cage under. He tucked the edges of my skirt down on either side. “Now, we wait.” He came to standing.

      Everyone watched for the magical moment when the drunk skunk would waddle his way into the cage, and Forest could be hailed the hero.

      Nothing happened.

      Monsieur P.U. still had his head resting on my foot.

      Forest had made it all the way through his song. Now he was softly whistling a tune that I didn’t recognize. He had shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

      “Does this usually take long?”

      “Nah,” he said. “Well, I’ve never actually done a drunk skunk before. I can’t say that I’ve studied that much. Raccoons, though.” He reached up and scratched behind his head. “Raccoons like to get snockered on crab apples that are fermenting under the trees. We get call outs every year when folks see them staggering around. They think the raccoons have rabies. But no, they’re just disoriented. Drunk.”

      “My friend over there, the big one, he says they get moose stuck in trees from the same thing up in Canada. Seems wildlife enjoys a good bender every now and again. So what happens to the raccoons? Do you capture them like this skunk?”

      “Pretty much. They’d probably already be in the cage by now. Is the skunk passed out do you think?”

      “Hard to tell,” I said.

      Forest looked around the back of my skirt at the tail. “We’ll wait another few minutes.”

      I nodded, wondering what would happen at that point.

      “Did you know that Wombats poop cubes instead of round logs?”

      “Oh?” I asked, wondering what that had to do with anything.

      “I’m trying to distract you from your predicament.” Forest gave me a little smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah, scientists have been studying their cubic poop and speculating about it.”

      I nodded.

      “They think that wombats poop in cubes, so they can stack them up for communication. The cube shape keeps the poop from, you know, rolling around and confusing their message.”

      “Ah. I didn’t know there were any wombats around here.”

      “No, they’re in Australia. I just find it interesting.”

      “Very,” I said.

      And just like that we seemed to run out of conversation.

      From his place along the police tape, Morgan said, “You know, this isn’t the first time an animal has tried to go into a bar.”

      Inside I yelled, “No!”

      I thought the daggers I shot Morgan’s way, might have a shutting-up effect.

      He started, “A horse walked into this bar and the bartender said−”

      And everyone, as if on cue, called out, “why the long face?”

      I closed my eyes and prayed for patience.

      That’s when Kay said, “A Shetland pony walked into a bar, he had a few drinks, and pulled out a five-dollar bill. The bartender looked down at him. ‘Sorry, buddy, you’re a little short.’”

      “A rattle snake slithered into a bar,” one of the cocks said, “and the bartender said, ‘What’s your poison?’”

      Not to be outdone, Kay came back with, “Yeah? I was out one night when a snake slithered into a bar, and the bartender said, ‘I don’t serve your kind in here.’ ‘Why not?’ asked the snake. ‘Because you can’t hold your booze.’”

      A general groan followed. Okay, not general, just me. But still. “That’s enough, please.”

      “One more? Come on, I stood holding your hands, willing to be stink bombed alongside you,” Kay said. “It’s not an animal in a bar joke. I promise.”

      I held up a finger to show her that I meant it when I said one.

      “A mushroom walked into the bar, and the bartender said, ‘Sorry, I don’t serve your kind in here.’ ‘Why not?’ asked the mushroom. ‘I’m a fungi.’”

      It was Kay’s absolute favorite joke. It cracked her up every single time she’s told it ever since she first told it when she was oh, about ten. And now was no different. She started laughing so hard that she teared up.

      And that’s when the skunk started moving.
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      Everyone was smart enough to hold their applause until the skunk was well out of the area.

      I bent over, putting my hands on my knees, stretching my torso as long as I could to suck in some well-deserved air. I peeked down, realized my mistake and yanked at the top of the bodice, which had suddenly slipped a bit low for a family-friendly event.

      Delight and Kay moved back by my side.

      Kay was tapping her watch. “It’s time for the axe throwing contest.”

      I pointed toward the tent. “My hatchet is in there, and we are all aware of what happened to me the last time I opened that flap. I’m going to take a hard pass until the wildlife guy tells me the petting zoo has been relocated.”

      “Solid decision,” Delight said. “And that means we get to go watch the guys throw heavy things like trees and shit, right? They got their wood to toss around, and I mean to see that. Especially that big one, Polar Bear.”

      I looked around, wondering where Connor had gone with Twinkles, probably on a potty break. “Can we stop by the EMT tent on the way?”

      “Did the skunk bite you?” Kay unceremoniously reached over and picked up my skirt to scan my legs.

      I pushed my skirt back down. “I was hoping they could hook me up with a coffee I.V.” The three of us started off. “I thought they might be able to run some tubing from a bag of high-test into my system. I hadn’t planned well enough for today. I didn’t drink any coffee before I got dressed.”

      “You could just drink it from a cup,” Kay offered.

      “I can’t swallow. I’m being squeezed like a tube of toothpaste.”

      “But her boobies look excellent,” Delight said. “It’s the price a girl’s got to pay to be magnificent like that.”

      “True story,” Kay said.

      I thought of my comfy yoga pants and hoody, then I looked over at Delight who was smoothing down the front of her costume, nodding and smiling. Delight was too delighted with her work. And I wasn’t going to rain on her parade.

      And here I was so looking forward to having bangers for lunch. I frowned in the direction of the hot meaty smells drifting my way.

      I hadn’t taken two steps when I saw a guy in a black suit, black dress shirt, and a red tie headed my way. He had salt and pepper hair slicked back, and for a minute, I thought it was Sal.

      While I had stopped, Kay and Delight had kept moving through the crowd toward the competition field.

      I focused back on the guy, realizing that while the clothes and hair were the same, most everything else was different.

      “Roberta Jacqueline Reid?” he asked as he arrived in front of me.

      I stalled. Should I lie?

      He looked up at the Hooch sign then looked from me, to my wench’s costume, then back up to my eyes. “You’re Miss Reid?”

      “That’s her,” the guy next to him said. Now him, I recognized. He was the Alcohol Beverage Control guy who was friends with Nicky Stromboli. Joseph Russo. This was the guy who had been tormenting me with bogus citations since I took over the bar. And he had tormented Hooch before that. If he wanted to see my license, he was gonna have to wait until they’d cleared out all the drunken critters.

      “Guido Stromboli,” the black suited man said, placing a hand over his heart.

      From where I stood, I could see Meadow startle, frown, and slip into the shadow of her tent, disappearing from view. She was afraid of this guy. I remembered what Sal had said about Guido, they all had different roles to play, and Guido was the butcher. I did a quick scan looking for a friendly face, but I didn’t see anyone I knew. The teams had all headed over to line up when the competitors were called to the field.

      “You’re running Nicky’s while he’s recovering from his stroke.” I held out my hand for a shake – after all, this guy hadn’t done anything to me. Yet. I was playing it cool. I had this.

      Instead of shaking my hand, Guido reached up to grab the ABC guy by the scruff of his suit collar and thrust him forward.

      At the same time, I reached into my pocket and pushed the button on Dick’s digital recorder.

      “This is Joseph Russo,” Guido said. “He’s my cousin.” And Guido was Nicky’s cousin, so that meant the harassment had been a family affair.

      Russo had a manila envelope in his hands.

      I’d seen more than my fair share of Joseph Russo’s manila envelopes. They always held bogus citations against the bar, and it always meant I had to get some stupid moonlighting gig to pay the lawyers.

      I reflexively moved my hands behind my back. The bar wasn’t operating. I was in a public space. Could I just refuse to accept the citation? “Can’t we give it a rest until Nicky is back at the restaurant?” If I actually deserved any citation, I’d understand that this was my fault, and I should pay a price. This wasn’t my fault. I was compliant with the laws. No, this was Nicky Stromboli wanting to drive Hooch’s out of business. And I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

      Granted my “fight” was actually me getting second and even third jobs to pay for Kay’s bosses, over at the law offices of Dewey, Cheatham, and Howe, to represent my interests in court.

      I suddenly felt exhausted.

      I was too tired to deal with this.

      Just today, I’d already done cyborg alarm clocks, rib crushing zippers, and a drunken skunk, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet.

      And now this.

      I guess that after I saved Nicky’s life, I thought things might quiet down a bit.

      But no.

      Here was the ABC guy with an outstretched hand and a manila envelope.

      This would be a great time to sigh. Too bad I didn’t have any air in my body, so I was limited to a grimace.

      Guido gave the ABC guy a little shake, and Russo stretched the envelope a little closer to me.

      Guido said, “I told him to give you this envelop last night. He said he missed you at the bar, and you drove to the police station. So he figured you had an appointment. Isn’t that what you said, Joey?”

      Russo stretched the envelop out a little farther and looked at me, pleading with me to take it from his hands.

      I wasn’t obliged to take anything from the guy. I wasn’t going to make this any easier for him. If he wanted to serve me with a citation, he was going to have to work for it.

      “Look at that, Joey.” Guido held out his open palm toward me. “Look. Do you see that look on her face? That’s derision. Scorn. You deserve that.” Guido shook a fatherly finger at Joseph Russo who was dangling uncomfortably from where his shirt collar was held high in Guido’s fist.

      Russo was probably fifty-some years old, balding, a little paunchy. It wasn’t like he was some young kid who was getting a lecture.

      Russo looked like a supplicant. Like he didn’t want to do anything that would get him on the butcher’s bad side.

      Guido turned back to me. “I hear that Nicky and Joey haven’t been acting nice. I hear they’re giving you a hassle. I don’t like that.” He did that same weird suit coat-shifting thing that Sal did. It made me think that they were trying to adjust a shoulder holster. I wondered if Guido was packing. He looked like he was packing − and not in the good way. “I always say, if you’ve got a problem with someone, you handle it quietly. Privately. You talk respectfully. You let them know what you want and give them a chance to work something out.”

      I crossed my arms under my boobs. “What do you want?” I was so proud that my voice didn’t crack.

      “Me?” Guido asked. “I want to make nice. You saved my cousin’s life. Georgie says you let him hold the leash when you take your dog for a walk. Georgie says he likes to bring you flowers to make you smile.”

      Georgie was Nicky’s son. He was about my age in terms of candles on a birthday cake, but he had the intellectual development of an eight-year-old child. Very sweet. Very loving. I didn’t like that Guido was talking about him.

      “Take the envelope,” Guido said, lifting his chin.

      I looked down at the envelope that Russo was still holding out to me. I pursed my lips.

      “Take the envelope,” he said in a quiet, gravelly voice, nodding his head.

      I reached out and took the envelope.

      Guido let go of Russo’s collar. “Tell her,” he said.

      Mr. Joseph Russo, ABC official, looked down at his shoes, pouting. “I’m sorry.”

      I rolled my eyes around. “What? What was that?”

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

      Holy moly, what was going on here?
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      As soon as Guido let go of Russo’s collar, Russo shook himself out and took off toward the festival exit.

      Guido gave a curt angular dip that had a bow-like quality and walked off toward the food tents. And I, I just stood there baffled with the stupid manila envelope in my hand.

      I turned when I saw Meadow out of the corner of my eye. She was peeking around the corner of her tent, making sure the coast was clear.

      I turned. “Do you know them, Meadow?”

      “Unfortunately,” she said, coming out into the light of day.

      “Guido Stromboli or Joseph Russo?” I asked. It seemed improbable to me that she would know either.

      “I know the family,” she said then pursed her lips.

      It still didn’t make sense to me. Meadow lived out in the countryside in a cave. How would she brush up against the family? “I was told that Guido is the butcher.”

      She stared at me for a moment. “Who told you that?”

      “Well, Sal did.”

      I watched as a shiver raced down Meadow’s body.

      “Did Sal talk to you about insurance, too?” I whispered. Wide-eyed, breathless − well, the breathless part was the dress, but still. This was weird, and I didn’t like it. At all.

      Her gaze travelled around the crowd. I turned and did the same. Polar Bear was headed our way, other than that, it looked like the normal Celtic Festival goers. No other men in funeral wear were lurking about the shadows of the tents. “Sal talked to you about insurance?” I prompted, hoping that the tape recorder in my pocket was doing a good job of not just picking up the words but the emotion in Meadow’s voice. I was pretty sure that she was scared and trying to hide it.

      “I have insurance from Sal − it’s not like I was given a lot of choice,” she said. “Sometimes you have to do as your told because you have no recourse.”

      “Did Sal threaten you?”

      “Let’s just say I was given an ultimatum, and I complied. It’s all good. The insurance is in place. And it’s not so much that I can’t handle it. My living expenses are minimal.”

      “What kind of insurance?”

      “Property. Health. Life. So far, so good. I haven’t had any issues since I signed. Safe and sound.” She reached over and rapped her knuckles on one of the bowls. “Knock on wood.”

      “Meadow, if you need help…”

      She adjusted the twigs in her hair. “No. When you decide to join the family, you know what the score is.”

      “You’re part of their family as in you’re related?”

      “No,” she said, then turned to smile at a couple who had come in to admire her bowls.

      I didn’t like that. I didn’t like any of that. Dick had said that if there was organized crime coming in that it could hurt the whole city. I reached in my pocket and turned off the recorder, then walked to my car to put the envelope away. I wondered how “the family” had found Meadow in her cave, and why they would think she had money to pay them for their “insurance.” Then I thought, if they could find Meadow in her cave, were any of us safe?

      I looked at the envelope I was clutching in my hands. I wondered if it were some kind of ultimatum, and the butcher was acting nice, making Russo deliver it as some kind of penance.

      Yeah, that dynamic, I didn’t get.

      I decided I wouldn’t open it or look at the contents until Monday, when I could open it at my lawyers’ office, talk it over with Mr. Cheatham, and possibly call in the police. If it was just another citation, well, they typically gave me a few weeks before a court appearance. If it was something else…

      I was moving at the rate of molasses on a cold winter’s day, as I made my way back to the parking lot and my Mini Cooper.

      I understood, now, the need for fainting couches and smelling salts in days of yore. I was feeling a little dizzy. I wondered where Connor had gone off to with Twinkles, if I went down, Twinkles would keep people from stepping on me.

      As I walked back to the festival space from the parking lot, I saw both Connor and Twinkles lined up with the Fitzgerald Clan ready for the opening ceremonies. Twinkles was wearing a tartan scarf around his neck and looking very proud of himself.

      And there were Delight and Kay. Kay waved over to me.

      When I finally got closer to them, she called out, “Where have you been? You almost missed the Parade of the Clans.”

      “I had to take something to my car,” I said not wanting to go into my mob interaction.

      “You’re walking like an old lady.”

      “It’s the oxygen situation,” I said. I bent my knees until I plopped down kneeling, then went to twist and sit on their blanket but failed miserably. I ended up just flopping over and rolling onto my back.

      It was nice lying there, looking up at the blue sky. Lying down meant gravity was pulling my organs toward the Earth and thereby giving me an extra centimeter of lung space. I was taking advantage of that.

      “Sit up,” Kay hissed.

      The bagpipes wheezed, then started their melodies. The drums sounded their rat-a-tat-tat.

      “Sit up.” Kay swatted at my leg.

      I tried. I failed. I flopped.

      “Bobbi Jax, you can’t lie there on the side of the road as the clans walk by. The men are all wearing kilts.”

      “Oh,” Delight said. “I’d forgotten about that. Here, scrooch yourself over a bit and give me space to lie down, too.” Delight scuttled around. “Do you think they’re all doing that commando thing like Connor said last night? This is gonna be a treat, this is.”

      My knees were bent, and I was swinging my arms to roll − a little left, a little right, trying to gather some momentum to get back on my stomach, so I could maybe do a yoga move to get myself upright again. Kay watched me flail, realized the issue, and stood up. With her foot planted on top of my foot, she reached for my hands and pulled.

      But not before Clan McGregor had paraded by.
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      I pointed toward left field. There was Dick. He was wearing a tight black t-shirt, an ochre colored kilt, and a pair of black combat boots. He had the sledge hammer in his hands. The announcer was describing the sport. Dick was about to swing the twenty-two-pound hammer around his head and let it fly down the field. Each man had three tries, and the two best scores went to the semi-finals.

      Dick looked down the field eyeing the spot he was to fling the weight. He bent and wrapped his hands around the shaft.

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm, Hammer time!” Delight said. “Masterful. Look at that practiced grip.”

      As he stood up, he started the first rotation, letting the weight of the head at the top of the shaft swing around once, twice…his kilt swirled wide, exposing the tight black compression pants the men used to help them stabilize their knees. He let the hammer fly.

      I crossed my fingers hard to give it a boost of good juju.

      It hit and bounced. The crowd roared their congratulations. Dick turned to look at me, and I lifted my hand to wave, so he knew I had seen.

      It was a darned good throw.

      The guy with the measuring tape called out his length, and the crowd whistled and clapped.

      The next guy stepped up.

      Delight turned to me. “Why are they throwing a hammer around? Does that make any sense?”

      “To see how far it can go.” Kay was sitting on a feis bucket. It was basically a bucket from the hardware store with a cushion attached to the plastic lid. The dancers would put their soft shoe “ghillies” and their hard shoes in the bucket, along with sock glue, glitter spray, pins, and her competition number to lug around with them and give them somewhere to sit that wouldn’t mess up their dresses. The dancers were judged not only on their precision of movements but also their appearance. In the stiff triangular skirt, Kay couldn’t sit on the ground or even on a regular chair. Perching on her bucket meant her skirt could hang down and stay perfect.

      “When is your first dance?” I asked.

      She looked at her watch. “Another fifteen minutes. We’re doing the traditional sets first. I’m going to do St. Patrick’s Day.”

      “I like that one the best,” I said.

      “I went and watched her practicing that last night,” Delight said. “That’s some strange kind of dancing that there is. Her feet were stomping and a wiggling and flying a mile a minute, and her arms are straight down like a soldier, no movement at all up above her hips. Why is it, do you think they dance like that?”

      “Probably, when they started dancing, all the women were in dresses like the one you made for me. If I were to dance right now − and I can’t imagine even trying − all I could do was move my feet. I’ve got no room to move my torso.”

      “Good point,” she said. “I can see what you’re sayin’ about the dancing and the dress. But that still don’t explain why those men are out in the field flinging that hammer around.”

      I didn’t answer. I was focused on Polar Bear.

      Polar Bear had the hammer in his hands now. He had the advantage of height. Dick was tall but not Polar Bear tall, and when Polar Bear released the hammer, the sheer physics of releasing the weight from longer arms and a higher height meant there was more air time. It was the mathematics of the sport.

      Still Dick had been impressive.

      Polar Bear started his rotations.

      “It’s a full body work out,” I said, pointing over, “and it gave Dick a great six pack of abs.”

      “Now how would you know that about Dick’s abs?”

      I winked.

      “Girl, you get around, don’t you?” She focused back on the field as Morgan stepped up to the hammer. “This is so fun. Why didn’t I know they had burly men to throw big shit like this?”

      I turned my head when I felt eyes on me. I wondered if another member of “the family” was going to have a little talk with me today. But when I turned, I saw it was the animal control guy.

      “Kay, get me up, would you?” I asked, reaching my hands toward her.

      Kay stood and took my hands, she pulled from the front and Delight pushed from behind, and I was able to get back to my feet. “Thanks,” I said, brushing my skirt as he came closer.

      “That’s the last of the wild beasts,” the guy said, looking a little disheveled and mud streaked.

      I looked down and wrinkled my nose. It looked like puke spattered his shoe.

      “One of the opossums was pretty hung over.”
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      I left Delight with Kay watching the end of the hammer throwing competition. There was nothing to be done at the tent until Colleen delivered the first couple of boxes of booze, or so I thought.

      When I walked up, I found Meadow had tied back the sides of the Hooch tent and was busy with a shovel.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Just cleaning up some of the droppings. I told the maintenance crew that you needed some straw, and they’re on their way over in their utility task vehicle.” She lifted her chin toward the point of the roof. “The animal guy missed one. I wouldn’t walk under there.”

      My gaze followed hers up to the top of the tent where a squirrel dangled from a single paw, swaying back and forth and snoring.

      I looked down at the little stand I’d set up for Twinkles’s kissing booth, but the tub of gravy I had planned to use, so Twinkle both did his job and liked his job, was opened and licked clean. I dragged the kissing booth to the back of the tent. I’d get some more gravy at the store on my way home tonight, and we could try again tomorrow.

      Where was Twinkles anyway? I wondered, posting my hands on my hips and looking out across the field.

      I didn’t see Connor, but Guido was there, standing over by O’Toole’s Meat Pasties.

      Meadow stopped beside me. “That man’s job is the thing of nightmares,” she said.

      I reached in my pocket and turned on Dick’s recorder.

      “Guido Stromboli’s job is the thing of nightmares?” I repeated for the recording.

      “It’s disgusting how someone can make a living doing what he does. How can the man live with himself, knowing all of the pain and fear he causes?” Her nose wrinkled with disdain. “No, not disgusting. It’s horrific.” She slid her hands up each arm, pushing her sleeves above the elbow like a guy at the bar who was looking for a brawl. She turned back to me. “What was in the envelope he forced on you earlier?”

      “I didn’t look,” I whispered.

      “Chicken?” She canted her head.

      “More like an ostrich, I would say.”

      She leaned over the bar and pulled my red handled competition hatchet from the shelf. My name was engraved on a brass plate. I’d won it two years ago at the Celtic Festival in Boston. It had been a day of stiff competition, and I felt a lot of pride in having won. Its hyper-sharp edge was in a protective leather hood. “This is beautiful,” she said. “Are you in the competition today?”

      “I had thought about it. But this dress doesn’t give me any room to move, so I’ll probably skip it this year.”

      “You could change into something else,” she offered.

      “You don’t know how hard it is to get zipped into this get-up. Are you doing any competitions?” I asked, opening a box of commemorative plastic shot glasses and making sure they didn’t have drunk-animal cooties.

      “No. I’m just here selling my bowls.” She started to put the hatchet back on the shelf then stopped and looked around. “Is there a safer place to put this?” she asked.

      “Because…” I couldn’t imagine anyone looking for or caring about my hatchet. No one could use it in the axe throwing contest without someone recognizing it as mine.

      “Oh, nothing,” she said, her gaze focused down the walking path.

      I swiveled to see what had caught her eye. There was Guido Stromboli.

      Meadow stuck the hatchet back on the shelf where she’d found it. “I was just thinking that anyone could come up and get hold of this. It’s obviously an expensive tool.” She looked back at Guido then at me. “I hate for it to get in the wrong hands.”

      Our conversation stopped as two vehicles buzzed over on their electric motors. A crew got out and started pitching a thick carpet of straw over the floor. It was a good idea. Not only would it cover the mess left behind by the animals but would make it easier to stand all day with something cushioning under foot.

      Colleen was in the second vehicle. Her helpers unloaded a box of Irish Whiskey and a box of Scotch Whisky. I knew never to make the mistake of serving the wrong one to the wrong clansman or clanswoman.

      Delight meandered in. “You know, I am really enjoying my day.”

      “Have you seen Connor and Twinkles?”

      “Oh I’ve had my eye on Connor. I have indeed. I didn’t realize what fine thigh muscles that man has.” She walked around the end of the bar and reached for a bag she had stowed there. “He is fine, girl, and by that I mean fine.”

      I couldn’t argue with her about that. “Did he still have Twinkles with him? What was he doing that you saw his fine thigh muscles?”

      “Yeah, he had Twinkles. He was over in the field tossing a tree.” She pulled out two long aprons.

      “They call it a caber,” I said, reaching for the apron she handed out to me. “Hey, did you know that back in the 16th century, the name for an apron that a woman wore when she was gardening, or cooking was called a coverslut?”

      “Huh, learn something new every day, don’t you? A coverslut. I like it.”

      “I thought you might.” I turned the sign to “Open” and people immediately started our way, like a magnet pulling at metal. “I have both whisky and whiskey. Just tell me your clan or kin, and I can pour you the right constitutional,” I called out.

      Delight stood at the cash register, checking armbands and ringing up drink tickets.

      I looked up at the first guy in line. “Clan McGregor,” he said. “I see you’re back on your feet now, lass.” He gave me a broad wink.

      “Yes, I recognize you. Sorry about that,” I said. “First one’s on me.”
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      Delight and I were catching up with the rounds when I heard a familiar voice. “A beaver walked into Hooch’s tent. He looked around and said, Is the bar tender?”

      I smiled at Morgan. “You and Kay are apples from the same tree. How was your match this morning, who were you up against?”

      “Bumpass Golden Cocks. We won. We’re here for a celebration drink.” He smacked Polar Bear in the chest.

      I took his tickets and poured out the shots. “Well done, Beavers!”

      Polar Bear’s nose went up in the air, sniffing like Twinkles did when he caught a whiff of Scotch eggs with their rich sausage scent.

      I sniffed, too, but wasn’t picking up anything but the freshly strewn hay with maybe a soupçon of drunken forest animal.

      He turned and focused on Meadow with a kind of dopey grin.

      Huh. This was interesting. I smoothed my hands down my coverslut to dry them off. “Meadow,” I called out. “Come meet my friends.”

      “Morgan, Polar Bear, this is Meadow Bush Whacker.”

      “Bushwalker,” Delight corrected.

      “Meadow,” Meadow said as she extended her hand to Polar Bear with a dewy, dreamy look in her eyes, as her gaze travelled up to his face a good foot and a half above hers.

      Okay, it was a little May-September in terms of age difference, but to each their own. They both looked like they’d just been struck by Cupid’s arrow.

      “Maple syrup,” Polar Bear purred as he bent and kissed her hand.

      I sent a wide-eyed look at Morgan. Morgan leaned over and whispered in my ear, “He’s got a thing for maple syrup.”

      “Like a maple sugar daddy?” Delight asked.

      Meadow blushed and did a kind of a wobble that might have been a curtsey as Polar Bear’s lips lingered on her hand. “If you like maple syrup,” she cooed, “I have some over at my tent. I make it myself every year. I was just having some on my acorn muffins.”

      Without looking around, Polar Bear set his empty shot glass on the bar and followed Meadow over to her tent.

      “Hey,” Morgan said. “Did you hear what Polar Bear said to the maple tree?”

      I quirked an eyebrow.

      “I’d tap that.” He chuckled as his gaze travelled up to the squirrel still dangling from one paw, still swaying, still snoring.

      Delight and I turned and looked too.

      “I knew a guy back in Texas that looked exactly like that squirrel. His name was Stinky. Well, not his given name, mind you. That’s just what folks liked to call him. Everyone thought he was a closet drinker. We couldn’t figure it out though. No one had ever seen him drinking or buying alcohol, or going to a bar, nor nothin’.  Folks checked him out, you know, to see if he didn’t have one of them hidden flask thingys. They make fake cleavage that is really just bags for wine, and bracelets, we checked his umbrella to see if the handle weren’t hollow. Stinky was a drag queen with my cousin Dwayne’s show.” She stopped to tsk and shake her head. “Yup. We looked all through his things and never could find no booze. He swore he was a teetotaler. But of course, that couldn’t be true. He’d stagger around, singing songs, getting in fights, causing a hullaballoo. Poor thing. Sometimes, he’d get so drunk, we’d call the ambulance for fear he’d choke if’n he passed out. And he was often passed out.”

      “And yet no one ever saw him drinking?” Morgan asked.

      “Nope. Not ever. One night he got pulled over by the police. They did a breathalyzer that read .37, and he was headed for jail. But BJ’s friend Rex was there, and you know, he’s got a lot of pull with the sheriff.  Rex said that he’d just seen Cal − that’s Stinky’s real name, Cal − and he was sober as a monk. So instead of hauling his skinny behind to the jailhouse, they took him in to Austin to the hospital there. The doctors diagnosed him with a thing called auto-brewery syndrome. Seems like he don’t need to go to no bars to buy his drinks. Stinky’s body was its own still and fermented shit in his stomach when he ate too many carbs. Don’t believe me? You can look it up. He’s on the Internet.”

      “That sounds really dangerous,” I said.

      Delight rang up the next customer before she answered. “Yeah, well, since it has to do with how many carbs the man eats, now that he has a diagnosis, he knows what to do. He’s now on that − what you call it? Keto diet − he basically just eats meat three times a day. Bacon and burgers. He can eat bangers all day and not get drunk. He’d probably like calling them bangers, too. He’s into that kind of thing, if you see what I’m saying. He likes him some sausage.”

      Just then the squirrel released his grip and dropped on top of Delight’s head.

      Wide-eyed and flailing, Delight hollered out, “What is it? What’s got me? Is it a fairy? Did I catch me a leprechaun?”

      “It’s furry if that helps,” I said.
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      My Apartment

      I was comfortably wrapped in a fuzzy blanket on my living room couch. I had a sappy Hallmark movie on the television. Twinkles lay on the floor where my hand dangled. A cup of hot cocoa rested in my lap.

      Officer Goodman had just texted me with an offer of a massage, which sounded wonderful. But I had turned it down. I wasn’t in the mood for fun. I was in the mood for sulking in my flannel pajamas.

      After everyone had left the festival, I had still been prepping my tent for the next day, which took forever since I was still stuck in the dress from hell. Good thing Kay dropped by my apartment with Chinese takeout. She was able to wrestle the hooks open and the zipper down. I thought I was going to have to sleep in the darned dress all night. Tomorrow, I’d go to the festival half-zipped and get someone to help me sausage myself back into the wench casing.

      That manila envelope of doom was still under the passenger’s seat of my car. Its contents had me in a stew. Yes, I was procrastinating the inevitable by not opening it. But whatever it was was going to suck. I owed Mr. Cheatham so much money. More lawyer bills on top of the mountain of lawyer bills I’d already accrued? No, this felt like it. This was probably my breaking point. My point of no return.

      I was about to fail.

      Fail myself.

      Fail Hooch.

      Fail my loyal customers.

      And worse of all? I’d be back in the corporate world with a nine to five job, being tortured by pantyhose, leaving Twinkles all alone.

      I set my cocoa aside and pulled a pillow out from behind my back, plopped it in my lap and buried my head. Okay, I was crying. I deserved a good cry. I had been through a lot. And now it was all in vain.

      My phone rang ‘Bad Boys’ and I waited for the call to go to voicemail. I ignored it while I was having my pity party.

      My phone rang again, ‘Bad Boys,’ and I swiped to see who was being so persistent. Justice.

      “Yes?” I asked, trying not to let the sound of my tears color my voice. I was, after all, still the boss.

      “BJ there’s a fire down here that needs to be put out.”

      “You can handle it, can’t you?” I asked, not wanting to uncurl myself from my warm nest and deal with whatever was happening at the bar.

      “I already called your dad and the fire department is on their way. I just thought you’d want to be here.” Her voice sounded as jaded as always.

      “Did you say fire? Actual hot flames fire?”

      “Fire. Flames. Smoke. Heat,” she deadpanned.

      I was up out of my nest, running for my bedroom. “On my way,” I called out then swiped the phone to end the call. Okay, I thought, yanking off my pjs, leave Twinkles here. The fire engines will take up space, parking is limited, I’ll just jog. I yanked into my yoga pants, pulled on a t-shirt, dropped down on my carpet and laced up my tennis shoes with no socks. I was out the door with my jacket in hand in less than thirty seconds.

      My feet flew as I ran down the block. My breath expelled forming clouds in the cold night air. I was so glad to have my full lung capacity in that moment. Down the block around the corner, I could smell it now. My pace quickened. Up ahead I could see the swirl of red lights like a corona above the block where Hooch’s stood. Billowing smoke, with its acrid smell, hovered in the air. I ran even harder, though, what my being there quicker would do to help I had no idea.

      As I got to the right road, I saw the street was filled with Hooch patrons breaking the public drinking law by hanging out with their steins in hand. I was going to be written up. This was going to cost me a fortune. Done. My career, my business, done. Done. Done.

      I slowed to a walk. Done. That was so depressing. I stopped and dropped my hands to my knees trying to catch my breath as I took in the enormity of this situation. My gaze scanned the throng, wondering if Joseph Russo was there, with his citation pad out.

      As I turned my head, I spotted Kay walking toward me from the direction of her apartment. I stood back up and waited for her. Her brows were pulled together in worry lines. “Connor called to see if I was with you. He told me about the fire.”

      “Have you seen Justice?”

      “She’s in Hooch’s with Connor.”

      “What? They’re in there?” I pushed off as if I could run into a blaze and save them.

      Kay grabbed my hand. “They’re not in danger. The fire was in the trash dumpster, and the firefighters already put it out. The crew is  just getting their hoses put away.”

      “Then why is everyone in the street?”

      “Justice thought it was a good precaution. She said she’d call them in as soon as your dad gave the all clear.”

      “How do you know this and not me?”

      “Connor called to congratulate me on winning the storytelling medal and to give me shit about having an unfair advantage after making the pilgrimage to the motherland and kissing the Blarney Stone. He was here drinking with the Beavers when it all happened. He just kept me on the phone, so I could fill you in when you got here.”

      I nodded, then hand in hand we pushed through the crowd and into the bar.

      Everything was fine.

      There wasn’t even any smoke in here.

      Kay stalled as her gaze travelled along the back wall. There, Justice had hung up a clothes line to which she clothes pinned picture after picture after picture of Kay, sopping wet, tear-stained, disheveled, and grinning through her misery. A different crowd of laughing Italians were giving their thumbs-up in each image. Included at the bottom of each photo, I could see was the story that was posted with the picture and an English translation.

      “I knew she was going to do that.” Kay frowned.

      Justice walked into the main room with Connor right behind her.

      “You’re evil,” Kay said.

      “Thank you.” Justice’s face didn’t shift but visibly lit up with an inner glow of happiness. Nicodemus wrapped his little paw across his stomach and took a bow as if he was accepting his share of the credit in this photographic display.

      Kay walked over and started to unclip the photos. “And pay back is hell. Not tonight. Not tomorrow night. But when you least expect it. BOOM! Your payback will arrive with a bright red bow on it.”

      Nicodemus snickered into his paws.

      Justice rolled her eyes.

      I focused on Connor. “It was Sal wasn’t it?”

      “Why did you say Sal?” he asked.

      “Because in the family, Sal sells the insurance, and Guido is the butcher. I assume that this was the message that I needed insurance, and my ‘visit,’” I did quote fingers in the air, “from Guido would be farther down the line.”

      Connor looked over at Kay. “Am I supposed to follow that?”

      Kay shrugged.

      “Was it Sal?” I asked.

      Justice lifted a piece of cheese up to Nicodemus. “Yeah, he was out back smoking his cigar again. He flicked the ash off, and it looks like a spark landed in the dumpster. You can see it happen on the security footage. Later, the flame popped up. By the time I was taking the trash out, it was a pretty big fire.”

      “You handled everything really well, thank you,” I said.

      “Your dad just poked his head in and said that they have another call. But I can let folks back in now.”

      “Dad’s gone already?” The corners of my mouth tugged down.

      “They just left.” Connor tipped his head to the side scrutinizing me.

      Justice opened the door and stood back to let the patrons file in.

      I gave myself a shake. No one was coming to a bar to see a grumpy bartender. I slapped on a grin and called out, “Some Beavers walked into the bar and the bartender yelled, ‘Shut the dam door!”

      The team piled in. With them came Delight. She turned and looked over the men who were taking seats at the various tables.

      “We need Beaver shots!” a teammate yelled.

      “Wait,” Delight said. “These look like different Beavers than the Beavers we had here last night,”

      “These are the Beaver Dam Police rugby team,” I explained. “They’ll be playing the Polly’s Cove Beavers in the rugby match in the morning.”

      “So you’re saying it’s gonna be Beaver on Beaver action?” Delight asked.

      “Yeah,” their captain said, “but we’re going to lick ‘em straight off.”
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      Hooch’s Bar

      “You look tired,” Connor said, reaching for my hand.

      “It’s been a long day with little oxygen.”

      “Maybe you should go home and get some sleep. Did you drive? I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “No. I ran over here. I wasn’t sure what I’d find. What with the fire trucks and all I thought that it would be hard to find a spot, and I’d just be wasting time. It seemed quicker to run.”

      He gave me a little tug. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”

      I didn’t say a word, just held his hand and walked to his car, let him open the door for me, then folded myself in.

      The drive was in silence.

      When he pulled up at the curb next to my building, I hesitated, my hand resting on the seat belt buckle.

      “Tell me what’s going on.” Connor’s voice was warm. “Bobbi Jax, let me help you.”

      My phone buzzed. It was a text from Dick.

      
        
        Dick: I just heard about the fire in your alley. Justice showed me the security tape. Are you at home? We need to talk about this.

      

        

      
        Me: I’m heading into my building now.

      

        

      
        Dick: I’ll be there in five minutes.

      

      

      I showed my phone to Connor.

      “What’s all that about?” he asked.

      “If you want to come up, I can tell you both at the same time. I honestly don’t think I have the energy to tell this twice.”

      Connor pulled the keys from the cup holder and pressed the button to turn off his engine, popped the door, and climbed out.

      I was glad.

      I didn’t want to go up to my apartment alone, though, Twinkles would be up there. A sudden frisson of fear slid across my nerves. I pushed through the door and raced up the stairs two at a time.

      Connor was right on my heels.

      I pressed the buttons on my lock and pushed the door wide.

      Twinkles lay on his blanket with the tip of his pink tongue sticking out and his eyebrows raised high.

      I pounded my fist into my chest to reseat my heart.

      Connor wrapped his hands around my arms. “Hey, what’s going on here? Why were you afraid for Twinkles’s safety?”

      “Because Nicky Stromboli’s cousin, who’s come to town to run his restaurant, is ‘the butcher.’ And according to Sal, he has wicked skills with a hatchet.”
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      Dick listened to the tape. He was sitting on my couch, knees wide, elbows posted, fingers laced. He had this detective pose down. Any victim of a crime would feel like they were in competent hands. He pressed the rewind button and listened again.

      Connor was sitting at my kitchen table. He’d put his stoic mask in place. I had no idea what he was thinking.

      “BJ, I wasn’t there, and I know you were reading body language and facial expressions. But listening to this, there doesn’t seem to be anything nefarious going on.”

      “The fire?” I was sitting cross legged on the floor hugging Twinkles.

      “Sal smoked cigars in the alley. You said he was there yesterday, it was a spark from his ash. He wasn’t pouring gas and lighting a match. Look, everyone will readily admit that you’ve been through a lot in the past year. I mean, I’ve never known anyone who finds as many bodies as you do, and that counts the professional search and rescue folks who go out actually looking for bodies. It’s a lot. I can imagine that your brain is trying to protect you by signaling that circumstances are dangerous. But let’s explore the possibility that these are just that, warning signals, and that everything is much more innocent than it looks.”

      I glowered at him.

      “I researched Sal,” Dick said. “He owns his own insurance agency. He actually sells insurance policies. He’s very successful. He’s won tons of industry awards.”

      “Well of course he does! But how does he sell them? I mean, I could sell a shit ton of booze if I said, buy my booze or I’ll hit you in the head with my bat.”

      “Has Sal said that, BJ?” Dick asked. “Has he threatened you overtly in any way, shape, or form?”

      “No.” I pouted.

      Dick’s phone buzzed, he pulled it out and stared down at the screen then put it back in his suit pocket. “Okay, well let’s keep an eye on it. Keep recording. Keep reporting back to me. If there’s anything that becomes concerning, then we can act.”

      “I’m concerned! He followed my car Friday. Remember?”

      “What I’m curious about is the envelope that Joseph Russo gave you. Have you opened it? Where is it?”

      “It’s in my car. No, I haven’t opened it yet.  And I’m not going to. I’ll wait until Monday when I’m in my lawyer’s office.”

      Dick looked at Connor then back to me. “I need to leave, they just found my witness, and I don’t want to lose this opportunity. But I’m a phone call away, BJ. You know that.”

      “I know. Thank you,” I said. Though I really felt like he was trying to placate me. He didn’t see what I did. Danger loomed. The family was using Nicky’s illness as a path into Jamesburg’s community. I couldn’t let that happen.

      Dick stood up and let himself out.

      I listened as he jogged down the stairs.

      I turned to Connor. Still stoic. I hoped he’d tell me his thoughts.

      “I’d like you to pack an overnight bag for you and Twinkles. It would make me feel better if you stayed at my house tonight.”

      I held his gaze.

      “I’d take you over to Kay’s but she’s asleep by now. And I think you’d sleep better in a bed instead of her couch.”

      To be honest. I was grateful for the offer. I nodded then headed back to my room to gather the things I’d need into a backpack. I zipped my wench’s costume into a garment bag. I’d never stayed overnight anywhere when it was just me and Connor.

      I should probably think this through.

      Too bad my thinker wasn’t working right now.
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      My Apartment

      Connor reached out and took my backpack as we made our way up his sidewalk. He’d bought this house two years ago, and everyone was terrified that it’d meant he was about to propose to Ashley, his old girlfriend, thereby cementing her resting bitch face permanently in the holiday photos. After a year of his living here alone, people finally exhaled, deciding that the home purchase wasn’t a harbinger of horrors to come.

      Twinkles ran up the steps to the porch and sat patiently beside the door.

      We’d been here before. A lot. We felt at home here.

      But not for an overnight.

      If this got around, I’d have some rumors to stomp on.

      Connor shoved his key in the lock, twisted the knob, and pushed the door wide for me to walk in first.

      I stepped inside and stopped.

      He flicked on the light and locked the door. “Do you want to go straight to bed?” he asked.

      I stood there all deer in the headlights.

      He reached out and took the dress bag from my hand. “How about I put these up in the guest bedroom, and you can head up when you’re ready.”

      Whew!  The guest bedroom. Okay. Good. Of course he didn’t think I was coming over to sleep with him. Connor was a gentleman. We were dear friends who loved each other. There was no misunderstanding. Connor would never try to take advantage of my fear. I just needed to stop with the hyperventilating and anxiety.

      I was still standing in his foyer when he padded down the stairs. He’d changed into a pair of flannel pajama bottoms and a t-shirt. It was what he liked to hang out in in the evenings and always had. That I was now noticing how the loose pants hung low on his hips and how the t-shirt wrapped his biceps like that…yeah, it was not a problem, I told myself.

      “What were you doing when you got the call about the fire?” Connor asked.

      “I was going to watch a mindless movie on Netflix and snuggle on the couch with some hot cocoa.”

      “We can do that,” he said and headed into the kitchen.

      Twinkles had gone into the den and was curled up dead center on Connor’s couch.

      I sat on the far side and picked up the remote to find the movie I’d started earlier. “Are you sure you don’t mind a sappy chick flick?”

      “I don’t mind,” he called back to me. He walked in with a mug in each hand. The one he set on the coaster next to me had a huge cloud of whipped cream and a sprinkle of cayenne pepper. Just the way I liked it, hot and spicy. I gave the mug a little sentimental frown.

      Connor sat on the other end of the couch, reaching an arm down behind to where he kept a stack of blankets, mostly for his friends’ kids to play forts when they came over, but equally useful for snuggling. As soon as his hand came up, Twinkles stood up and stepped over me. I had a face full of Twinkles’s fur. “What are you doing?” I complained.

      Twinkles took another step into the little space between me and the sofa arm, then swung his head to look at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      He pushed me with his nose.

      Fine.  I knew it was a losing battle. I scrooched over onto the center cushion, grumpy to have been moved away from my cocoa. “Happy?” I asked as Twinkles circled the space I’d warmed then flopped down.

      The movie started, and Twinkles squirmed, pushing his butt into me.

      I scooted over.

      He pushed.

      I scooted over until Connor and I were sitting thigh to thigh.

      I remembered what Delight said about Connor’s fine thigh muscles.

      I blew out a breath. Being here might be a mistake. Was probably a mistake.

      Twinkles kicked me twice and Connor chuckled, stretched an arm around my waist and pulled me over toward him, tucking me under his arm, my cheek against his chest. From this position, I could curl my legs up on the couch and the three of us could be comfortable.

      I focused over at my cocoa at the other end of the couch.

      “I’m happy to share,” Connor said. He reached out his free hand and brought his mug around to hand to me.

      I could swear I saw Twinkles wink.
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      I was comfortable in Connor’s guest room.

      I could hear him across the hall moving around his bathroom. I lay there listening as he took his shower, but I put the kibosh on my imagination. which wanted to put that scene fully formed into my mind’s eye. He ran the water in the sink as he brushed his teeth and shut the door to get into his bed.

      Lying flat on my back, I looked out the window at the full moon that made the tree limbs, now almost bare, shimmer against the night sky. Twinkles lay with a paw over my feet, twitching with some wonderful dream. After a few minutes he quieted. Then, he began to snore.

      This felt domestic.

      It was fine. I reassured myself. Everything was fine.

      Until it wasn’t.

      At some point, I’d fallen asleep. I knew in some cognizant part of my brain that what I was experiencing was a nightmare. I told myself that. I yelled it in my head.

      I kept trying to rouse myself, but I couldn’t seem to pull myself away.

      Images flashed, Guido was chasing me with my red hatchet in his hands. Meadow was screaming warnings to me, “Run! He’s the butcher! Run!” I ran. In my sleep, I ran as hard and as fast as I could. My heart was thumping against my ribcage. My breath was ragged. In my dream I had run all the way home to my own apartment, thundered up the stairs, grabbed at the doorknob while my shaking fingers punched into the lock code. I got the beep that said I’d made a mistake. Again, and again, I tried. I couldn’t think of the right number.

      Wait. This was easy. The code was Connor’s birthday. I just had to think of Connor, and I’d be somewhere safe.

      Once I’d tapped the numbers into the lock, the door came magically open. I slammed it shut behind me and threw the bolt. Whew, was I glad to be back in my apartment.

      But where was Twinkles? I went into my room and saw the bump under my covers. “Hey, big guy. You know you’re only allowed on the end of my bed.” I flung the covers back to find a severed horse head, dripping blood onto my pillow.

      With that I sprang upright and awake. Sweating and shaking. I looked around confused. Then I remembered where I was, in Connor’s guest bedroom. I reached down to reassure myself by scrunching my hands into Twinkles’s fur, but there was no Twinkles. I got up, calling softly under my breath, “Twinkles. Twinkles where are you?”

      My nerves were still alight, and I wanted Twinkles to comfort me.

      A soft whine sounded.

      I followed the noise all the way to Connor’s room. In the moonlight, I saw Twinkles lying there in the middle of Connor’s king-sized bed, pushing Connor to one edge.

      I lightly tapped my thigh.

      Twinkles looked at me.

      I whisper called.

      Twinkles stretched and rolled over.

      I looked back at the guest bedroom. Yeah. I was still freaked out. I crept on tiptoe into the room. Twinkles was in the middle, so we had a chaperone, I thought, trying to convince myself this move was okay. I quietly climbed into the far side of Connor’s bed and pulled the blankets up to my chin.

      I lay there staring up at the ceiling where his clock projected the time. One minute. Two minutes. Three…

      Twinkles stood up on the bed and put his paw on the far side of me. I sent Twinkles stern thought waves. Stop it!

      Twinkles stepped his back two legs to the other side of me.

      I didn’t want Connor to wake up and find me in his bed. If I wrestled with Twinkles, that’s exactly what would happen. So as smoothly and gently as I could, I rolled to the middle of the bed and let Twinkles have the outside.

      Twinkles snuffled around getting comfy, kicking and squirming. I slid a little further away to give him room to settle. And more. And more.

      Connor’s arm reached out and hooked me around the waist, pulling me backwards up against his stomach. He ran a hand over my hair, tucking it away from his face, then scooped his arm back around me to pull me in even tighter.

      Did he do that in his sleep?

      Did he know what he was doing?

      If I moved now for sure he’d know.

      I didn’t know what to do about this situation. But I realized that my fears had vanished. I felt safe. And I felt sleepy. I decided I’d just own up to my nightmare in the morning and apologize for this.
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      Connor’s House

      I wasn’t the first one up. The scent of coffee and bacon wafted under my nose, making my stomach grumble.

      Yesterday, I hadn’t eaten much of anything. It was that whole heart-in-the-throat inability to swallow thing.

      I was so hungry.

      That smelled so good.

      But if I took even a single bite or even a single sip, I reminded myself, there was no way I’d get back into the dress. And I had decided I was going to do this for Delight. I didn’t want her to be disappointed, not after the wonderful friendship she’d shown me. I wasn’t sure how I would have managed the Celtic Festival had she not stepped up.

      I rolled over to pet Twinkles, but the bed was empty. The clock at least said I hadn’t overslept.

      I went back to the guest room and moved the dress bag to the bathroom in the hall. I took a quick shower in cold water, so everything would shrink down as tight as possible, toweled off, then started the process of getting the costume on.

      I was jumping around grunting and cussing when a knock sounded at the door. “Bobbi Jax?” Connor said. “Is everything okay in there?”

      I opened the door red-faced and sweating. So much for the cold water and shrinkage. “Can you help me?” I had my hands at the top of the bodice holding it up as far as it would go to cover my boobs – which wasn’t nearly far enough.

      “Are you asking me to get you dressed?”

      “Would you?”

      “Sure,” he said, eyeing the situation. “Dressing women isn’t my specialty, but I’ll do my best.”

      And in my mind. I thought, with undressing them, on the other hand, I imagine you’re quite proficient.

      He twirled his finger in the air to get me to turn around. He reached for the zipper and stalled. “Did something happen to this dress? This isn’t going to close. I can see that before I try.”

      “Oh, hang on. I have to dive to get it to the first hook.” I put my hands together over my head and leaned back sucking in my stomach as much as I could. “Just get the zipper up to the first hook and hook it in place so it doesn’t slide back down.”

      I felt the tug and the compression.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” he asked.

      “It’s not fabulous. Okay, the next hook…I have to blow out my breath and push my ribs together.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Just get ready.” I closed my eyes and pictured my birthday cake, blowing out all twenty-two candles and at the same time I squeezed my ribs in.”

      Zip.

      “Bobbi Jax, I’m really uncomfortable doing this to you. It’s like a torture device.”

      “Welcome to the woman’s world of fashion.” I panted.

      “You call this fashion?”

      “You know what I mean. Women put on pointy-toed shoes that squeeze our toes together, and at the same time we balance on the balls of our feet, leaning back on a rickety stiletto heel. It’s so painful. Imagine doing that to yourself for hours on end. And don’t even get me started on pantyhose. Then there are the foundation garments that squish and squeeze our innards so that there are no panty lines showing because the cloth in our clothes is so light. And then we get frost bite, because we’ve got on a skirt, and the cold winter wind blows right up between our legs and freezes our nether regions. Me getting squished into this dress is just a symbol of the torture women go through on a daily basis for societal conformity.”

      Connor had caught my eye in the mirror. “That was one of the reasons you left the corporate world, so you wouldn’t have to be so uncomfortable. Why are you doing this to serve drinks at the Celtic Festival?” He paused. “Delight made the dress. You don’t want to disappoint her.”

      I pouted.

      “You are such a marshmallow,” he said.

      “You know, you really shouldn’t say that to a woman when you can’t get her zipper up.”

      He patted my shoulder. “Hold tight. I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To my garage. I think what I need here are a pair of clamps, some ratcheting tie down straps, and a pair of pliers.”
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      The Celtic Festival

      Kay caught up with me and Twinkles as we made our way from the parking area to the festival field. “I stopped by your place this morning, but you weren’t there.”

      This was a conversation that I didn’t want to have.

      “Where were you?” Kay asked, she peeked around to my back. “How’d you get your zipper up all by yourself?”

      I considered how to move the topic of conversation to something different. I ran scenarios through my brain. But Kay and I had been best friends since we were two, and I knew for a fact that I could run but I couldn’t hide. Kay would know I was concealing something from her, and she could be relentless. “I spent the night at Connor’s house. He zipped the dress up this morning.” My gaze scanned the area looking for a Beaver or a Golden Cock, well, anyone that I even mildly knew to interrupt this conversation.

      “You and Connor?” She grinned hard as she gripped my arm. “Did he come with you?”

      I paused for a moment. “He, uhm, drove over in his own car. He had to get here in time to warm up for today’s opening ceremony.”

      “But you spent the night together?”

      “I went to his house. I decided to sleep there. I’ve been a little riled by the Stromboli family.”

      “You slept…where exactly?”

      Man, she was persistent. I thought my concerns about the Stromboli family would shift the topic.

      “His guest room has a comfortable bed.”

      Kay gripped me even harder, bouncing up and down, she’d realized I’d just hedged.

      “I have to go to the port-a-potty.” As I turned, aiming myself away from the vendor tents, I saw Delight, waggling a banger at me.

      Twinkles licked his chops.

      Delight called out, “I got this for you, Twinkles!”

      Twinkles bunched his muscles and launched in her direction. I dropped the lead, as he sprinted toward her. When Delight grabbed up his leash, I pointed toward the comfort station and she nodded.

      One. Two. Three steps and Kay started in. “That’s quite the jig you’re doing,” she said. “You two have been dancing around each other since you graduated from college. I always thought you were a brave person. Why are you so afraid of a relationship with my brother? I’m watching you play it safe, Bobbi Jax. It’s a weak look.”

      “I’m not playing safe as much as I’m clinging to my independence. I’m trying to guard this safe space for myself.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” she said.

      “I’ve seen so many women adapt when they get into a relationship. Don’t get me wrong, there should always be give and take. But I see my friends just sort of melting and morphing into the kind of person that they think their significant other wants them to be. When that happens, everyone ends up being miserable. I’m going to be my whole person before I get myself entangled.”

      “I’m assuming this means that you have some kind of scoring rubric to let you know when you’ve run through the race tape and stood on the whole-person award platform?”

      “Your sarcasm is not appreciated. But yes. The race tape, following your metaphor, is stretched across my twenty-fifth birthday.”

      “Because…” She’d slowed her pace to match mine.

      I was breathless as I heaved. “Science says that’s the year we complete the formation of our adult brains. I figure an adult brain is the minimum requirement for adulting in a relationship.”

      She stopped. “You’re serious right now?”

      I kept walking and after a couple of steps, she caught back up.

      “When my dad met my mother, he was twenty-six, and she was twenty-one. They fell in love, married, and had me. When my mother turned twenty-five, she realized that the life she’d constructed had more to do with my father’s goals than hers. She didn’t want to be married to a firefighter, and she didn’t want to be tied down by a child. So she left.”

      “Ah,” Kay said.

      “My dad knew who he was and what he wanted. He was an adult. I want that for me. I don’t want to hurt someone I love, because I was pushing the timeline forward. And I certainly don’t want a child to pay for my mistakes.”

      I could see that tumbling around in Kay’s brain. I thought perhaps that would be enough, and we’d be done with this conversation. But, no.

      Her mouth opened, and I didn’t want to hear what she was going to say about this, so I plowed on. “It may be a little bit artificial, and I can see some good things about being in a relationship. But when my friends get into a relationship, and I don’t mean you−” I lifted my brows for emphasis “−I think of you as a wholly formed person even if you’re a month younger than me. But−”

      “Bobbi Jax, this is just silly. You form relationships all the time. Look at your friends.”

      “Ah, but a romantic relationship isn’t the same as friends.”

      “So…when you’ve stuck your nose into my relationship with Terrance to try to encourage us, what you were really doing was what exactly?”

      “Terrance lives his life the way he wants to. You live your life the way you want to. His being on the road all the time for his work means you each get to have the comfort of a relationship and the distance to do your own growing. I think it’s great. Your situation is unique. But that is the exception. Not the rule.”

      She scowled as she processed that idea.

      “We’ve talked about this so many times. You know that I’ve decided to have my physical relationships as a badge bunny − friends with benefits. Those guys are not, however, the friends I turn to and depend on. Conner is in my heart, Dick as well, just differently. And I’ll even admit that my heart stirs around Rex, which makes me feel relieved he lives in Texas. I just need some time.”

      “To mature.”

      “You don’t think?”

      “Psh,” she said. “This is all because your mother ran off with a used car salesman. Sins of the mother being revisited upon the daughter?”

      “Lessons of a mother profiting her daughter. From what Hooch tells me, when my parents got married, they were crazy in love with each other. My mom realized when I was a baby that who she was in that relationship was not who she wanted to be. I think if she’d known who she was before she got married, she would have saved my dad and me from a life of pain. I’m not going to make my mother’s mistakes. I won’t harm someone I love by loving them too soon.”

      “That really stinks,” Kay said.

      “I think what your smelling is the port-a-potty.” I took a step toward the blue plastic stall with the door slightly ajar.

      “I meant your philosophy really stinks, but you’re right.” Kay stepped toward the next one in line. “They should have cleaned these out. They smell terrible.”

      I pulled the door open.

      There sat Sal Stromboli. Legs spread wide. Pants around his ankles. Head dropped back and wedged in the corner of the blue walls. White as a ghost. His fingers curled around a wad of toilet paper. A look of surprise was frozen on his face. And in the middle of his chest, a red handled hatchet was wedged. My red handled hatchet with my name calligraphed on the brass name plate.

      “Holy shit!”
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      I slammed the porta-potty door shut.

      Kay had stalled on her way into her potty. “What are you doing?”

      I just stared at the door that popped open again.

      “What’s going on?” she asked and reached for the handle.

      A good friend would have stopped her, so the image of dead Sal wouldn’t bury into her psyche. I would like to think that I was that good friend. But in that moment, I wasn’t fully functioning. I was working on hyperventilation. When there’s no expansion room for ventilating, hyperventilation, as it turns out, is impossible.

      I grasped at the neckline of my dress, trying to pull it wider. I was desperate for air.

      Kay still hadn’t seen the problem. But my face must have looked dire. She was on the phone. “Connor, come now! Bobbi Jax is dying. Call an ambulance!” She moved behind me, phone to ear, one hand on the top hook of the dress. “By the port-a-potties.” She stalled. “Yes, I’m serious.” She listened again. “Yes, get the EMTs!” She dropped the phone to the ground. “Try to stand still, let me see if I can’t get this…”

      I flailed my hands out in front of me. Bubbles of color and light danced in front of my eyes. Then the outline of the port-a-potty became liquid and tremulous. I went down on a knee, a hand to the ground, the other clutched at my breast.

      “Bobbi Jax, what the heck?” That was Connor’s voice. “What happened, Kay? Did she get stung by something? Is she choking on something?”

      Kay rounded in front of me, she was kneading her hands, tears ran down her face. “I don’t know. I don’t know. She opened the door.” Kay spun and opened the port-a-potty door.

      I reached out a hand as if to stop her but there we were staring at Sal Stromboli’s widely spread and very naked knees.

      Connor reached into his sock and pulled out his ceremonial knife. “Hold very, very still, Bobbi Jax. I’m going to cut you out of this thing.”

      I would protest him destroying Delight’s work, but I was seriously in fear for my life in that moment.

      Kay stood staring at dead Sal.

      I could feel Connor making progress, sliding his knife, cautiously, along the zipper stitches toward my waist, opening the dress inch by miraculous inch until finally the cold autumnal air was on the back of my waist.

      I pushed back to sit on my heels, clutching the fabric to my chest in the front, still not able to gulp in the air my body was straining for.

      Connor had his hands on my arms, steadying me. “You’re okay,” he said in a calm voice. “It’s okay. You found another body. You find them all the time. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Connor,” Kay pointed out. “That axe has Bobbi Jax’s name on it.”

      Connor stared past my shoulder to dead Sal. He looked down at me. He pulled out his phone. “Dick, Connor here. Bobbi Jax found a dead body in the port-a-potty.”
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      “This is problematic, BJ,” Dick said. “Based on our discussions. You had a motive. You also had the means and opportunity.” He scratched over his head. Dick was dressed in a black compression shirt and an olive-colored utility kilt, with his black combat boots. He had taken a knee in front of me.

      “It can’t have been Bobbi Jax,” Kay said with an air of disdain. “First, I was here when she discovered the body. If she knew there was a body in this port-a-potty do you think she’d open that door?”

      Security had already run crime scene tape around the area. The coroner was working on dead Sal.

      No one said anything for a long moment.

      Finally, Kay offered, “She’s a bookaholic. She reads police procedurals like she’s eating a bag of potato chips, one after the other. Do you think she doesn’t know enough to have multiple people interact with her, so she has her alibis in place?” She focused over on Connor. “Oh, huh…”

      “Okay timeline. That’s a practical place to start,” Dick said.

      “We’re too close to this. We need to call someone else in,” Connor said, his tone professional.

      “This could be problematic,” Dick said. “BJ knows everyone.”

      “BJ does not ‘know’ everyone,” I said.

      Dick looked at me as he processed what I’d just said. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “We can do McCann,” Connor said.

      “No.” I shook my head. “That won’t work. Him, I actually know.”

      “Parker−”

      “No.”

      “Gibbons.”

      I sighed loudly. “No.”

      “Jardin?” Dick tried.

      “No.”

      “But, he’s like sixty years old and has dentures.” Dicks brows were up in his hairline.

      “Right. Now, you suck, Dick,” I said.

      “George Jardin plays poker with Bobbi Jax’s dad,” Kay clarified.

      Dick’s brows reseated themselves over his eyelids where they belonged.

      “Burt!” Connor said triumphantly.

      “I don’t have a connection to Burt Solomon other than his occasionally grabbing a beer at Hooch’s.”

      While Dick dialed the number and got Burt on the phone, I pulled Dick’s digital recorder from my pocket. “I’d like to get a timeline pieced together. If you two can help me.” My gaze went from Kay to Connor.

      They nodded.

      “According to the security tapes that Justice pulled up last night,” Connor said. “Sal was in the restaurant alley just after five o’clock, smoking a cigar. That’s a good place to start if that’s the last time he was seen alive. It will help the coroner make a better decision about time of death.” As he said that, he turned his head to see the coroner working in the port-a-potty with dead Sal.

      “Keep going. I didn’t look at the security footage.” I had my dress clamped in one hand, covering the girls, and held the recorder in the other.

      “The fire wasn’t noticed until it was a full-on dumpster fire when Justice took out the trash.”

      Kay leaned in. “It couldn’t have been BJ who killed him even if it is her hatchet lodged in the man’s chest. I was with her until the festival closed at five. I saw her at her apartment when I brought Chinese food around seven-fifteen and that’s when I helped her get out of her dress.”

      Delight came up to us. “I heard tell that Sal is dead in the port-a-potty.” She reached out my apron to me. “When they said you were cut out of your dress, I thought you might need the coverslut.”

      I so regretted teaching her that word.

      “Bobbi Jax was still in the costume at her apartment, Kay?” Connor asked. “It was pretty tight, could you have thrown the hatchet while wearing the dress? Unless someone was helping you, there was no way you could have gotten out of the dress to throw the weapon and then gotten yourself back into the dress.”

      “I didn’t compete this year. I was too busy serving the whiskey. And now that you’ve cut it, I’m not sure how I could tell. Normally, I throw two handed. But it’s not just a matter of getting my hands over my head. I also needed to be able to breathe.”

      Dick had put his phone back in his pocket. “Were you with her after the Chinese food?”

      Kay was holding her nose. It did stink pretty badly − not the port-a-potties, those were well managed. It was dead Sal. “I went home. But I saw her again running from the direction of her apartment right around eight, the time when I was heading to Hooch’s for the fire.”

      Connor nodded. “I can vouch for Bobbi Jax’s whereabouts from the point of the fire until she got here to the parking area this morning.”

      Dick tried to hold his face stoically. But I could see that the news that I’d been with Connor all night was a kick in the gut.

      “And Sal’s been dead a good while,” Connor finished.

      “BJ has an alibi from the point where Kay brought Chinese food. We can figure out fairly precisely when that would be if Kay paid by credit card.”

      “I did,” she said.

      “We need someone who saw you between the time Kay left the festival until the time Kay came to your apartment. So between five and 7:15 − minus time to drive home − that’s a half hour so say…6:45.”

      The coroner came over and signaled to Dick.

      Dick stood up and shook the man’s hand. “Thanks for coming so quickly. What have you got?”

      They were talking in low tones, and I strained to listen.

      “Based on the data I’ve collected,” coroner guy said. “I can say with a fair amount of surety that this man was killed between fourteen and fifteen hours ago, which would mean sometime between 5:30 and 6:30 last night.”

      Everyone turned and stared down where I huddled on the ground.

      The words “means, motive, and opportunity” raced through my mind.

      Yes, I had all three.

      They’d have to arrest me.

      I was about to be arrested for a crime I most certainly did not commit.

      What was going to happen to Hooch’s? To Twinkles?

      Shit.
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      The police officer showed up in his uniform.

      “Hi, Burt.” I was still hunkered on the ground, clutching my coverslut.

      Dick and Connor caught him up on today’s doings.

      He looked around to where the CSI team had set up a tent and put up crime scene tape. “You didn’t smell that before you pulled the door open?” Burt asked.

      “Of course, but it’s a latrine,” I said with a wrinkle of my nose. The smell was getting worse as the sun rose higher in the sky, and the temperature came up. “I thought it was the latrine smell.”

      “If the guy was in the can taking a dump,” Burt asked. “How’d someone get the door open to throw the hatchet?”

      Dick said, “Two of the Bumpass police tried it out. One went in, and the other tried to get the door open. He just pulled the handle to get enough space to put his fingers in then yanked. He said it wasn’t much effort and any fit adult could do it without a problem.”

      I knew that they had been trying to help me out, by proving the opposite − they had told me so.

      But nope. They’d put another nail in the arrest-BJ coffin.

      I asked Delight to take Twinkles back to our tent now that the Celtic Festival was open, and the patrons were coming through the gate. I wanted her to set up the kissing booth for Twinkles and pour whiskey.

      I reached into my dress pocket and pulled out the jar of brown gravy that Connor let me borrow from his pantry.

      “Kay, I need you to go help run things, if you can. Just because I’m in this mess doesn’t mean that I want the families of fallen officers to pay the price. The whiskey tent  is how the charity takes in most of their money.” Kay’s face shifted to fierce mama bear.

      Connor turned to Delight and said, “Delight do me a favor, please, and go to BJ’s car. Under the front seat, you’ll find a manila envelope. I need it.”

      Delight turned and handed Twinkles’s lead to Kay and set off across the festival grounds.

      “I’m not leaving you,” Kay said, and crossed her arms over her breasts.

      “Honestly, how are you going to protect me right now? I just have to work my way through this. Dick and Connor are here.”

      Kay was still scowling as she strode toward the Hooch tent. Twinkles was walking dutifully beside her at the end of his lead.

      “I’m sorry about this BJ really I am,” Burt said. “But I’m going to have to take you down to the station for questioning.”

      I blinked.

      “I’m going to have to put you in cuffs.” He was all hang dog. I’d feel sorry for him if I weren’t feeling so sorry for myself.

      Connor walked behind me, put his hands under my arms and lifted me up to standing. Then held me there until he was sure I had my balance. “Let’s figure this out.” He looked at the coverslut that I held over the girls. “Okay, can you hold up your dress and hand me the apron?”

      I did as he asked.

      Connor tied the apron strings around my neck then grabbed either bottom corner of the cloth and tied it at my back like a great big baby bib. I felt ridiculous.

      This whole episode was ridiculous!

      Burt pulled his cuffs from his duty belt and came around behind me. “You have the right to remain silent.”

      The first cuff was zipped around my wrist.

      Now, I had been cuffed before. It could be fun from time to time. I sometimes enjoyed it, to be honest. But those were very different circumstances. Very different.

      “Anything you say can and will be used against you in the court of law.”

      “I want to cooperate, but I need my lawyer present before I say anything more,” I said.  I’d read enough police procedurals to know how easy it was to shove a foot in your mouth.

      The second cuff went around my other wrist.

      “Stop! Stop! What are you doing?” I turned toward the female voice calling out. Meadow was running pell-mell straight for us, waving her hands over her head, her skirts billowing then knotting around her legs as she ran.

      She arrived winded.

      Meadow posted her hands on her knees and shook her head. “It’s not BJ,” she said, shaking her head some more as she came to a stand. “It couldn’t have been BJ,” she repeated. She shook her finger at me. “I told you, you shouldn’t have left your hatchet where people could see it.”

      Yeah, well had I known…

      She turned toward the arresting officer. “I was with BJ while she was straightening her tent, getting ready for today, putting the whiskey under lock and key. I watched her leave.”

      “But she could have walked away from the tent and come here and killed Sal Stromboli,” Burt countered.

      “No, I watched her and Twinkles walk out of the festival area and get into her little red car. And I also saw Sal Stromboli alive after she pulled out of the parking lot.”

      “You did?” we all said in chorus.

      “I did. I most certainly did. He and his cousin Guido were having a massive fight about the family business. I’ve never seen either man look so angry. Well, no.” Meadow put her finger to her lips. “Guido was furious. Sal looked constipated.”

      Delight walked up with the envelope.

      Connor took it from her hand. Opened it. His gaze scanned over the pages.

      I held my breath.

      “This is good news, Bobbi Jax. All of the citations from the ABC board have been dropped. You’re no longer in danger,” Connor said.

      Really? I thought. Is that his take away? My take away was that mob can be your friend or your enemy. They were teaching me a lesson with this envelope. You could do it the easy way or the hard way. It looked like Sal picked the hard way. There could be no in between. It was either do or die for the family.
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      I was exhausted.

      The best part of this day was that Connor had sliced the stitches on the costume’s zipper. It turned out Delight had used fishing line to sew it in place. She’d said cotton thread wouldn’t hold up to the job. So (whoop!!!) I hadn’t been able to fix the dress to wear the rest of the day.

      Now, I was in Hooch’s tent pouring whiskey, comfy in my yoga pants, a Hooch’s T-shirt, and my hoody. My feet were laced into a pair of tennis shoes.

      Polar Bear and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police Beavers came by for a celebratory glass. They’d won the rugby tournament. And they wanted to hear the story about this morning’s fiasco.

      Dead Sal had been bagged, tagged, and was now under refrigeration at the morgue.

      CSI had taken down the tape and tent.

      The news crews had come and gone.

      This misadventure was now the subject of festival intrigue. But people seemed to have moved on.

      I had not yet moved on.

      It was times like these that I wished I were a drinker.

      Knowing the perils for barkeepers and booze, I abstained.

      That and weird shit was always happening to me. It was better to keep my wits about me.

      Morgan caught my eye. “Do you know where Kay is off to?”

      Now this was interesting. Morgan and Kay had been friends for years. They had a similar sense of humor, and they looked like a matched pair. I was wondering if there might be a little sniggle of something developing between them. And Kay did seem to like being in long-distance relationships. It was probably her protective mechanism − just like mine was the magical number twenty-five. I still had three more scientifically-sanctioned years before I needed to adult.

      “She’s got her slip jig competition now,” Delight said.

      Morgan looked toward the competition tent, finished his whiskey, and set his shot glass on the bar.

      “Morgan, if you see Kay jig, would you take a video, so I can watch later?” I asked.

      “Will do.” He raised his hand to salute his good-bye.

      I raised a brow toward Polar Bear, and he sent me a wink of confirmation. Yup, Morgan was interested in Kay.

      Now, I just needed to get Kay to tell me what she thought of Morgan and how things were going with Terrance. Surely, it wasn’t just the fear of looking like an imbecile while skiing that was keeping her from Switzerland. I mean, the chocolate alone would entice me.

      The crowd was starting to thin.

      The cars were starting to motor away.

      Connor called, and I walked to the tent and put him on speakerphone.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I’m lining up for the closing parade. I just got a call from Burt.”

      I froze. Was he back to wanting to arrest me?

      “It wasn’t Guido. He has an alibi. He was working at Nicky’s last night, a dozen people saw him.”

      “Which means Meadow lied about them fighting?” I asked.

      “No. It could just mean that she misremembered the time period.”

      “Or that she was lying to keep me from being arrested. They’re going to arrest me, aren’t they?” I looked down at the tips of my tennis shoes, feeling thoroughly wrung out.

      “I think you should contact your lawyer. It would be a good idea if you presented yourself at the police station for questioning of your own accord.”

      “Okay I’ll call him. I just have these last few things to do here. This is going to cost a freaking fortune, rousing him on a Sunday evening is going to be double the cost.”

      “If you want, I can tell Burt that you’re going to come down tomorrow morning. At least it will be a Monday, and the cost will be less.”

      “Yes, thank you,” I muttered, thinking that if this Celtic festival hadn’t happened, my hatchet would never have been lodged in dead Sal’s chest.

      I was definitely done with this Celtic Festival and all of its drama.

      Whew! Was I ever ready to write THE END across the bottom of this chapter of my life. I never wanted to be handcuffed (for real) again.

      That was pretty scary.

      And even though I’ve experienced a lot of scary things in my pre-adult-brained life, the thought of going to jail and sitting behind bars ranked right up there with the worst of them.

      My phone  blared ‘Bad Boys’ in my hand.

      Justice.

      That was weird. Justice only texted. I wondered if the bar was on fire again − but wait. It was Sunday. The bar was closed…

      “Hello?” I said on speakerphone.

      “Hey, I didn’t know who else I should call.”

      “Okay…” I started to take down the “Whisky ~ Whiskey” sign.

      “It was on the news earlier that Sal Stromboli is dead.”

      “Yes. I found him in the port-a-potty. He was definitely dead.” Just like that. Sitting there, minding his own business, doing his own business, when BOOM! He was dead. From the look that froze on his face, he was completely surprised by the intrusion and his ensuing deadness.”

      “I like my job at Hooch’s.”

      “Okay…” I think she’d taken some synaptic leap. I wasn’t sure I was drawing a line from one thought to the next.

      “And I figured, if there was a dead body anywhere near your physical proximity, you’d be involved.”

      She was right about that, I sighed heavily.

      “And knowing that you’ve been freaked out about Sal and the mob, I thought you might end up on the suspect list.”

      Justice was a genius. And that’s one of the reasons I liked her so much.

      “I decided to do some digging. And I found some interesting connections that the police might want to know about.”

      “Mob-wise?”

      “I didn’t find anything that made me think that he was connected to organized crime. But he is divorced.”

      “Okay…”

      “So let me run down the court documents I found.”

      “Shoot,” I said and instantly regretted it. I didn’t need shooting juju anywhere near me. “No evil eye, no evil eye, no evil eye,” I muttered the anti-venom incantation under my breath.

      “First, I found a divorce decree between Salvatore Stromboli and Isabella Stromboli from five years ago. It seems they owned a large parcel of land. Isabella wanted all of it for herself. But the judge ordered the land split in two. The interesting part is that the parcel was held in trust, and whoever died first, the other person got all the land for themselves. Neither could sell it while the other person was still alive.”

      “Was it valuable land?”

      “That’s the second part I found. The land came up again in a recent court case. Sal had contracted with Jefferson Lumber to come in and clear cut. He’d sold all the lumber rights. His ex-wife, Isabella, tried to stop him, arguing that it depleted the value of the property in trust. She wanted the judge to put an injunction on the contract and stop the lumber people from cutting down the trees.”

      “What was the outcome?”

      “The judge ruled for Sal. The clear cutting will start tomorrow.”

      I stopped my task to frown at the phone. “Do you think Isabella cared enough about the trees and the land value to kill?”

      “That could very well be, because I found Isabella Stromboli’s name in an arrest record.”

      “Domestic abuse?” I asked.

      “BJ,” Delight called. “I’m taking Twinkles to the dog area. He needs to potty.”

      I looked over and saw Twinkles with his lead in his mouth standing expectantly next to Delight. “Thank you! Just turn the open sign to closed. I think we’re done serving for this year.”

      I watched them walk off.

      “Sorry, Justice, you were telling me about the arrest record?”

      “Isabella was arrested five years ago just before Sal filed for divorce. She is or was involved with a group called. MILF.”

      “Mother’s I’d like to f−”

      “Miraculously Illuminating Life Force.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said.”

      “Okay…”

      “MILF is an organization that’s has been cited for eco terrorism. Violence carried out to save the environment.”

      “What did Isabella do?” I whispered.

      “She was arrested for destroying the machinery and computer systems at a meat packing plant. But they didn’t have enough evidence against her and the charges were dropped. Guess who owned the meat packing plant?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Guido Stromboli.”

      “The butcher.” I rolled my eyes at myself.

      “Well, he’s not exactly a butcher. He owns the processing plant and the distribution center. They specialize in sausage. His advertising says, ‘No one beats my meat!’”

      “No doubt. All right. This is pretty interesting about Isabella. We should get that information to Burt. Have you told this to anyone else?”

      “I didn’t know anyone else to tell it to. It might be a connection that he wouldn’t make.”

      “Why is that?”

      “There was one other set of court papers I came across. Right after the case was heard to stop the clear cutting, Isabella Stromboli went to court to change her name.”

      “Seriously?” I asked, as I heard a click that made me turn my head.

      There stood Meadow with a gun in her hand. It was such a mind-bending picture to see cave-dwelling, fairy-feeding Meadow with a violent instrument in her hand that I started laughing.

      “I don’t know what your laughing about, but you’ll probably find this funny. She changed her name to Meadow Bushwalker.”

      Meadow held out her hand for the phone. And having had a little experience with killers, I knew that compliance, until I could get my brain functioning again, meant survival.

      Meadow tapped the phone off and put it in her pocket. She pulled a linen napkin, studded with acorn muffin crumbs, over her hand.

      “We’re going to take a little walk. You’ll want to cooperate. Or very bad things will happen to you and to those around you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think here. She was a MILF, and I had to consider dead Sal. I mean, someone − and I was now assuming it was Meadow − had pried open a port-a-potty, for heaven’s sake, and caught Sal with his pants down.
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      The Celtic Festival

      I walked.

      Meadow followed.

      She nudged me toward the woods.

      There was a path.

      Of course there was.

      And she knew exactly where to find it.

      Of course she did.

      At some point, she was going to be distracted, and I could either wrestle the gun away from her, which would be a really dangerous thing to do, or I could take off through the woods. I didn’t think she’d want to harm any trees or wildlife with stray bullets. And for heaven’s sake, the Celtic Festival was full of police − Jamesburg’s finest along with Bumpass and Beaver Dam and the Royal Canadian Freaking Mounties. Gun shot? Hmmm, that might actually be the best way to save myself.

      Wait. No. I wasn’t going to put anyone in danger for me. My life wasn’t more meaningful than theirs. What I needed was to use psychological jujitsu, here.

      “Meadow, you’re such a nature lover. I remember you telling me about how you waited until the trees sacrificed themselves in the storms for the best and highest of the woods. I bet the idea that Sal was about to clear cut the land was devastating. You did the right thing by taking it to court. I’m so sorry things didn’t work out the way they should have.”

      “Sal is a murderer. The trees, the soil, the animals who make their homes. Heartless. Horrible. Sal was a serial killer in the making. He was about to commit large scale floricide.”

      “So you stopped him.”

      “It was war,” she said. “He was planning a mass murder. Torture. Fear. I had to stop him. I argued. I begged. I went to court. Monday, all the living, breathing beings of the land would be decimated. He needed to be sacrificed for the greater good.”

      “Like the trees in the storms. I see how you line that up in your mind.” I had slowed my pace, but she jammed the gun into my back, forcing me to walk faster. “But you framed Guido Stromboli. You wanted him to be held responsible.”

      “Of course, I did,” she said. “He needs to go to prison for murder. He’s a murderer. A mass murderer, making his money on the fear and death of the animals that go through his processing plant.”

      “Why were you willing to let me take the fall?”

      “I wasn’t,” she said. “Your hatchet happened to be near at hand when an opportunity presented itself. I’d already decided that I was going to make Guido look like he done the deed. I came as soon as I heard they’d found Sal dead.”

      The trees were thick here. We were pretty far from the festival grounds. If a shot rang out, it would echo around the woods, and it would be hard to figure out where it came from. People wouldn’t think to look for me, anyway. Probably no one noticed when I was walking away. Justice would eventually tell everyone what she knew. Eventually, someone would talk to her about Sal’s death − but would they find my body if she were to kill me out here? I stopped and turned.

      She had determination in her eye. I knew Meadow equated what she was doing right now with a greater good. Protecting herself meant protecting her land − the trees, the bugs, the animals that ate them. A food chain was in peril!

      She held out a pair of cuffs.

      “Where did you get those?” I asked.

      “I had a date with the good Officer Polar Bear. He keeps them in his carry-on.”

      “And you stole them?”

      “I thought I might need them for Sal. But Sal made things easy for me. He has digestive issues.”

      I nodded. If she just meant to cuff me and leave me out here, everything was going to be fine. Delight would come back to the tent, she’d wonder where I’d gone off to. She’d ask Twinkles to find me. Twinkles would snuffle his way out here. Delight would call Connor. Connor would bring a key. Yes. This was going to go just fine.

      “We’re going to handcuff you to the tree,” she said.

      “Okay,” I agreed.
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      There I squatted, my arms around the tree. Cuffed in front with the trunk in a hug, I wasn’t going anywhere. Now it was just a matter of waiting.

      Waiting.

      Waiting.

      There was a rustle as someone came through the leaves.

      “Here I am,” I called out.

      “I know where you are.” It was Meadow. She was carrying a gallon jug in her hands. She opened the top and started pouring it on me.

      “What the heck are you doing, Meadow?” I sputtered as the cold maple syrup slid off my hair to my face and dripped from my nose.

      “You can’t be allowed to tell,” she said. “I can’t kill you, you’re not a mass murderer, but I don’t mind you being a part of the food chain.”

      “It’s pretty cold out here for the bugs to come and eat me. I mean, they might be attracted to the syrup, but they’ll eat the syrup not me. Maybe you would consider a truce? Maybe we could make a pact that I don’t say anything to anyone.”

      “No,” she said.

      “Your dowsing me with syrup isn’t going to save you. I have a friend who knows all about your real name, Isabella, your connections to Sal and Guido, all of it. So the syrup won’t stop anything.”

      “I know. I heard. I have your phone. I have Justice Brown’s contact information. I’ll deal with her next. One or two, even three people versus thousands of lives? It’s a price that will have to be paid.”

      Wait. I couldn’t let her go after Justice.

      “Let’s think about this Meadow. There really was no reason for you to have brought me out here and put me in danger. Guido was at the restaurant last night, he has an alibi. I will be arrested.”

      “And you know every cop and detective on the force. They’d go the extra mile to get you out of trouble.”

      Yeah, probably. “There was never anything that tied you to Sal’s murder. You might have had a motive. But they’d have to prove you had a means and opportunity. Your finger prints would be on the axe, but you had seen it in my tent and had picked it up and held it.”

      “I wiped the fingerprints off,” she said.

      “So why would you think they’d hold you culpable? You need all three, means, opportunity, and motive.”

      “Justice, will tell them about my motive.”

      “Justice will tell them about the court cases. That’s all circumstantial.”

      “I was here at the time of his death.”

      “So were a lot of people, I would guess. Sal certainly was, and he wasn’t even involved with the festival.”

      “You’re right. I don’t need to go after Justice.” She smiled. “Thank you.”

      Syrup was dripping from my head.

      “Could you let me loose now, so I can go get cleaned up?”

      “No. I confessed to you. You need to die.”

      “Death by syrup−” I still thought I’d have plenty of time for Twinkles to snuffle me out− “seems like a long way to die.” Maybe I should have kept that piece of information to myself.

      “You’re part of the food chain. Your sacrifice will be for the greater good. Not only will you be food for the animals, but your death will protect nature. You can feel good about dying this way.”

      “By being licked to death by squirrels?”

      “Oh no. There are bears in the woods. Actually, right over there.” She pointed. “It’s dusk, now. They should be coming out of their den, hungry. Oh, and I saw Delight with Twinkles, and I told her that you said there was another fire at Hooch’s, and you took off with a friend. I gave her your keys and passed along the message that you wanted her to take Twinkles home to your apartment.”

      Poo.

      Just then I heard snorting and snuffling.

      Bears!

      Meadow looked up then took off into the woods running.

      I heard growling, and I squished my eyes tight. I didn’t want to see the fangs coming my way.

      Wait! That wasn’t a bear, that was a dog. “Twinkles!”

      Twinkles was there at my tree, licking maple syrup off my hoody.

      Connor, Kay, and Delight were jogging up the trail. The Polly’s Cove Beavers were at their heels.

      “Bobbi Jax, what the heck?” Kay stopped at my side.

      “Meadow is the killer,” I yelled.

      Polar bear had his nose in the air and kept on in the direction that Meadow had run. The Beavers ran as a pack…a den? Well, in whatever formation beavers run.

      Connor unclasped my cuffs, and we fell in line behind the Beavers. I needed to make sure that they caught Meadow and arrested her for murder and the attempted murder of me.

      I watched as Polar Bear made the tackle.

      The Beavers piled on in a rugby pile.

      “Got her,” Polar Bear yelled.

      They peeled off the pile, and Polar Bear threw a screaming and kicking Meadow over his shoulder and started out of the woods.

      “I’d hug you, Bobbi Jax but you’re sticky,” Kay said.

      I glanced around the shadows of the twilight woods. “We need to get out of here before the hungry bears get wind of me.”

      We started out after the Beavers.

      “Am I ever glad you showed up when you did. How did you know to show up when you did?”

      “I just got off the phone with Justice.” Kay reached for my hand. “Justice said she was telling you about her research when the call was suddenly cut off, and she got suspicious. I went to your tent to check on you.”

      “Well I knew right off something was fishy, ‘cause Meadow came and gave me your keys and said take Twinkles home. You don’t need keys for your apartment. You got them fancy button set up and all. So the keys told me you hadn’t passed me a message at all. And that I should go get Connor to come see what all was happening. I’d seen Meadow walk away with a gallon of maple syrup in her hand. I thought she was just goin’ on a date with Polar Bear. But then, I saw Polar Bear coming my way, and that didn’t make no sense. That’s when Kay said, ‘Find her Twinkles.’ And Twinkles took off in the direction Meadow had gone like a bolt of lightning. Twinkles’s nose was to the ground, and Polar Bear’s nose was up in the air, like a hunting dog. He said he was following the maple syrup.”

      “Sweet,” I said with a grin.

      “Yup,” said Kay. “Looks like, for Meadow, the jig is up.”
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        This is not THE END

      

        

      
        Don’t miss out on the adventures of Kay, BJ, and Twinkles.

        Join our newsletter and never miss a new release in this

        snarky, inappropriate, and irreverent series!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The series continues… If You See Kay Shift

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you have fun reading If You See Kay Jig? Continue with the next book, If You See Kay Shift, coming soon.

      Don’t miss it by signing up to our mailing list to get notification of when If You See Kay Shift goes live!

      
        
        Sign up here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Did you enjoy IF YOU SEE KAY JIG?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Recommend it:

        Please help others find this great story by recommending it. You can also recommend it by posting about it on your social media sites, like Twitter and Facebook.

      

      

      
        
        Review it:

        Please tell others why you liked this book. You can review it where books are sold, and in your online reading communities.

      

      

      
        
        Connect with us:

        We enjoy connecting with our readers who enjoy our snarky, inappropriate, and irreverent humor. We’d love to have you join us as we laugh it up!
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            Stay in touch with us!
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        Glasneck & Quinn - Brew Ho Ho

      

      Connect with Quinn Glasneck online!

      Join the Quinn Glasneck newsletter HERE!

      Want to hang out with us online where the humor is always off color, well, policer officer navy blue? Join our VIP group on Facebook.

      We are also building up our facebook page. This helps people find us, too.

      Do you have some friends who need a giggle-snort? We’d love for you to tell them about our books!
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