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CHAPTER ONE

 


Thanksgiving—it can either be the best
holiday ever if the food is good or the most dangerous, depending
on how well you get along with your family when the last crescent
roll is at stake. You have no idea how serious people are about
this. I once saw a guy lose three fingers for trying to take the
last roll at Carlos the Armadillo's first and only American
Thanksgiving for Drug Cartels with Pie Eating Contest. Pablo
never played the trumpet again, but he did have a fun, if rather
gruesome, trick to terrify little kids with.

My name is Merry Wrath Ferguson, and I used
to be a spy. Unfortunately, only seven years into my career, where
I'd been undercover with a drug lord in Colombia, the Yakuza in
Okinawa, and a regional strongman in rural Chechnya, I was
"accidentally" outed by the Vice President—who was getting even
with my senator dad.

After that disaster (and a nice settlement
from the government), I moved back home to Who's There, Iowa, where
I started a Girl Scout troop with my best friend. My troop
wasn't…well…exactly normal. The girls were more like Rambo than
Juliette Gordon Lowe. Kelly, my co-leader, thought I had a lot to
do with it. In a way, I was proud of that. I mean, really, how many
troops can throw knives with deadly accuracy or control the black
market on smuggled candy contraband at camp?

This year, my parents were hosting a
fundraiser in DC over the holiday weekend, and my husband Rex's
parents were in Greece. So, it fell to us to host his twin
taxidermist sisters and their families. Not wanting to be the only
outsider, I invited a few strays of my own: Dr. Soo Jin Body, the
town's medical examiner; Hilly Vinton, a friend and assassin for
the CIA—who isn't an assassin because that would be illegal (but
totally was); Hilly's smart and hunky twin brother Hamish; and
Roger, the Holy Mud Man of Chechnya…who was living in my old house
across the street, whether I wanted it or not.

Ron and Ivan, my Chechen brothers-in-law,
arrived with their wives (Rex's twin sisters), Ronni and Randi, and
their baby boys, Blasto Wally and Blasto Azlan, in tow. Why did I
have two Chechen muscleheads as in-laws? It's a long story, but
basically, they found me after I'd been embedded with them back in
Chechnya in my spy career. Anyhow, they met Rex's sisters, who fell
head over heels for the big dumb goons.

Randi and Ronni were businesswomen running
Ferguson Taxidermy—Where Your Pet Lives On Forever! I'd
never heard of them stuffing anyone's pet, but they did a seriously
lucrative business in anthropomorphic taxidermy—which is a long way
to say stuffed animals doing people-y things. At the moment they
were working on a large project featuring one of the dance scenes
from Mama Mia, featuring eels in wigs. Why eels? It's what
the client wanted. Did I mention that most of their business comes
from Japan?

I loved my sisters-in-law, but it was a bit
one-sided. Randi, the nice twin, was sweet and motherly. Ronni, the
angry twin, hated me with a fury usually reserved for street mimes
and neighbors who mow the lawn at six in the morning. I was pretty
sure she hated everyone except her immediate family. At least, I
hoped she didn't just hate me.

"Hi, Merry!" Randi gave me a hug as her
husband, Ivan, walked in with the baby carrier in one hand and a
huge box in the other. "I brought pumpkin and pecan pies!"

"I told her not to make anything for you!"
Ronni snapped as she brushed past me with her husband Ron and their
baby in tow.

Randi patted my arm sympathetically and went
into the dining room with the others.

I was just about to close the door when Soo
Jin arrived with a basket full of home-baked bread, the aroma of
which made me want to snatch it from her, run upstairs, and lock
myself in the bedroom while hunched defensively over the basket,
tearing into the bread like a wild animal. But I had promised Rex I
wouldn't do that again.

The super smart and lovely medical examiner
hugged me before heading to the kitchen to drop off the bread. When
Soo Jin first moved here, I wasn't her biggest fan. She was beyond
beautiful inside and out, and I'm sorry to say I was a bit (and by
that, I mean a lot) intimidated. But over time, we became close
friends to the point where she occasionally slips me a crumb of
intel now and then when someone drops dead in my general vicinity
(which, by the way, happens all the time for some reason).

Hilly and Hamish arrived next. The
ever-charming and gorgeous Hamish presented me with two very
expensive bottles of wine. Hilly, for some reason, must've
misunderstood the assignment because she brought a framed photo of
a snail wearing a tiny sombrero. But she was very confident as she
handed it over, so maybe that's a thing in her uber-wealthy New
York society family.

The wealthy Van Vinton siblings were
followed by Roger, the Holy Mud Man of Chechnya, in his rough,
brown cassock, who didn't bring anything. He was the one I'd have
to keep an eye on as his eyes grew wide when he smelled the turkey
in the oven. The frail, elderly-looking man began to drool, which I
thought was unbecoming of his station as a somewhat important
regional religious figure.

I had almost closed the door when Officer
Kevin Dooley, the town mouth breather, pushed his way inside with
his four hamsters, the Officers Hamlet, on his shoulders.

"Hey, Kevin," I said, putting myself between
him and entry. "Is something wrong?"

The policeman was dressed in his uniform. So
were the Hamlets. Were they on official business? That would be
awful because Rex was doing the cooking, and the turkey still had a
few minutes left. I had never made a turkey before, and even with a
few minutes to go, I would probably destroy the bird if left alone
to my own devices. That would absolutely ruin Thanksgiving.

Kevin looked past me into the dining room.
"Naw. Detective Ferguson invited us."

"Why the uniform?" I tried to hide the
disappointment in my voice.

Kevin Dooley did for dinners what locust
swarms did for the great plains in the 1800s. The idiot was always
eating, which made the whole locust comparison apt. My hopes for
lots of leftovers were fading like the dreams of an over-the-hill,
twenty-year-old Russian gymnast presented with a cup for drug
testing at the Olympics.

The hooded eyes focused on me. "None of my
clothes are clean, duh. I can't do laundry cuz it's a holiday."

"Ah." I thought I understood. "Because the
laundromat isn't open."

Kevin stared at me like a startled sheepdog.
"No, I can't do laundry because it's a holiday."

He then pressed past me and loped off toward
the kitchen to get a head start on all the food. Hopefully, Rex
would kick him out.

With a sigh, I closed the door. The doorbell
rang when I was five steps away, and I reopened it to find Betty
and Lauren standing on the stoop.

"Girls?" I couldn't help sounding confused.
"Why are you here? Why aren't you with your families?"

"Betty's parents went to Utah," Lauren
explained. "My folks are out of town too."

I turned to Betty. "Why did your parents go
to Utah?"

Utah wasn't exactly a common destination for
Thanksgiving. Most people from Iowa went somewhere warm, like Texas
or Florida, or the parts of Arizona that still had water.

"Because the washing machine told them to."
Betty shrugged.

"Are you bugging your appliances again to
freak out your parents?" I folded my arms over my chest. "Because
we talked about that."

Betty's antics put her permanently in danger
of being sent to a military school in Texas. The Darth Vader of the
troop, this middle schooler was a formidable practitioner of dark
arts.

"I don't know what you're talking about,"
she said with a straight face.

Lauren held up a box. "I brought something."
She opened the top to reveal a live lobster.

"Oh!" I gasped. "We weren't planning on
having lobster, but, um, thanks!"

Lauren pulled the box behind her back, with
a look of alarm. "No! This is Larry! He's a guest, not part of the
menu!"

How silly of me. Lauren was our junior
zookeeper and would never bring a live animal for food.

"I'm sorry," I apologized. "I just have food
on the brain. Wait, did you swipe him from the zoo? We've talked
about that, too!"

"He was lonely," Lauren said defensively.
"His best friend, Nigel the Nautilus, died, and Larry seems happier
around people."

I wasn't sure how my pets were going to feel
about that. I glanced into the living room to see Leonard, my
Scottish deerhound, collapsed in his dog bed, with Martini, my
narcoleptic cat, on her back, asleep on top of him, legs splayed
like a fuzzy starfish. They would probably be okay. It was Philby I
was worried about. The fat feline Fuhrer was a terror on her best
day. The cat bore an unfortunate resemblance to Hitler and had the
personality of a gestapo officer. Already, I was concerned about
how she'd react to the hamsters being here. Would she think Larry
was lunch?

"Doesn't Larry need water?" I wondered if we
could store him in the bathtub until I could break into the zoo and
return him sight unseen.

Lauren gave me a look that bordered on pity.
"They can be out of water for a day." She produced a misting
bottle. "I just have to mist his gills regularly. I can do that
because I'm a professional."

As if on cue, the obese cat who resembled
Hitler trotted into the room. She stopped a few feet away from
Lauren and began sniffing the air. Before I could say anything,
Lauren set the box on the floor and opened it. Philby peered inside
and began to purr loudly. Knowing my cat's penchant for seafood, I
was a bit worried I'd have to call the zoo director on Monday with
bad news.

"They're friends now." Lauren plucked the
lobster from the box and set him on the floor.

To my surprise, Philby began
grooming…or…tasting Larry, purring even louder.

"I don't know if this is a good idea—" I
started to say before Philby left the room with Larry hot on her
heels.

"They'll be fine," Lauren said. "We're going
to warn the others, though."

That's when I realized Betty had something
behind her back.

"It's a game I thought we could play after
dinner," she answered before I asked.

The girls left me standing in the foyer,
wondering how this was all going to turn out. At best, everyone
would get along, and we'd have fun. At worst, I'd owe the zoo one
lobster.

I joined my husband in the kitchen and was
relieved that he was alone.

"Where's Kevin?" I blurted out after closing
the door behind me. "You invited him?"

Rex smiled as he pulled the turkey from the
oven and set it on the counter. "I didn't. At least, I don't
remember doing that. It's going to be okay. I banned him from the
kitchen until we all sit down to eat."

"Do you really think that will work?"

"I told him I'd decommission the Hamlets and
bar them from the station if he didn't do what I asked."

That just might do it. Kevin was serious
about his hamsters.

"How's it looking out there?" Rex motioned
to the doorway. "I heard the doorbell. It sounded like everyone
arrived at once."

I agreed. "And we have two more in addition
to Kevin. Betty and
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