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Back of Book Summary

 


Ivy is determined to make her
living as a nutritionist, but her family has other plans. When that
family is the mafia, and one of them has gone missing, all other
jobs are summarily pushed aside. Or else.

Ivy can’t trust anyone outside
of the family, but Slate is not only willing to help, he’s the last
person to have seen her uncle alive. It only makes sense to keep
her eye and gun on Slate while they hunt for clues. Watching him is
easy because Slate is more than happy to keep her close, but is he
leading her away from her uncle or truly helping?

Ivy can’t cook her way out of
this mess, but she has a recipe or two for dealing with disaster—if
she can just put the fires out before she gets burned!

 


 


One Good Eclair


Chapter 1

At least half the errands I ran
for Uncle Tom were probably related to his “government contracts.”
Oh sure, he never admitted it, and I never opened the packages that
I delivered. I never questioned him about the odd places where I
had to pick him up in the dead of night. I’m not stupid, just a bit
crazy, and getting crazier by the minute. I couldn’t for the life
of me figure out if his current project was government related or
just bad family genes.

“Yes, I see the toilet paper.”
I stood in front of the master bathroom closet. This was a luxury
home in the Paa-Ko community just outside Albuquerque, New Mexico.
The closet was as large as the efficiency kitchen in my own tiny
apartment. Stacked further than the eye could see were Costco brand
rolls of toilet paper.

“Move it to the storage cabinet
in the garage and lock it up. Don’t leave
the key in the secret place either. Take it with you. The last
rental folks found the key and pulled out all the good cookware and
ruined my favorite skillet.”

I was supposed to be a
nutritionist, offering valuable eating advice to the world and
getting paid to do it. What job could be better?

Not the ones my uncle continued
to offer me. Who wants to work for the mafia? And not even the
Italian or Greek mafia with all the good looking thugs. No, Uncle
Tom worked for the American government—not directly though, because
the kinds of jobs he did for them, the government didn’t admit to
doing.

On the surface, he managed
luxury rental homes in New Mexico and lived in this particular one
part time. Because my burgeoning nutrition business wasn’t
burgeoning very fast I worked too frequently as Uncle Tom’s gofer,
sometime cook, cleaner, appointment maker and...then there was that
whole mafia thing. He was the one who started referring to his
government contacts as the mafia. It had to do with the time his
contact pulled a gun and said, “Our way or the highway, chump.”

My uncle shot him without even
drawing his Glock from his overcoat. “They aren’t nice people,” he
told me. “Don’t bother to holster your weapon when you meet with
them. Keep it out and ready. Always good to have your cards loaded
and in your hand.”

“I’m not meeting with them,
ever, not even to play cards,” was my response.

“Someone will have to take over
the family business.”

See what I mean? Mafia.

“There must
be,” I stopped to eye the stacks, “two or three hundred rolls of
toilet paper in here!”

“Yes, I know.
They were on sale, and I had a coupon, plus American Express
offered 200 points for every fifty dollars I spent.”

“So you
bought a lifetime supply of toilet paper?” The more I considered the chore in front of me, the more
certain I became that this job had nothing to do with his secret
contacts. This was a genetic problem, specifically family
rivalry. Most families have get-togethers and
brag about their accomplishments. My family? They were in a race to
win a non-existent trophy for being the most frugal. It was all
about the money they managed to keep out of the hands of some poor,
unsuspecting retailer who forgot to add the fine print: One per
customer.

Uncle blathered details of
how he’d had to demand a manager at the checkout in order to
purchase the final case of toilet paper and how he’d been cheated
because “buying an entire case should have resulted in an
additional discount.”

I was insanely grateful
that accompanying him to buy the toilet paper hadn’t been one of my
“errands.” At only twenty-eight, I still liked to pretend I had a
chance at marriage, but it’s impossible to look attractive when
you’re with someone like Uncle Tom. He, my mother and her two
sisters were quite rabid when on the hunt for a bargain. “This
chore will take me a couple of hours, Uncle Tom.”

“I’ll pay you
for one hour and no more.”

This is when frugality met
ugly. “I’m stopping at one hour. Whatever is left, the renters can
have.”

His wail of despair nearly
fried my phone. I hung up and set it down before grabbing the first
four-pack. It would take him a while to compute whether he’d lose
more money paying me to shuttle toilet paper versus letting it go
to “waste” on the renters. In the end, he’d probably pay me because
“at least it goes to family.” He hated freeloaders worse than
anything. He claimed that was the reason he worked for the
government. Since he didn’t exist as far as they were concerned,
they paid him under the table. That meant no taxes. It was all part
of his master plan to earn his taxes back, taxes that the
“freeloading government” stole from him in the first place when he
paid taxes on his legal business profits.

When you’re in the business
my uncle is in, whether you want to be in that business or not, you
learn to cover your tracks. I duct taped freezer paper around the
wheel of the wheelbarrow before rolling it into the bathroom and
back out to the garage with a full load of paper supplies. If I
dared dirty the carpet, I’d then have to schedule the carpet
cleaners because part of my job was helping Uncle keep the rental
homes ready.

He did final inspections,
and black wheelbarrow prints running from the garage through the
small laundry room, kitchen, living room and into the master
bedroom would definitely garner his attention. He’d make me pay for
the carpet cleaning too if he could prove I had done the
damage.

I found myself wishing I
could afford to rent one of these houses. I loved the pristine
white walls with their gold accents. My aunt was an interior
decorator. She was also frugal, although she couldn’t compete with
Uncle. He was constantly “improving” on her savings. She had
planned a lot more color for the walls, but according to Uncle,
“touch-up painting between renters is cheaper if we buy bulk in one
or two colors at the most.”

The slate coffee table with
sturdy metal legs matched the carefully chosen gray leather chairs
in the living room. A darker leather would show blemishes almost as
badly as a stain on white. The curled metal legs complimented the
elegant sculptures decorating the shelves and walls. Being made of
copper, steel and nickel, the decorations were nearly impossible to
break. That meant Uncle didn’t have to replace them between
renters.

If I lived here, I’d
exchange the fake flowers for real herbs. I’d put a tomato rack on
the back porch and tell the guy who was picking the lock on the
back door to stop blocking the fading daylight.

I froze, staring out the
sliding glass door. If the burglar looked up now, he’d spot me,
giving me no time to run.


Chapter 2

I stood, unmoving. If I set
the wheelbarrow down in the living room, the metal legs might mark
the carpet. If I didn’t set the thing down, Mr. Burglar would
finish picking the lock and be inside before I could stop him.

My delay in making a
decision can be blamed on bad genes. Before deciding, my brain had
to parse the expense of carpet cleaning against running to save my
life, versus shooting the intruder. My gun was in the car, so that
was out.

The problem was partially
solved for me when the man fell against the glass. He put a gloved
but bloody hand on the door and smeared it around while he shook
his head and breathed hard. A dark red trickle of blood oozed down
the window.

My first thought was said
out loud. “You can’t pick a lock with a bloody hand. The tools
slip.”

It was stupid to speak up.
He stared right at me. He blinked rapidly, focused and then removed
his hand. He held it up in an apologetic way, open, bleeding, but
not threatening.

He stepped back. “Sorry,” I
think he said.

I nodded. “Now I’ll have to
clean the window before I leave.” I set the wheelbarrow down and
grabbed a roll of toilet paper from it before heading to the back
door. On the way past the decorative table that backed to the
couch, I grabbed up a metal kokopelli sculpture.

In order to unlock the
door, I had to put the toilet paper under my arm. The man had
already stepped away another couple of paces, but he never stopped
watching me. He kept his injured hand closed to staunch the flow of
blood, but it was a little late. The patio was now in need of an
expert cleaning with peroxide and bleach. Blood was hard to remove
from concrete.

It was possible this was
someone who knew my uncle. That didn’t really tell me whether he
was a good guy or a bad one, but I tossed him the roll of toilet
paper. “Quit dripping on the porch. That’s going to be hell to
clean.”

“I didn’t
know anyone was home. Sorry.”

“You know my
uncle?”

He looked confused. And
tired. His eyes were a bit unfocused.

“Do
not pass out on the porch,” I hissed. “We
have new renters coming next week!”

He stumbled back into one
of the porch supports. Well aware it could be an act, especially
given how hard he was still keeping his hand clenched, I held my
position inside. If he rushed me, I might or might not be able to
slide the door closed in time, but with me bashing a hole in his
head with kokopelli, I stood a fighting chance.

I sighed. “Sit. Don’t move.
The neighbor on the left is home, and even though the house isn’t
close, he’s nosy. The house on the right is empty for another hour.
Wait here.” I knew the time without checking because I’d been at
the toilet paper schlepping for almost half an hour now. I’d also
prepped this rental house before because Uncle lived here part
time, hence the store of toilet paper and the complaint about his
skillet being ruined.

I slammed the door closed
and locked it before racing back to the garage for my gun and my
first aid kit. My kit came complete with a few extra items
including Steri-Strips and sutures. With the amount of blood he was
dripping, the sutures were the most likely requirement.

I retrieved my cell phone
and texted my uncle on the way back to the porch. “Dinner at Little
Anita’s?”

It was our code for,
“Trouble going down. Need backup.” My heart beat faster. I’d only
received that message in the past, never sent it.

The door was still locked,
and Mr. Bleeding was sitting against the pole that supported the
far end of the porch, right where I’d left him. His eyes were open,
and he appeared more alert. I tossed him the small bag of ice I’d
grabbed from the freezer. He had one good hand still in an intact
glove, but he didn’t try to catch it.

I was disappointed. I’d
been hoping to test his reflexes. He was either too dizzy or too
smart for the ploy. Either way, I assumed “still dangerous.”

“Hold the ice
in the hand that’s bleeding,” I said. “I need to grab a few more
supplies.”

“Wouldn’t
this be less noticeable if we went inside?” he asked.

I didn’t dignify that
stupid question with an answer. I heated water in the microwave,
made sure I had peroxide and went back out.

He had done what cleanup he
could with the ice, peeling the torn glove off his palm but leaving
his fingers encased. His hand wasn’t clean, but was bleeding
less.

“Catch knives
often?” I asked, keeping my distance. I knelt so that my hand would
be near my ankle holster and the gun there.

“Usually from
the other end.”

“This the
only wound?”

He shook his head. “Arm
too, but not very deep, I don’t think.”

We stared at each other.
The only light was coming from the kitchen, crossing the living
room and leaking out in a dim puddle. His hair was dark brown like
my own, but his was short while mine touched my shoulders. He had
probably started the day with his hair combed back, but the top now
curled down over his forehead. His dark blue polo was torn at the
neck and shoulder, and his arm and hand were a bloody mess. He
sucked on one of the ice cubes.

I dipped a washcloth in the
warm water and passed it his way. “Wash it good.”

“You aren’t
much help from over there,” he said.

I knew that. “I don’t
suppose you’d let me handcuff you to the pole before I stitch that
together?”

His eyes went wide. “You
aren’t a cop.”

“No.”

“This is good
enough. The ice will keep it until I can go somewhere
safer.”

“Give it ten
minutes.” That should be enough time for my uncle to
reply.

The time limit got his
attention. He sat up straighter and prepared to stand, slowly. He
had noticed the gun or suspected I had one. Too late to be clever.
I had it out and aimed. “I insist.”

He froze. I scuttled over
to the side. “So long as we have our cards on the table, and you
aren’t bleeding anymore, get inside. Although if I have to shoot
you, I’ll be furious about having to clean up, so walk straight to
the kitchen and sit on the floor. I’m right behind you.”

He didn’t move. I doubted
he was calculating how much it would cost to clean the porch. We
stood that way, breathing slow, evaluating.

He finally stepped past me
and through the door.

I followed, but not too
close. He could have made a run for the front door instead of the
kitchen, but that wouldn’t buy him much because if he had somewhere
to go, he’d not have stopped here.

He paused at the
wheelbarrow and glanced back at me. I had finished gathering the
medical supplies and set them on the rug just inside the sliding
glass door. I locked the door.

“Most people
toilet paper the outside of a house as a joke, not the inside,” he
said.

I rolled my eyes, the gun
steady. “You aren’t even close. You don’t want to know.”

His eyes flicked between me
and the toilet paper as he tried to imagine why anyone would have a
wheelbarrow full of the stuff sitting in the living room.

Giving up, he went into the
kitchen and eased himself down against the cabinet doors near the
stove. He could still see me as I brought the first aid supplies to
the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room.

He stretched his legs out
and sighed with relief or pain. He had kept the ice. He helped
himself to another piece, letting it melt without chewing on it.
“Do you go from house to house liberating toilet paper?”

“Good guess.
Wrong again.” I stayed outside the kitchen. He’d followed my
instructions so far. “Kitchen sink. Rinse your hand and arm.” I
placed the peroxide on the counter near the sink. “Douse the wounds
with this.”

I kept my gun out, but
unless he dried his arm with toilet paper, I’d have to supply him
with a towel. If I didn’t, water and blood would drip all over.

He took the offer of the
kitchen sink quickly, although he struggled a bit gaining his
feet.

I slid into the kitchen,
pulled two towels from a drawer and tossed them near the sink.
Uncle would gripe about the ruined towels. He’d insist I pay for
them, assuming he couldn’t squeeze money out of the guy at the
sink.

Mr. Bleeding pulled the
remaining glove off with his teeth and then eased his shirt over
his head. He used it to wrap the gloves before setting the entire
bundle across the front of the sink to contain bloody splashes. His
black twill pants were marred by a lot of scuff marks, but the
color hid any drops of blood. He put his face next to the faucet
and drank heavily.

I could have offered him a
glass, but there was no point in trusting him too far. He could
throw it at me or create a jagged edge by breaking it and turning
it into a weapon.

While he was cleaning up, I
slipped into the laundry room that was off to the side of the
kitchen. It opened into the garage. I left both doors wide and
grabbed one of Uncle’s t-shirts from the rag bin. He would have
kept wearing it because it was almost new, but Aunt Taffy wouldn’t
allow it because of the paint smear across the front.

I tossed the t-shirt on the
counter. “There’s a fruit smoothie in the fridge on your right.
Strawberries, apple juice, a banana, and blueberries. High in
vitamin C, E and A. Full of antioxidants and some B-vitamins,
especially B-6 because of the banana.”

He snorted and looked over
his shoulder at me. Everyone looked at me like that when I spouted
nutrition advice. I ignored his disdain. “Truthfully, I sweetened
it with ice cream rather than honey because I like ice cream. There
isn’t much nutritional benefit to ice cream.”

“Are you
saying the nutrition in the smoothie will save me? Or the ice cream
might kill me?”

He stood there with his arm
oozing blood again, daring to pick on my facts. I’d only spouted
them out of habit. “Neither. You look thirsty.”

He surveyed the shirt and
then the medical supplies. I didn’t know what to do about the
supplies either. Uncle was a no-show so far, and I wasn’t dumb
enough to drop my guard. This guy was two or three inches taller
than me with a muscular chest that made it quite obvious he was
stronger. He was nowhere near incapacitated despite the jagged cuts
on his arm and hand.

My phone hadn’t buzzed, so
Uncle hadn’t replied. That wasn’t necessarily a bad sign. When
anything odd occurred, we kept communication to a minimum.

Mr. Bleeding
finally wrapped a large strip of gauze around his arm and pulled it
tight with his teeth. Not great, but better than nothing. He did
the same with his hand, but that was a bigger problem. It needed
stitches. I could do stitches, but only if I trusted him or my
uncle showed up. I didn’t really want to think about Uncle not
showing up, because I had no plan B.

He pulled Uncle’s t-shirt
over his head. It was a very tight fit, but he didn’t seem to mind.
He took the drink out of the fridge, screwed the top off the metal
canister and gulped it freely.

Both of us were visible
from the back door if someone had been standing on the porch, but
whoever shot through the door was firing blind because the porch
was empty. The safety glass on the sliding door shattered into a
million diamond pieces, but didn’t collapse completely.

“Down!” We
both yelled it as we hit the tile. The shooter had to be somewhere
on the golf course that was Uncle’s backyard. The next shot knocked
the top half of the safety glass from the frame and took out at
least two toilet paper rolls. One white cylinder spun across the
side of the living room, unrolling as it went.

“Through
those two doors behind me. Get in the car, driver’s side,” I
instructed, using my head to indicate the door leading to the
laundry room. My gun was still aimed at the back door. “I have the
keys. I’ll be right behind you. Go!”

He went. The kitchen
counter protected us both, although I was in the opening on the
floor because that is where I’d been standing when the first bullet
hit. I rolled to the side and followed him in a crab crawl. I
thought twice about it, retreated long enough to snag the medical
kit off the top of the counter without exposing myself, and
scurried after him.

He was in the car, waiting,
his gaze rooted on the stack of toilet paper in the cabinet. His
stare shifted to me as I raced to the passenger side.

He had opened the door for
me and put the slushie in one of the cup holders. I wasn’t sure
whether to be more impressed by the fact he’d kept the drink or
hadn’t spilled it.

I tossed the med kit on the
floor and dug the keys out of my yoga pants. I hated handing them
to him, but as Uncle liked to say, “Not every deal is a bargain.”
Of course, this was usually after he had only managed to obtain a
measly thirty percent off organic milk that was near its due date.
He hated spending the money on organic milk, but I had convinced
him that it might be better for him and was possibly higher in
cream. The cream convinced him. He viewed extra cream as a superior
product.

My apparent chauffeur took
the keys with his good hand. “The note on the counter near the sink
was addressed to Ivy. You Ivy?” he asked.

Uncle left me many
reminders, sometimes just as a test to see if I gathered up all the
loose ends. “That’s me.”

“Slate,” he
said.

There was no point in a
“Nice to meet you,” so I said, “Keep the headlights off. Go left
off the driveway. Stay to the middle, although people aren’t
supposed to park along the curbs so there shouldn’t be anything to
hit. Take the first right and then left. There will be streetlamps
soon enough so you shouldn’t need headlights.”

I hit the garage door
opener on the visor while he worked the key. His hand gave him some
trouble, but he managed.

Uncle Tom had installed
soft silicone wheels on the garage door and replaced the normal
aluminum tracks with ceramic coated steel ones, resulting in a
nearly silent door.

Slate barely waited for the
door to open high enough. I stayed low, my gun ready.

No shots followed us, but
the way Slate drove, bullets didn’t stand a chance.

“I said stay
to the middle, not use the whole road!” I complained.

Lack of headlights didn’t
deter his speed. He curved through the first stop sign without
losing the back end, but barely. I sat up, the Steri-strips in one
hand, the gun still in the other. “Right at the next one.”

“Got
it.”

“I assume you
know which way to turn on highway fourteen.” My phone buzzed, but
the news wasn’t good.

Uncle Tom wasn’t on his way
to help. “No enchiladas for me. Beach house bound. Don’t forget to
shut off the lights.”

“Crap,” I
muttered, and it wasn’t because I had forgotten to turn off the
kitchen lights. Uncle’s text was the code to go to ground at one of
the safe houses. I couldn’t do that, not with the baggage currently
driving my car.

I put myself to work.
First, I used the strips to tape Slate’s arm together. I gave him
directions to my apartment because it was safe, and it was easier
for me to move from there than for Uncle to set up another secret
safe house. There would be less complaining too, although that was
a marginal call because I hated moving.

Slate’s hand needed
stitches, but I couldn’t risk doing that while he was driving. If
he passed out from the pain, we’d both need stitches or a
hospital.

My apartment was part of a
duplex; not ideal for privacy, but it had a garage, a feature Uncle
insisted on for safety. Slate pulled the car in, once again, when
the door was barely wide enough.

I had a second floor, loft
efficiency apartment above the garage.

Instead of using the front
door, I closed the garage door and indicated that Slate should take
the lead up the back stairs. “I hope you aren’t allergic to cats,”
I said.

He shrugged, using the key
I tossed him to unlock the door at the top of the stairwell. I kept
a few steps back. He entered slowly, letting me keep him in my line
of sight. Unlike most loft apartments, the only way to reach my
bedroom was a ladder that went up through what the owner claimed
was a hole for an old fire pole.

Personally, I think he was
too cheap to put in proper stairs, but it meant I could live in a
very nice part of town for extremely low rent. The ladder could be
pulled up and a trapdoor locked down. I’d never thought the feature
was useful, but with Slate in tow, I had a sudden change of
heart.

When Slate was far enough
inside, I followed him in. You can tell a lot about a man by the
way an animal treats him, unless that animal is mine. Belfry took
one look and twitched his tail. Of course, Belfry wasn’t used to
strangers, and he twitched his tail at everyone, including my
mother.

Slate paused halfway to the
couch, allowing the cat space, much as he’d done with me.

“Kitchen,” I
directed him. “Cat won’t bother you.”

Slate stood still for
another moment and then hugged the wall to walk around the cat.
When Belfry hunched, Slate paused again.

“Stalemate.”
I shut and locked the door. “Okay, you two, enough. It’s okay,
Belfry. He won’t hurt you because he knows I’ll shoot
him.”

Slate put his hands up.
“I’m not about to hurt the cat.”

The cut on his hand wasn’t
healing by itself. “We need to stitch that up. How are you with
pain?”

He shrugged and finished
making his way to the kitchen. “I’m dealing.”

“I have cough
medicine with codeine, but that’s it.”

“I’d rather
keep my wits. Maybe a beer?”

“No beer.” I
set the medical kit down and stashed my gun in my ankle holster. No
more messages from Uncle. But Slate was in my place now so it was
trust him or shoot him. I took the needle and suture thread out of
the kit. “The cough medicine might take the edge off. With the way
you were driving, no one followed us here.”

“I’m
surprised they found me at your other place. I got away
clean.”

I raised an eyebrow and
indicated his hand. “Not exactly.”

He shrugged. “The guy who
came after me with the knife didn’t follow me.”

I didn’t ask how he knew
this; I took him at his word. “There must have been more than
one.”

“Still, they
had no reason to come after me. The gunman may have been after the
guy with the knife. I left there in a hurry.” He put his hand out
on the table, palm up. I arranged the supplies, heated water to
clean it again and handed him the cough medicine and a large
spoon.


Chapter 3

He needed five to seven
stitches, but with the way his hand had swollen, he had to make do
with three. I’d stitched my uncle back together twice. It wasn’t
exactly practice, but I was fast and knew how to maximize the
Steri-strips along with the stitches.

“You’ll have
to replace the tape now and then because every time you move your
hand, they will loosen.” I bound his hand well and added a support
to keep him from flexing it. I checked my phone again.

Nothing. I wanted to ask
Slate about it, but even if he did know my uncle, he probably
wouldn’t admit it.

I stashed the medical
supplies and wiped the table down. If I’d been thinking clearly,
I’d have put dinner in the oven before starting on the stitching.
Better late than never.

Belfry was still studying
the situation from under the couch in the living room, not
venturing any closer. His food bowl was in the kitchen, so I
repositioned it in the living room and put out a bowl of his pureed
chicken treat.

He came out
for the treat, but he was clearly miffed that it had taken this
long for me to remember it. He usually received his treat as soon
as I arrived home. “You are not starving, Belfry.” I pet his head, but he didn’t have time
for me once the bowl was on the floor.

I was beat. My guest didn’t
look much better. I sighed and sat, cross-legged next to
Belfry.

Slate said nothing.

Time to deal. “Is there
somewhere safe I can take you?” I asked.

He hesitated. “I think my
own place is safe.”

“But you’re
not sure how someone ended up on your trail. And you’re exhausted
and have one working hand. Okay. The couch it is.”

He had already worked out
the safety of my bedroom being up the ladder. “You’d let me stay? I
can afford a hotel. Call a taxi, and I’ll be out of your way.”

“You have ID
and a credit card? One that would work?”

He reached in his back
pocket, extracting a plain black leather wallet. “I don’t know. I
have ID and there are two credit cards in here. I carried them
because it was part of the job.”

My stomach
clenched. He not only probably knew my uncle, my uncle had
probably hired him. “The ID is the
one that you used for the job?”

He tossed me the wallet. It
had a typical driver’s license in it, the credit cards, and a few
business cards with “Cheap Geek Repair Services” listed on
them.

I shook my head. “The
credit cards won’t work, not unless this was how your contact said
you’d be paid.”

His eyes lit up. “Then I
should be good. The Visa card is supposed to have half my payment
upfront. I didn’t verify it before heading to the job because I
picked it up on the way.”

I fingered the card. Having
him go to a hotel was a good idea except for one glaring flaw.
Slate might be the last known link to Uncle. “It might be better if
you stay here until my uncle shows up. Just in case it turns out
you do know him. Or you could tell me about the job you were
working in his neighborhood that caused bullets to fly.”

“How would
that help anything?”

I slid the cards back in
the wallet and dropped it on the table on my way to check dinner.
“Depends on what you know.” When Uncle had gone to ground two
months ago, the situation had almost ended him permanently. Worry
churned through my guts. I changed my mind about waiting on the
oven to heat the casserole. It wasn’t heating fast enough.

“I think I’ll
microwave dinner. The sweet potato leaves are better baked in with
the cheese and chicken and pasta, but microwaving is much faster.”
And I was too worried and tired to care.

“Potato
leaves?”

“Sweet potato
leaves. They are better for you than spinach—no oxalates, and none
of the heavy pesticides. The leaves are very nutritious and much
easier to grow.” Reciting nutrition facts calmed me. I dished up
two bowls and placed them in the microwave. “Do you want milk,
water, hot tea, coffee or fruit juice?” I opened the fridge and
peered in. “I have tomato juice too.”

“Whatever is
easiest. Do you have more of this slushie stuff?” He held up the
metal bottle hopefully.

I couldn’t help but smile a
little at his enthusiasm. “No, that was my treat for helping my
uncle. Those things are too high in calories to drink very often.”
I pulled out the selection of non-caffeinated teas. “I’ll make some
tea and add some fresh lemon. You need all the healing vitamin C
you can get.”

While the tea kettle
heated, I began nighttime preparations.

The hall closet had a top
and bottom door like a horse stall because the bottom half was
always open for Belfry. He hardly ever used the litter box tucked
inside, but it is never wise to leave a cat without options. I
opened the top door and grabbed two pillows, a blanket and a
towel.

I left everything on the
couch and dropped tea bags into the hot water.

Belfry meowed at me. He
didn’t want to use the litter box. He wanted his usual routine of
roaming outside for a bit where he could do his business.

I sighed and opened the
wooden shutter that blocked his cat window in the daytime. He
scurried past Slate and hopped out.

Slate brought both bowls of
steaming casserole to the table when the microwave bell chimed.

He pretty much ignored the
chamomile tea, but he scarfed down three portions of the chicken
dish.

Worried as I was about my
uncle, I still managed to eat two bowls myself, but nutrition is
very important in times of stress.

Belfry didn’t stay out
long, not with a mysterious guest and the chance to roam about
underfoot. I showered fast behind a locked door with him in tow.
Belfry howled, meowed and generally complained about the door being
closed, but if he stopped fussing, I’d know the door had been
breached.

It surprised me a little
that Slate was still in the apartment when I was done showering. I
had half expected he might just disappear.

Even though he was only a
couple of inches taller than me, my most stretched out warmups
wouldn’t fit him so I offered him my largest t-shirt in case it fit
better than my uncle’s shirt.

Uncle’s shirt was still
clean other than the paint and a smear of blood on the sleeve. He
opted to keep it instead of using mine.

While Slate visited the
bathroom, I climbed up my ladder. Belfry sniffed at the bottom of
the bathroom door rather than follow me like he usually did.
“That’s the same room you couldn’t wait to escape from five minutes
ago,” I pointed out.

It took me a couple of
trips to bring his food, water and a litter box up to my loft. He
pawed and sniffed at the bathroom door the entire time.

Since I planned on locking
the trap door, Belfry would be forced to stay up in the loft with
me. He was used to eating whenever he wanted and doing whatever he
wanted, but adjustments were required when my family inserted its
troubles into my life.

I filled Belfry’s treat
bowl with pureed chicken and climbed again. He finally followed me,
but only because of the food bowl, not because he was
cooperating.

I had never actually pulled
the ladder up through the hole. The concept was certainly simple
enough.

I raised it easily. Then,
before it was all the way up, it hit the ceiling. There was a
locking mechanism that kept it from sliding to a shorter length,
but I hadn’t unlocked that. I had to lower the thing all the way
back down, climb halfway down and unlock the mechanism. While I was
doing that, Belfry hopped down two rungs and tried to climb over my
head. “Belfry!”

He put one paw on my
head.

I leaned away from the
ladder rung near my head hoping he would use it to perch. Instead,
he tried to latch onto my shoulder, balancing precariously by using
his claws and swimming with his back feet.

“Ow! Belfry!”
I grabbed him. He grabbed back, taking some skin and refusing to
release my shirt. I hauled us both back up into the
loft.

“Do not give
me trouble, Cat,” I instructed.

As soon as I set him on the
bed, he made a leap for the ladder, but I blocked him with my
foot.

He grumbled and jumped on
the bed to wait for another chance.

I started working the
ladder up, playing foot block with the cat. When I reached the part
of the ladder where I needed to slide it up and keep the other part
steady, I was stuck. I didn’t have enough hands. Or feet, if you
counted Belfry. The ladder was about to take out the ceiling.

I tried tilting it, but it
tapped the fan and then the light. I nearly fell over when Belfry
darted between my legs. He jumped across the hole, nearly darting
down.

“Belfry!
No!”

His bright green eyes
watched me as he hovered on the other side of the trap door. He
fully intended to jump down, partial ladder moving or not.

I kept my foot out to stop
him and tried to hop closer to the hole to gain better control of
the ladder. For one frightening moment I thought I might fall
through the hole holding onto the ladder, but then it steadied and
stopped trying to kill me. The bottom part even started sliding up.
I grabbed one wooden rung and helped it along.

Once I had the ladder
secured against the side wall, I knelt and peered through the hole.
Slate was on a kitchen chair gazing up at me. “Got it, okay?”

“I don’t
think you’re supposed to help me secure myself against invasion by
you.”

He grinned. “No
problem.”

“Did the
bandage strips come off in the shower?” He probably should have
showered before we covered the wounds with gauze.

“I kept them
dry.” He stepped down off the chair, but then stared back up at me.
His hair was damp and waving in all directions because he hadn’t
combed it. “One thing, though.”

“What?”

“I can’t for
the life of me figure out a single logical reason why anyone would
have a cabinet full of toilet paper in their garage and a
wheelbarrow full of the stuff in the living room.”

It took me a
moment, but then my lips twitched. I laughed hard and had to choke
it back or risk giggling myself onto the living room floor.
“Logical? There is no logical reason. Hell, I’m not even sure there’s a good
reason. Don’t try using logic. You’ll never come
within a mile that way.”

Still smiling, I stepped
back, nabbed my cat and closed the trap door. I locked it, but
Slate couldn’t climb up here using chairs and one hand. Besides, he
didn’t seem the least bit interested in trying.
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