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CHAPTER ONE

Oo-de-lally, oo-de-lally. Golly, what a day!

I sang one of the songs from my daughter’s Disney movie, Robin Hood, while I read the morning paper.

Krissy, firmly ensconced in her troublesome threes most days—or Kristerics, as we called it—played uncharacteristically quiet with her horse statues while Kelli, only nineteen months old, watched her every move.

People always talk about the terrible twos, but they’re nothing—easy, simple. Two is only a warm-up for what’s really coming. The three-year-old mind, sophisticated enough to understand more complex things in life but not yet able to express thoughts or feelings, becomes easily frustrated and seems only capable of communicating that frustration through something akin to a head spinning, pea soup-spewing monstrosity that only vaguely resembles the sweet, angle-faced cherub you loved only five minutes before.

It was for that reason that I only skimmed the paper. I knew that as soon as I became too interested in what I was reading, catastrophe would occur, so I eyed the two cautiously, ready to leap into action, and I wondered if anyone else would find it disturbing that Disney themes ran through my mind as I read the often-depressing headlines. As happy as the songs were in my head, danger always lurked.

This morning, danger hovered over the corner of the kitchen like a storm cloud, as Krissy balanced her horse statues on the tray of Kelli’s walker. It was only a matter of time before Kelli knocked them over, and the precedent for the day would be set in the form of an ear-splitting screaming fit. If I was lucky, Krissy’s other personality, Minnie, would appear.

There were those who worried about Krissy pretending to be another person, but the way I saw it she was merely expressing herself and trying out new ideas. More importantly, Minnie was super sweet and very understanding in the ways of a nineteen-month-old. I loved Minnie. Even better, I recognized Minnie by the way she spoke. There were other people, however, who lurked in Krissy’s world—sometimes a movie heroine, and other times a television cartoon character. If I didn’t see her as whoever she saw herself as that particular day, we all had to suffer.

The phone rang and I groaned.

I had made the colossal mistake of agreeing to a donation over the telephone a while back. The telemarketing firm that had verified all my information had not only taken my money but clearly sold my information to every other charity in the universe.

“Hello?” I answered in a voice slightly higher-pitched than my own, and with every intention of telling the caller my mom wasn’t home.

I sound twelve, right?

I glanced outside as I waited for the salesperson’s pitch to begin, when Krissy hollered. I turned just in time to see Krissy bonk Kelli on the head with a horse. “Oh, jeez.”

I rushed over to Kelli, giving Krissy my most terrifying look. I held Kelli close as her little face turned in to me.

Kelli couldn’t understand why she had been assaulted, while Krissy stood, wailing at my feet, unable to understand why Kelli had knocked over her apache pony.

Where’s Minnie when I need her?

“Hey, turn on the news,” Rae Ann said.

“What?” Expecting to be harangued for money, that request threw me off my charity-avoiding game.

“The news. Turn . . . a channel . . . truck . . . street . . . of cop . . . truck . . . there . . . fire . . .” Between Rae Ann’s apparent excitement and the assault on Kelli, I was catching only every third or fourth word.

“What? Where?” I considered joining the girls in their wailing chorus. “Wait, I can’t hear a thing you’re saying.”

“. . . know those houses that surround that lake?”

I put Kelli down and handed her a cookie, gave the apache pony to Krissy, and reached for the remote.

Ever since I’d become a stay-at-home mom, Rae Ann, my partner and master of perfect timing, had decided calling at any and all hours made sense. And right now she seemed completely oblivious to the fact that my own personal hell had begun.

She had no concept of our routine. These days, she got home just as Kelli was going down for the night. She and Krissy got about an hour and a half before Krissy went down as well, and on those rare occasions that she was mid-Kristerics, Rae Ann would turn to me and say, “I can’t take this.”

To date, I hadn’t actually punched her full in the face, but I had fantasized about it. Right in the nose. In my fantasy, she wasn’t even able to finish the sentence, and never saw it coming. Then again, she was so unaware of everything else around her, I sometimes wondered if she would know she had been punched. I had spoken to a few other mothers, and apparently this was not an uncommon fantasy when the other parent with limited kid responsibilities checked out. If I died any time soon, someone else was going to have to come in and take over kid duty because, regardless of how many times we discussed it, she simply did not get it!

Peace was momentarily restored while Kelli sucked her cookie-coated thumb to comfort herself and Krissy sulked.

“Off Schrock?” I asked.

“Yeah. There’s something going on. Turn on the television,” Rae Ann said.

“Okay, wait a minute.” I tried to find the clicker for the little flat screen in the kitchen that I’d given myself with the tidy reward from a suicide/murder case that had scored national coverage in The Columbus Dispatch. The real reward was that I could now watch the news in the kitchen! By the time I’d inexplicably found the remote in the bottom of the vegetable crisper drawer, I only managed to catch the tail end of what the anchorwoman was saying. I’d have to get more from Sandy, my friend at The Dispatch.

“What are they saying?” Rae Ann wanted to know.

“You know the owner of Callahan’s?”

“Yeah?”

“He was kidnapped last night, and whoever did it burned his house down.”

“That’s his house?” Rae Ann sounded excited.

She was easily star struck. Not that Mickey Callahan was what one would call a celebrity, but this guy couldn’t seem to keep out of the news or trouble.

I watched a picture of Mickey pop up on the screen. “Yep, it’s him. Wait, they’re saying more. I’ll call you later.” I hung up.

The anchorwoman recapped a story that had run last year, and it all came back to me.

Earl Ayers, a longtime partner of Mickey Callahan’s, had been found dead, face down, in a field. He’d been shot in the back of the head. The weird part was the ninja suit Ayers had been found wearing. The fifty-year-old man, some thirty pounds overweight, had never taken a karate or tae kwon do lesson in his life, so why the outfit? We had debated and theorized, plotted, and flat-out guessed for some time, and then, like so many other events, something new had grabbed our attention and we’d forgotten about it. The mystery had never been solved.

Now, almost a year later, Mickey Callahan had been taken hostage, and according to his statement, forced to open his safe before being driven out to the country where he had been doused with gasoline and tied to a tree. A woman driving along the remote road had spotted him in the early morning hours and taken him to a local hospital. Meantime, his house and all his possessions had been burned.

It was weird, but I had promised not to get involved with any more weirdness. Other people’s problems had proven to be too stressful on my family, too stressful on Michelle, and too stressful on me.

Michelle—better known as Aunt Mimi—was a Columbus K-9 cop, my sister, a compulsively dedicated citizen, and general worrywart. No one could do anything as well as she. No one could be as careful, as thorough, or as concise. That’s what she would have people believe, but the truth was, she didn’t like her little sister running into harm’s way. She lived in fear of me getting killed and having to raise my children. Kelli didn’t scare her. She could handle Kelli, but Krissy was terrifying.

Krissy loved Mimi, worshipped her, cried out her name sometimes in the middle of the night, and Mimi never stood a chance. Krissy made Mimi do anything she desired. Mimi was meant for stepping on, tackling, buying her things, taking her places. Mimi was every child’s dream. In turn, Mimi loaded Krissy up with lots of sugar, wound her up, and, at the end of a long day, sent her home—snickering the entire time, I was certain.

Although Michelle was a widely respected cop and had reaped from my crime-solving escapades, she wasn’t fond of my nose-sticking habits. I had come by them honestly, though.

Understanding the lives of others and peeking through their windows, so to speak, was something I’d done my whole life, all thanks to my dad. As a child, he and I had read the obits in The Dallas Morning News together. I knew it sounded weird, and I didn’t expect people to understand, but it’s how we had shared our day. I’d crawl onto his lap and he’d regale me with stories of people who had lived the most extraordinary lives. My most exciting memories were when Dad had read about the ones who had died under questionable circumstances, and we’d puzzled out the details together. That was when my interest in unsolved deaths began. Before long, that interest had turned into a living, as I’d followed in my father’s footsteps and become a reporter for The Columbus Dispatch, writing the obituary column with such care and detail over the years that I’d developed a following. Before I knew it, my byline name had become the key to unlocking those windows I’d been peeking through all those years before.

The phone rang again and I picked up the receiver.

“You see it?” Sandy asked before I could even say hello.

Sandy Spencer was my long-time friend and former coworker at The Dispatch. She didn’t waste formalities when she was hunting a story. She was also my best source for the weird stories I was supposed to be avoiding, as well as an always-reliable, albeit thoroughly reluctant, babysitter. She, too, was more than a tiny bit terrified of Krissy.

“Callahan’s house?”

“It’s just down the street from you.” Sandy was practically panting.

“No. Rae Ann just called, said there are cop cars and news media everywhere.”

“What! You haven’t been down there?”

“Oh sure, Sandy. Yeah. I was just about to ask Krissy if she would mind keeping an eye on Kelli while I run over there. Maybe get dinner started while she’s at it,” I said, running my hands though my hair as I sighed and glanced at the two miserable munchkins still sulking.

“Of course not. Don’t be silly. I meant put ’em in the car and go for a little ride. They like that, and I want details. I’m not assigned to this, but I want it!”

I couldn’t help but grin at her logic and emphasis on what she wanted.

Sandy was a real hot dog. She had a lot of admirers, most of them male. She was tall, lean, and always classy-looking. I often told her she could wear a potato sack and find a way of making it look expensive. I often snickered that she only wore discount clothing. I hadn’t believed it myself the first time she’d admitted it. I’d figured she had to be blowing her salary on clothes, but no. It was the way she carried herself, and having a great bod didn’t hurt. She had the face of an angel and the mouth of a sailor, which suited her fine when she was in the middle of the boys’ club downtown, working her frequent police beat.

That male admiration, however, along with Sandy’s love of feeding me the weird stories was where she and Michelle clashed. Michelle was a striking woman, too—blond, trim, shapely—but she viewed those qualities as hindrances. She was all too aware of how her fellow officers regarded her femininity. Where Sandy loudly and shamelessly flirted, Michelle was reserved and quiet. Sandy was bold and aggressive around men. Michelle was very matter-of-fact but kept to herself, preferring her working partner, Kipper, to any man on the Force.

Kipper, all one hundred twenty pounds of solid muscle, was one of the best K-9s in the country. Twice wounded in the line of duty, he had been awarded medals of valor by the cities of Columbus and Washington, DC for bravery beyond the call of duty. He was a spectacular animal. He broke down every stereotype of the Doberman breed and lived up to every frightening image that came to mind. With my children, he was docile and sweet, letting them use him as a vehicle of transportation. But bad guys beware. Kipper never showed that type of patience or affection to criminals. Had I not seen it for myself, I would have never believed Kipper was capable of evoking such terror with his deep guttural growls and gnashing of teeth. It was truly a sight to behold—from a distance.

Although Michelle wasn’t always sure what she thought of Sandy, Kipper was quite fond of her. That was probably because, like most of the male gender, he couldn’t help himself.

“You gotta drive past the house.” Children or no children, Sandy wanted this story.

“I can’t,” I said. “It’s one of those security housing complexes. I need a pass to get in. It’s got the gate up front and everything.”

“Well, could you walk up to it?”

“I guess,” I said slowly. “I mean, I imagine there’s so much confusion right now. I’m sure I could just walk up to it.”

“Okay, then, let’s go for a walk up there. You free for lunch?”

I laughed. “Yeah.”

“There ya go. We’ll take those little dears for a walk. See you in a bit.”

I hung up and told Krissy her Aunt Sandy was coming over.

“Oh, boy! Sanny,” Krissy said and ran to the door.

“No, not yet. In a little bit.”

This concept, of course, was lost on Krissy. Little bit meant nothing, and she persisted in asking for Sandy until I turned her on to something else while I straightened up.

“Wob?” she asked, and I hit play on Robin Hood once more.

I had kind of, sort of, promised to stay out of the murder business for a little while, but only in the fact that I had promised not to go looking for one. It was one thing to drive across town to investigate the murder of someone I didn’t know, or seek out any of the suspects. It was quite another to have a murder in my own backyard. I hadn’t gone looking. Rae Ann had called me about it. Sandy had called me about it. I hadn’t gone to it; it had come to me.


CHAPTER TWO

I’d often peered into Forest Lake as I had driven by. It was where the wealthy people of Westerville, Ohio, lived, and a neighborhood that I could only dream about. Especially living on one salary.

So close yet so far.

Mine was a street filled with small single-family homes, no garages, and modest backyards. A real estate agent would most likely describe the tree-lined street as “charming” with “fixer-uppers”, since the homes were all over fifty years old. A few years ago, however, Forest Lake had been built, and those of us dwelling in those charming fixer-uppers could only drool from afar.

It was an enchanting neighborhood with its own man-made lake. Each house was an A-frame log cabin-style, with its own dock and a little red canoe tied out by the water, and looked as if they were meant for Vail, Colorado rather than Ohio. There was a footbridge at the narrow, east end of the lake, and lights wrapped around all the trees that lined the water. At night, the lights twinkled, reflecting off the water, and making Forest Lake look more like a resort for the rich and famous. The lake could only be seen through the houses, leaving those on the street with a very unwelcome feeling.

Maybe the huge iron gate, requiring a security key to get past the entrance, was to keep out solicitors or Jehovah’s witnesses, who had since zeroed in on my home, but more likely it was to keep out the have-nots. Since making the decision to stay home with my children, Rae Ann and I had definitely become part of the have-nots. Not that we had ever been members of the haves, but Forest Lake was a reminder of everything we had given up and were never going to get.

As Sandy and I—with kids in tow—neared the housing complex, we saw fire trucks, police cars, and emergency units, as well as two police officers stationed at the gate to, most likely, turn away press and rubberneckers.

We strolled by casually, pulling Krissy and Kelli in their little red wagon.

“Pire! Pire!” Krissy shouted at the top of her lungs when she saw the smoke rise above the trees.

“Way to play it cool, Krissy,” Sandy muttered, and I snorted.

She partially stood in the wagon, trying to point at the smoke and keep her balance at the same time. “Pire!”

“Yes, I see,” I said.

“Pire! Pire!”

With every living soul now focused on us, we plowed forward, playing it cool. As we walked around the bend of the street, the sidewalk ran out, dumping us onto someone’s lawn.

“Oh, great.” Sandy scowled, but before I could respond her face brightened. “Look! A pond.” She smiled at the small body of water that lay behind the burning house.

It was the same pond I had admired from the road so many times.

“Uh, Sandy—”

Too late—the great reporter was on a mission.

I sighed and pulled the wagon behind me, but stopped when I noticed divots in the lawn from the wagon wheels. I scooped Kelli out.

Krissy climbed out on her own and trotted up behind Aunt Sandy. “Oh, Sanny, it a pire! A bery, bery big pire!”

“Yeah, keep it down, squirt.” She tried, but no amount of shushing could squelch the excitement of a pire with pire trucks and pire pighters.

As Kelli and I approached the footbridge, I heard Sandy chastising Krissy.

“Krissy, honey, look . . . we see the fire. We all see it so there’s no need to announce it. We’re trying to be discreet, and if you aren’t quiet, we can’t sneak up there.” She was actually trying to reason with the toddler.

Aw, poor Sandy.

Her illogical logic and the effort, as she calmly attempted to make Krissy understand, was cute. She had no clue who she was dealing with. She had no clue what she was dealing with. Even if Krissy has known what discretion meant, she couldn’t have cared less. There was a pire!

The house in question was beyond the bridge and another five hundred feet away, but I was beginning to feel the intense heat even from where we stood. I wasn’t sure how long the firefighters had been there, but great black swells of smoke still spiraled away from the house and drifted through the trees before disappearing into the sky. This was someone’s home. All his possessions and personal treasures were now ashes.

“Allie!” Sandy turned toward me with her hand on her hip. “Keep the little munchkin quiet while I try to figure out how—”

My eyes drifted from Sandy to the fading figure behind her.

Krissy was already on the other side of the bridge, heading toward the house and firefighters.

“Sandy, stop her!” I screeched.

Sandy spun on her heel and grinned. “Oooh, yes! Go! Go!” She was almost giddy as she clapped her hands.

“Sandy!” I pushed past her on the bridge, shoving Kelli into Sandy’s hands, but Sandy threw her hands in the air and tried to avoid taking the little one.

I knew exactly what she was up to and, as much as she loved my child, at this moment, Krissy was little more than the perfect tool to get Sandy her scoop.

I growled and secured Kelli in Sandy’s arms before I ran after Krissy, who was making good time and less than two hundred feet from the blaze.

“Krissy!” I shouted, and she hesitated for moment.

“But da pire!” She pointed and continued to move closer.

I caught up to her in a few more steps, grabbed her arm, and wiped my brow. We were both sweating from the heat of the terrific blaze.

“Krissy, you cannot do that!”

Her big blue eyes were filled with excitement. “A police man!” she shouted in my ear.

A shadow fell over my shoulder, but being temporarily deafened by the brain-vibrating note that Krissy managed to shriek, I ignored it.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” the patient but stern voice said over my shoulder. “I’m going to have to ask you to go back to the street. We can’t have anyone standing too close.”

I looked up at the officer just as I heard footsteps pounding closer behind me.

“Oh, there you are!” Sandy sounded so concerned between pants and, despite myself, I winced.

Here it comes.

“This is precisely what I was talking about, Sally.”

Sally?

“You just can’t go traipsing off into danger with no regard for yourself or your children. Honestly.”

Still squatting next to Krissy, I turned on my back heel to face her.

Sandy stood with her hand on her hip, smiling and shaking her head at the police officer. “She just has no sense about these kinds of things.” She looked back at me and scowled. “Okay, you. Enough is enough. Let’s go.”

“Uh, yeah . . . okay.” Getting lectured by Sandy on the subject of personal safety was almost painful.

With Kelli in one arm, Sandy reached forward and grabbed my arm, leading me toward the housing complex.

“Wrong way,” the young officer said. He was clearly running out of patience, but he had no clue just who he was up against.

Sandy smiled so sweetly and tilted her head to one side. “Oh, no, I’m parked up this way. I was driving around searching for these three, when I turned in here. The police weren’t going to let me in, but once I explained I wasn’t interested in the house . . . she has a tendency to wander.” She took a deep breath, giving me a look of grave concern, and launched into a story of my military service and being exposed to chemicals that had affected my memory—“kinda like Alzheimer’s”.

It took everything in me not to let my jaw hit the sidewalk as her story grew further and further out of control.

Sandy spoke at such high speed, at a higher than normal pitch, that after three minutes of this, all of us wanted to get away from her.

“You need to go back to your car, then,” the officer said and sighed.

Sandy nodded and led me away toward the houses, leaving a very skeptical but, I was certain, exhausted officer.

I glanced back and saw him watching as we slipped between two buildings several houses away from the fire.

Once we passed between the homes, we found the private driveway and disappeared into the chaos of the scene. It was like a little village inside—except for the fire trucks and firefighters, making the narrow road seem smaller. We hung to the left of the road until we found the source three houses down and to the left.

Heat, smoke and sparks flew out of the once picture-perfect home. The raging inferno had been an awesome, yet terrifying spectacle. All the grass, trees, and bushes surrounding the house were blackened and bogged down from the soot and smoke, while an inferno raged on inside.

Neighbors stood on their front steps, their robes clutched in tight fists, wincing from the smoke and shaking their heads as they muttered to one another.

The firefighters turned their attention to the neighboring properties. All that would be left of this spot would be a smoldering heap, so they focused on preventing further damage.

I suddenly felt guilty for sharing in this spectacular event and reached out to pull Sandy away, when a woman in her sixties—hair wrapped up in those spongy curlers that aren’t supposed to hurt your head but do—caught my attention.

She was bundled in a fluffy white robe that had turned gray with soot, with only her bare feet and washed-out and grief-stricken face exposed. She was talking to a fire marshal who was trying to get away from her, but she sidestepped him twice, staying right in his face.

I edged toward them.

“He’s still in there,” she was saying. Her voice was squeaky. “Chester is still in there.”

The fire marshal shook his head. “Ma’am, we checked. There was no one. No body. No dog. And . . .” He looked over his shoulder at the fire. “. . . even if he was, he’s gone now. I’m sorry.”

I glanced back at the fire, too. No one could have walked away from that blaze.

“Oh, where’s Mickey?” she cried, and pointed to a white SUV parked in the driveway and surrounded by fire department personnel. “His car is here.”

Firefighters took special care breaking in a back window and eased the vehicle out of harm’s way—one broken car window as opposed to one two-ton explosive device.

Sandy and I exchanged glances. I’d like to think my expression was cooler than hers. Sandy was on the edge of her proverbial seat and smiling at the poor lady in anticipation of some great clue. I cut her off as she stepped toward the woman.

“Um, he had a dog?” I asked, and squinted. The smoke was beginning to burn my eyes.

“Oh, yes, dear. A beautiful Irish setter named Chester. Oh, Mickey thinks the world of him.” She heaved a sigh, looking back toward the house.

Sandy and I both followed her gaze.

“Well, thanks,” I said, and begged off quietly, tugging at Sandy’s arm as I backed away.

The woman said nothing but continued to stare at the blaze, shaking her head and worrying about poor Chester.

When we got back to the house, Sandy called her boss, Frank Carlson.

I’d always found him to be a character, that one. Although he was now in his midfifties, he lived like he was still in his glory days. Pictures of his taut, youthful football hero body covered his office walls. He walked with an arrogant stride, all bravado and full of puff and stuff. It had sadly become an office joke that Frank Carlson didn’t use a mirror; he used his college football picture. On the outside, however, to the real world, Frank was a heavyset man with a ruddy complexion, thinning hair in the back with a touch of gray on the temples, and a pot belly that could not be missed—except by him. Perhaps it was because he was too busy watching every move of the lovely Sandy Spencer. Never mind that he was a married family man, Sandy’s boss, but she was way out of his league. Frank Carlson panted after her every chance he got.

The upshot of his lust, however, was that I got a paycheck out of being an “on-call” investigative reporter for The Columbus Dispatch whenever Sandy needed me. Sandy put in the request for my services, and Frank couldn’t refuse. What Sandy wanted, she usually got.

So while Sandy chatted to Frank, she rolled her eyes at me and made very mature, ladylike faces into the phone.

As always, Krissy and Kelli were very amused by their Aunt Sandy.

Krissy laughed. “Siwi Sanny.”

That only encouraged more outrageous facial expressions.

Most days, I was pretty sure I was the only adult around for miles. This included my friends and love.

“Ask him about Chester,” I said.

Sandy turned serious. “What?”

“Ask Frank—” Sandy made another face for the peanut gallery, and I swiped the phone out of her hand. “Here, let me. Frank? Hi, it’s Allie.” I rolled my eyes at Sandy. “Listen, where is Mickey now?”

“Uh, county hospital . . . I guess.” He sounded puzzled.

“Well, who would know?”

“No, he’s still there. I mean, he was ten minutes ago.”

“Did he ask about his dog?”

“What?” Frank sounded as if I’d just asked the most ridiculous question.

I silently forgave him for not being an animal person, and tried a different tack. “Does he know his house burned down?” I asked.

“I think so,” he said slowly.

“So we need to find out if he asked about his dog. It’s just a hunch. Poor ol’ Mickey Callahan sure has had his fill of tragedies. I’m thinking we should find out if his dog was in the fire.”

It was just a hunch, but it had been eating at me since I’d seen the old woman. If Mickey was, in fact, held at gunpoint and taken to his house, where was Chester? Sosi wasn’t the bravest dog in the world, but one thing was certain: She wouldn’t allow someone to storm my home, hold a gun to me, break into my safe—not that I had one—and drag me off without a fight. I could only conclude that either Chester was there and had been shot by the intruder for trying to protect his master, or he wasn’t there at all.

“And what if the dog is there . . . in the house, I mean?” Frank asked.

“That would be unfortunate,” I said with a forced calm.

Over time, I’d learned to control my animal feelings. Rae Ann swore that when we watched a movie, I didn’t mind if people were killed. But kill an animal, and I was outraged. That wasn’t quite true. I never liked to see a person get killed either, but I was sick of watching movies where they introduced a pet to the storyline only to kill it off later.

“And what if he’s not?”

“Well, Frank, that would be very interesting, wouldn’t it?”

“I’ll get back to you,” he said, and I nodded.

Good man.

“And tell Sandy to get her ass back here.”

I shot a look at Sandy and smiled. “I’ll tell her.” I hung up.

“Tell me what?” She raised her eyebrows.

“That he misses you.”

“When doesn’t he?” she asked and smiled wanly. “Well, as entertaining as this has been . . .” She stood, pressing out her pants. “I gotta run.”

I realized that while I had been on the phone with Frank, Sandy had seated herself on the floor with Krissy and been playing with her horse and stable set. It was a first.

“No, Sanny, sit,” Krissy said, and patted the floor beside her.

“Sorry, love.” Sandy smiled at Krissy and headed for the front door.

I smiled and followed her to the door. “Well, well. Aren’t we growing? There was a time you wouldn’t even consider sitting on this floor.”

She wrinkled her nose at me and changed the subject instead. “So are you going to help me with this one? I’ll see to it expenses are paid.”

I nodded.

Expenses. This was our fancy, anti-audit word for childcare. Without those paid expenses, I’d never be able to do the super sleuthing that I so loved to do.

“Yeah, Jenny’s out right now. She’s got a doctor appointment this morning, but I’ll talk to her after naptime. I’ll give you a call.”

Sandy nodded and walked toward her car.

“Meantime, keep after Frank about Mickey Callahan. I want to know if he asked about his dog. If not, where is the dog? You find that out, Sandy.” I waved goodbye and thought about the symbiotic path we were headed down once more.

Sandy knew she could depend on me to investigate crimes for her and the paper. She knew what my life was like, and knew I needed her as much as she needed me. But for me to do what I needed to do, I had to have help. That help’s name was Jenny Sabatini.

She had been diagnosed with MS in her early twenties, which had come as a death sentence to her overprotective family. It was, as she put it, a moment of suffocation for her. Living on a trust fund left to her by her grandfather, Jenny had hired a moving company to pack up her belongings and moved north—to, of all places, Westerville, Ohio, to escape her patronizing family and gain her independence. For the most part, she had gotten what she wanted, but she had also gotten lonely—not just for company, but for some sense of purpose. She’d held down a part-time job and worked with different charities in the Westerville area, but she had wanted more.

Frank Carlson was well aware that by paying Sandy’s expenses, he’d get the story he wanted for the paper. And those “expenses” went straight to Jenny Sabatini, otherwise known as the world’s greatest babysitter.

While it had been Krissy who’d brought us together, Jenny and I understood each other in a way that made me certain we’d have met sooner or later. Much to my embarrassment, Jenny and I had been neighbors for some time without ever speaking. Then one day, Krissy opened the front door and took herself for a little walk. Just as I’d been about to hit panic mode, there’d been a knock at the door, and I had found Jenny and Krissy standing on the other side, looking rather pleased with themselves: Krissy because of her adventure, and Jenny because she finally had a reason to come over and talk to me. It had been the beginning of a beautiful friendship.

I turned back into the house and found Krissy still playing with her horses, but with a dark cloud moving in.

Kelli was eyeballing a black horse statue sitting off on its own.

Krissy saw her and quietly continued to play, while keeping an eye on the horse.

Kelli circled Krissy’s playing area.

All of this was a very slow process since Kelli could only crawl, and cautious crawlers don’t move very fast. It was a horrible game of patience.

I was enthralled.

Scooby Doo was on, but no one was really watching.

I chewed a thumbnail while Fred, Velma, Daphne, Shaggy, and Scooby, tried to figure out who the mummy really was and why he wanted the coin.

I let Krissy and Kelli watch it, because I liked these kinds of cartoons—no gross zombies or overly detailed ghouls—and at the end of each show, the gang always figured out who the sea monster or ghost was, and the bad guys always said, “I would have gotten away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for those meddling kids!”

I half listened to the Scooby gang, and pondered Mickey Callahan’s crazy past year. If Chester had been killed by bullet or by fire, that would be just one more horrible thing in a series of awful mishaps in Mickey Callahan’s life.

Kelli closed in.

I watched Kelli circle. Like every day, I watched Krissy watch Kelli.

I swear the clock on the wall was ticking at half the speed of other houses. I was back in the everyday routine of my life. This was my life. Every day, I went jogging first thing. Then I showered, ate breakfast with the babies, said goodbye to Rae Ann without a kiss, changed diapers, straightened up, and settled the girls into their routines for the day. I could even guesstimate the time they’d poop. As far as having babies goes, it was great to have a routine. No one liked to be running around town with a poopy diaper, but the same routine day in and day out got to be boring and frustrating.

Even the dog was on schedule. It felt as though there was no spark in anything—marriage included. So who could blame me for looking into questionable incidences for Sandy when she called, especially when it was in my own backyard?


CHAPTER THREE

It wasn’t Frank Carlson or Sandy Spencer who found the million-dollar answer to my question, but my good buddy, Rod Huling.

Rod was the kind of man who looked bigger than he actually was. He had a presence, a very large presence, about him. Rod had blond hair, fair skin, and was ruggedly handsome.

I had met Rod many years ago while on a story. He had been on the Westerville Police Force and, even after a decade on the job, had surprisingly still acted as if it was his first week. He loved what he did. He approached each day as a day of protecting his fair city, enforcing peace, and meeting new people. Then again, this wasn’t exactly Los Angles or Detroit, but a blissful little town where duck crossing signs had been placed in various locations so, despite the hustle and bustle of the crazy world we lived in, the residents of Westerville would stop while duck families waddled their way across the street.

As idyllic as it sounded, it was a difficult place to live as a lesbian. No one wanted to recognize my love, my feelings, who I was. To make matters all the more painful, the state wouldn’t recognize my biological children as Rae Ann’s daughters.

But there were the ducks. I was very fond of the ducks.

Within an hour of leaving a message, Rod Huling returned my call.

“You know anything about Mickey Callahan’s house burning down?”

“Maay-be,” he said, drawing the word out, and I could tell he was smiling.

I chuckled. “Give!”

“Are you on this one? I thought you were going to take a break,” he said, goading me.

“I was . . . and it was a very nice one, thank you.” I heard him laugh. “So give up the details. What do you know?”

“I don’t know enough to go spouting off to the press.”

I waited.

“Seriously, Allie, I know as much as you. Nothing but the headlines. Guy says he was abducted at gunpoint and his house was burned out after an apparent burglary. That’s it.”

“No bodies were found at the burn site.”

“No.”

“What about his dog?” I asked.

“His dog?”

“Yeah, he has a dog named Chester. It’s unclear whether Chester was in the house or not, but you’re saying there were no bodies.”

“Hmm, I’ll find that out. You sure he has a dog?”

“Positive.”

“Later.” He hung up.

I nodded to myself and turned to Krissy and Kelli. “Should we go for a walk?”

Sosi leapt to her feet and began madly dancing around me.

I loaded Krissy and Kelli into the red wagon, slapped a leash on Sosi, and we all set out.

Why would a man go to all the trouble of abducting another man at gunpoint, drive him to his house, then out to the country, tie the man up and douse him with gasoline, then return to the house and leave the car as a courtesy? It didn’t make any sense.

I remembered the white SUV parked in Callahan’s garage that his neighbor had pointed out to the fire marshal.

It doesn’t make sense. Why do that? Hell, why not just take off? Blow town?

“Goose! Goose!”

Another bit of trivia about central Ohio, especially Westerville. Great stone goose statues adorned probably half the homes in our neighborhood. After visiting other places in my life, I’d come to realize this was clearly a regional thing. In Ohio, it was goose statues. There were Pilgrim geese for Thanksgiving, Santa or reindeer geese for Christmas, Uncle Sam geese for the Fourth of July, and bunny-eared geese for Easter. In winter, the geese wore hats, scarves, or earmuffs. In summer, they were dressed in masks and snorkels, halter tops, or hats. Whatever the season, whatever the attire, it was cause for great delight for Krissy, who screamed at the top of her lungs. Each time, I pretended to be surprised and raved about both Krissy’s eyesight and the goose’s attire.

Just to buck the system and acknowledge our own nontraditional home, we had a dog statue on our front stoop.

As we rounded the block again, heading home, eagle-eyed Krissy spotted Jenny’s car pulling into her driveway and broke into a run.

“Benny! Benny!”

It was another ten minutes before Jenny and I spoke to each other because Krissy had to tell Jenny all about the geese, the walk, the dogs, the birds, the water, and apparently a whole host of things I didn’t even know about.

“How was it?” I asked, referring to the doctor’s appointment.

She shrugged.

I nodded. “Okay.”

And that was that.

Jenny was one of the strongest women I knew. She handled her disease like she did life, taking it one day at a time and without dwelling on the bad. But, like it or not, she had some days when she was full of piss and vinegar, and others where she smiled quietly and moved slowly.

While I periodically made comments about exercise or healthy living, mostly because I was determined to lose the last of my pregnancy weight as well as the extra bit of padding I’d picked up on my last weirdness journey involving Sweets Sullivan, I had left Jenny alone on the diet front. First of all, those who live in glass houses and all that jazz . . . but also because everyone, from family to doctors, had told her what to do since the day she’d gotten her diagnosis.

Jenny had been more active with the girls and me than she had been in the last twenty years. We worked together to improve our diets, and who was I to nag about her baking when I knew it was her therapy? She loved how it made her house smell and the joy that her cookies brought to others. Specifically, to my family. More specifically, to Rae Ann.

But we hadn’t had a cookie delivery for almost two weeks. That was how our friendship went. We would see each other every day for six months, and then she would drop out of sight with little more than a phone message telling me she was fine but tired. I knew that meant a relapse. I made sure not to smother like her family, as she’d put it, but I’d check to see that she retrieved her mail from her mailbox every day. I’d respect her need for privacy, but she understood that if I saw she wasn’t retrieving her mail, I’d break her door down.

“So,” I said, and squinted, looking for any telltale signs of relapse. “You want to come over or . . .”

Before she could answer, Krissy grabbed her hand and began lightly tugging.

Jenny smiled. “I’d love to,” she said.

I pulled the wagon behind me, and we all headed back to the house. “You know, I have something that will pique your interest,” I said, already smiling in anticipation of Jenny slobbering over the idea of a crime right here in our own neighborhood. “You see that house that burned down?”

“Mickey Callahan’s house. Yes, it was on the news. I was going to ask you about that.”

“You know he has a dog?” I said.

“No, I didn’t hear that.”

“Did you also know that the supposed intruder brought Mickey to his house and robbed him before taking him out to the country?”

“Well, yes, I heard that,” she said slowly. She knew she was being baited.

“Ah, well, think about this . . . no bodies were found in the fire. So where’s the dog?” Maybe it’s because I am a dog person, but I wasn’t letting this go. “No dog would allow his or her master to be taken without some sort of fight. So, if the intruder didn’t shoot the dog or lock the dog away, where is the dog? I’m telling you Jenny, there’s something there.”

“Maybe when the fire broke out, the dog jumped out a window, and he’s running around loose.”

I stopped and looked at her.

Well, hell.

* * * *

Jenny was just about to tell me the secret behind her irresistible cookies when the phone rang, and I got the answer about ol’ Chester being on the lam. Sort of.

“I don’t know about the dog.” Huling’s husky voice filled my ear. “But the guy’s got a girlfriend. Amanda Sercy.”

“Oh, that’s great, Rod,” I said, finishing off a cookie and licking the last of the crumbs from my thumb. “Do you have a—”

“Nope, that’s it. Pest.” He hung up.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at it, then shrugged. “He loves me.”

Jenny raised her eyebrows at me, smiling. “Uh-huh. Everyone does.” She dunked a cookie in her milk glass and shared a soggy bite with Kelli, who had perched herself on Jenny’s lap.

Turns out the cookie secret was buttermilk.

Jenny winked at me when she told me. “Everyone uses margarine, but did you know it is made out of a form of plastic? Margarine, I mean.”

I curled a lip, wrinkled my nose, and eyed my cookie.

“I’ve always used real butter, but then I saw that famous chef—what’s-her-face. She got diabetes from putting in something crazy like two pounds of butter in her recipes, or something. I’ve got enough problems as it is. Last thing I need is diabetes. And I kind of look like her, so I got on the Internet and found out I could replace butter with buttermilk.”

Jenny had leaned in and almost whispered her secret, and I couldn’t help but grin. I felt like a coconspirator.

“And I’ll tell you something else about these cookies. I get only the best of ingredients. Whole wheat flour, not bleached. Real chocolate, free-range chicken eggs, pure cinnamon, and real vanilla from Mexico.”

“From Mexico?” I tried to look impressed. In truth, I had no idea if Mexican vanilla was better than Norwegian or Irish vanilla.

Isn’t vanilla vanilla?

“It’s the finest gourmet vanilla extract, known for its smooth, versatile flavor that enhances any recipe.” She sat back, bit off another chunk of her cookie, and nodded while she munched.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. She sounded like a commercial. “Is that why we’re drinking milk out of wineglasses?”

Jenny grinned.

To Krissy’s great delight, and my extreme paranoia, Jenny had even given a milk-filled wineglass to Krissy and had been teaching her how to stretch out her pinky as she drank.

It was so good to have Jenny back with us.

While Krissy learned the finer nuances of glass holding and cookie dunking, I trolled the Internet. There were fourteen Sercys in the area and only one with the letter A.

“Gotcha.”

Jenny glanced up as she carefully lifted Kelli out of her seat and onto the floor. “What’cha doin’?”

With her pink cloth Debbie Doll in one hand and her cookie in the other, Kelli crawled off toward the living room where Robin Hood was playing for the umpteenth time.

Krissy was right behind her and, within moments, they were both transfixed.

“Watch and learn,” I said smugly as I picked up my phone and dialed.

Jenny watched.

I dialed.

I loved my phone. There were days that I didn’t even have to leave the house to solve a murder. We live in a crazy, complicated world in which people are constantly advised to be security conscious, but we’re a nation of over-sharers. We love to provide information, and I, for one, loved to hear it.

The phone rang but, to my great disappointment, voice mail picked up.

Okay, so it’s not always so easy.

A woman’s voice, identifying herself only by her telephone number, told me that “we aren’t in right now” but “we” would be glad to get back to me if I would leave “us” a message.

Smart.

When I had been single, I’d had barking in the background so callers would know that I had dogs. Big dogs. Wildly unpredictable, out-of-control, big dogs. I only got robbed that once. It’s something Sosi and I still try not to talk about.

I cleared my throat. “Hi. Gee, um, I’m a little confused. I was hoping to talk to Mickey Callahan. Well, gosh, I hope I have the right number. Okay, Mr. Callahan, if this is your number, this is Irene from the Paws and Claws Animal Clinic.”

Jenny suddenly covered her face, stifling a snicker.

I waved at her to be quiet. “I have some information about Chester. I am hoping you can call me back.” I left my number, the time, and my name. I made a note that my name was Irene Johnson and left it by the phone. I sometimes forgot what I said my name was.

Jenny and I stared at the telephone but, deciding our mind tricks lacked the power to make it ring via our stares, we joined the girls on the couch.

Robin Hood was doing his laundry when Jenny said, “It makes complete sense that a fox is doing his laundry.”

I nodded.

The girls were oblivious.

The phone rang and I jumped for it.

“Westerville Animal Hospital, this is Irene speaking. May I help you?”

Or was it Paws and Claws Clinic?

I winced.

There was an extra beat’s delay before, “Hello?”

Good grief.

“Oh, hi, Rae Ann,” I said, and rolled my eyes.

Jenny made a face, and she looked like a large-mouth frog.

“What did you say?” Rae Ann asked.

“Nothing, it was a joke. I was joking around. I thought you were Sandy.” I made the large-mouth frog face back at Jenny.

“Oh, whatever. Listen, I need you to do me a favor.” And so it went.

I only half listened as I watched Robin daydreaming about Maid Marian and nothing, but nothing, could keep him away.

I remembered those days—when just the thought of a phone call from Rae Ann made everything better. These days, however, she only called when she wanted something.

I sighed.

I had two beautiful children, a committed relationship, and we were still together, though, right? Thousands of single mothers were out there, busting their humps every day to work and raise their children alone. I knew it, and I tried not to complain. Being able to stay home to raise my children was a luxury, and while we barely scraped by some months, it was our choice.

We were lucky in many ways, but our relationship had become one of those 1950s television marriages. She read the national news. I read the metro section and the obituaries. I went to a marriage counselor. Rae Ann refused, saying she found no reason to have a third person in our troubles. She slept in our room, and I spent most of my time sleeping in one of the babies’ rooms. We barely talked. We stayed together because we were supposed to, or it was easier, or maybe it was simply that there was no one else. Most days, I wasn’t really sure anymore.

The Rae Ann of old would have found it amusing that I’d answered the phone as a vet tech. She would have liked the fact that I helped solve crimes, that I had a nose for murder—and I wanted her back.

The first time I’d seen Rae Ann, I had been in college and flourishing academically, but socially, I’d been a mess. The height of debates raged about whether being gay was genetic or a choice, whether it was sinful or just a phase, and as a student in three theology classes, I had prayed harder than ever to understand myself. I had been hopelessly confused and looking for divine intervention just days before.

Please, God, help me with my feelings. Help me understand who I am and what is really right for me. I want you to be proud of me. I want my family to be proud of me. I want me to be proud of me. Please help me find me.

Then, I’d seen her.

She had been my answer. Just staring at her had brought me a tremendous sense of knowing; a sense of calm, and peace.

Now, life had circled around, and I was a different kind of miserable.

When I hung up, my mind and heart were numb.

We were merely going through the motions and, for a moment, I stared at Robin Hood.

Stupid fox willing to be caught by the king’s stupid guard just to steal a stupid kiss.

When the phone rang again, I jumped, but I was quickly pulled out of my woes.

“Hi, this is Amanda Sercy. I got a voice mail about Chester.”

The woman sounded hesitant, and I waved my hand for Jenny to follow me toward the garage. “Oh, yes.” I pointed at the phone and she nodded.

Krissy was settled on the couch with her beloved pink pillow, and Kelli, still cradling her baby doll, was busy slobbering cookie goo all over herself.

“It’s nothing serious. I was just updating our files. You know, since we’ve moved we’ve been such a mess, and I need to confirm some information.” I held my breath and hoped she wasn’t about to tell me Chester was dead. I had a really strong feeling growing in the pit of my stomach, and I wanted to see it play out.

“Uh, okay,” she said slowly. “I can help you. I’m Mickey’s girlfriend, and Chester’s with me right now.”

Oh, ho, baby.

“Are you a, uh, co-owner?”

“I guess I am,” she said reluctantly. “He’ll be here awhile.” I heard some shuffling on the phone and then, “Won’t you, boy?”

“I have Chester’s address as 1242 Forest La—”

“No, that address doesn’t exist any longer. Mickey’s house burned down last night.”

I gasped appropriately, even letting my hand fly to my chest before I realized my dramatics were wasted on a phone call. “Oh, how awful! Is he all right?”

“Well, yes . . . I guess you didn’t hear the news. It’s been all over the place.”

I could tell she would have preferred if I had known about it so she could avoid the explanations, so I skipped ahead. “Well, it’s lucky Chester wasn’t there. Or . . . oh, lord, was he?” I paced back and forth, trying to sound as horrified as I could.

Jenny smiled approvingly.

“Oh, no!” she said reassuringly.

Move over, Meryl Streep!

I grinned at Jenny.

“No, Chester is staying with me. He’s perfectly safe.” Her voice changed, and I could tell she was talking to him again. “Maybe a little on the chubby side, but perfectly safe. Huh? Sweet boy!”

“Oh, well that is a relief.” I got her address, confirmed some made-up vaccination dates, and scheduled her for a checkup next month.

Liar, liar, pants on fire.

I hung up and turned to Jenny. “God, can you believe that?” I snorted. “Chester just happened to be having a slumber party at her house the night all this went down?”

I hated it when people lied to me.
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