
Chapter One

			“Shay! Hey, yo—phone!” 

			“Hang on a sec,” I hollered and regretted it as the reverb hurt my ears.

			My upper body was crammed inside a two-tier glass display case where I was busy wiping up pastry crumbs left from a busy New Year’s Eve afternoon. If I wasn’t careful, the simple project was going to leave me hearing impaired.

			More garbled yelling spurred me to rapidly finish up. I misjudged my withdrawal and cracked my skull sharply against the top edge of the display. 

			“Ow!” I yelped and tossed the damp rag into a sink along the back wall of the café with more force than necessary. 

			“SHAY! TELEPHONE!”

			“Coming.” I stomped into the kitchen/storage room of The Rabbit Hole, the Uptown Minneapolis coffee shop I co-owned with Kate McKenzie. The woman herself was currently leaning against a wire rack of supplies impatiently tapping the phone receiver against her leg. Her attention was on the screen of a fifteen inch TV we’d recently mounted above the sink. It was tuned to a channel with coverage leading up to tomorrow’s Rose Bowl. 

			Kate was a whirling dervish I loved like a sister. Tonight she was itching to blow out of the café and get on with the business of celebrating New Years Eve with her squeeze of the week. Her short hair was currently electric pink, and her cheeks were almost the same color, probably from frustration that I hadn’t heard her. 

			I grabbed the phone she thrust at me. “This is Shay.”

			A gruff voice cut through background noise that sounded like lots of people in a tight space. “It’s Whale. Your dad left your number for emergencies, and I’ve got a fucking emergency. He was supposed to open at eleven. Still hasn’t shown his face and it’s busier than shit. To top it off, the fucking Summit Brew delivery guy needs payment before he can unload. We’re almost out, and if we don’t get this shipment, there’s gonna be a lot of pissed partiers.” 

			Whale? What kind of name was that? Where did my father find these people? My apparently absent parent ran the Leprechaun, a blue-collar neighborhood bar in Northeast Minneapolis. He loved to consume what he sold and periodically hopped off the responsibility merry-go-round, riding a multi-day bender instead. To my knowledge, he hadn’t performed one of these stunts anytime recently, so getting this call was last thing I expected, especially with the potential profit from a Saturday night New Year’s Eve on the line. The problem was, each time I thought I had my old man figured out, I learned how very wrong I was. He had some serious balls to fall apart on the busiest drinking day of the year. 

			While I hadn’t picked up an abnormal affection for firewater from my father, I had inherited a healthy temper with a fast-burning fuse. My rope was exceptionally short when it came to dealing with his excessive alcohol consumption, and now I bounced hard at the end of it. 

			“Hang on,” I told Whale more sharply than I intended, and muttered, “I’m going to kill him.” I checked my watch. 3:27 PM. Kate and I had closed early in honor of the holiday, and we were almost done cleaning up. 

			Kate had managed to tear herself from the TV to focus on my conversation. I covered the mouthpiece and said to her, “My father picked today to no-show. I need to head to the Lep. You okay to finish up? Front’s done except for the mopping.”

			“Oh, no, Shay, I’m sorry. It’s fine. Get outta here.” Kate was well acquainted with my father’s alcohol-induced shenanigans. It wasn’t the first, and probably wouldn’t be the last time she’d pick up my slack because of it.

			Into the phone I growled, “I’m on my way. Do not let that delivery guy leave.”

			Whale raised his voice against the muted roar of the crowd. “I’ll do what I can.” 

			There was a click and dead silence on the other end. I pulled the handset from my ear and started at it in disbelief. “That jerk hung up on me. Whale. Jesus.” I slammed the receiver into the cradle. “Of all the days for my father to crash the gravy train.” 

			Kate straightened. “Get going. I’ve got this. And good luck.”

			At that moment, Bogey, my bloodhound and flunky ex-police dog, ambled into the kitchen. His nose was twitching and a string of drool trailed to the floor. He plopped himself on his haunches and whined a yawn, his droopy brown eyes flicking from me to Kate and back again in hopes that something edible might come his way. I’d forgotten about him and Dawg, who was probably still in the same position as he’d been a half hour ago, upside-down and sound asleep in front of the fire. 

			“Oh crap. Kate, can you—”

			“Yeah.” She cut me off with a wave. “I got ’em. Scoot.”

			“Thanks. I’ll swing by and pick them up later.” I gave Bogey a pat and grabbed my jacket from the hook behind the kitchen door. 

			Behind me, Kate muttered, “Holy crap.”

			Her tone stopped me cold. “What?”

			“Look.”

			I turned around and followed her gaze to the television. A breaking news banner filled the bottom of the screen and a talking head took up the rest. Kate upped the volume. 

			“—in a large chunk of ice.” The picture cut to a stock image of massive blocks of ice awaiting carvers from some previous Winter Carnival. “Our sources tell us the body is that of a man, but we haven’t received official confirmation.” 

			The newsman reappeared. “Once again, if you’re now tuning in, a body has been found encased in a rectangular block of ice in St. Paul’s Rice Park near the area where workers have been feverishly preparing for the St. Paul Winter Carnival’s ice carving contest.” 

			The anchor looked up from his notes, his expression both incredulous and stern. “We have a crew headed to the scene, and we’ll keep you updated as we learn more.” With a grim smile, he signed off and football coverage resumed. 

			“That’s horrible,” Kate said.

			“No kidding. Nasty way to go.” I shuddered. “I’m out. Thanks again.” 

			After another quick scratch to the top of Bogey’s bony head and a few treats from my pocket, I made tracks out the front door. It wasn’t pleasant exchanging warm, coffee and spice tinged aromas for an Arctic blast that slithered insidiously down the back of my neck. 

			My feet squeaked, irritating and loud, on the snow-covered sidewalk. I gingerly did the Minnesota shuffle, the peculiar waddle Midwesterners adopt to keep upright on ice and snow. I hustled as fast as I dared toward my new-for-me-but-previously-owned 2005 Ford Escape. The vehicle was a replacement for the pickup I’d totaled after smashing into a clothing donation bin last fall.

			A slow burning rage bubbled up to simmer right below my ribcage. I cranked the engine and thoroughly cussed out my liquor-loving father. My partner JT and I had miraculously managed to finagle six consecutive days off in a row, and we were booked into a bed and breakfast up in Duluth starting in about twelve hours. It’d been a little over a year since I’d started seeing JT Bordeaux, a detective with the Minneapolis Police Department, and we were planning an anniversary of sorts. If I had to delay my mini-vacation, my father was going to be in some even deeper shit. 

			The ride between The Hole and the Leprechaun didn’t take long. Street side parking was at a premium, and the lot next to the Lep was full. Whale was right. The bar was busier than a tow lot after a Minneapolis snow emergency. 

			The Summit beer truck was still backed up to the rear entrance. I let out a mental breath. My dad lived on the razor’s edge of being unable to pay the next month’s bills when they were due. To lose out on beer sales on New Year’s Eve would put a serious dent in his prospects. 

			I trolled the neighborhood streets and eventually found an open spot a block and a half away. After locking the SUV, I trudged to the bar. We still had a long way to go before the unusually cold, snowy winter released its grip. The dwindling rays of the sun did little more than blind people as it reflected off the white stuff. 

			We’d suffered through a couple of recent snowstorms where a combination of freezing rain and slush mixed with rapidly plummeting temps had resulted in uneven, icy roads, sidewalks, and parking lot surfaces. You could get bucked right onto your ass if you weren’t careful, and sometimes even when you were. We’d probably be dealing with dangerously bumpy ice-coated roads for the rest of the snow season. Happy frickin’ New Year. 

			I pulled open the Lep’s heavy, wooden front door and stepped into my past. The familiar scent of booze and a lesser odor of ancient cigarette smoke engulfed me. No matter how long smoking had been banned in bars in Minnesota, the acrid smell would not go away. It seemed to have seeped into the very core of the old building. It didn’t help that half the time my father didn’t enforce the legislation.

			I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The din of drunken revelers was at an all-time-high. Within a few steps, my ears hurt. 

			Dark paneled walls were lined with memorabilia from my father’s barge rat days on the Mississippi. A highly polished, antique oak bar ran down one wall and tables and booths were scattered on the other side. There was room for a twelve by twelve dance floor if patrons cooperated in rearranging the furniture, but not much dancing usually happened. Just a lot of heavy drinking. 

			The place was well and truly packed. Faces I’d never seen before were four deep at the bar, and every table was occupied. Most of the regulars knew better than to come to the Lep on the last day of the year. 

			Led Zeppelin’s “Dazed and Confused” blared from the same beat-up jukebox that I grew up with. That it still functioned was a minor miracle. I scanned the room and glimpsed a head of short, spiky hair bobbing through the crowd. Jill Zats, a longtime, part-time server, worked her way through the throng, slowly moving toward the bar. She expertly balanced a round tray of glasses and empty bottles above her head. Her skill at fending off wandering hands and groping advances while keeping a friendly smile plastered across her face was legendary. If it were me, I’d be doing a whole lot more slapping and much less serving. Good thing I was into coffee and not booze. At the café I usually only had to deal with someone who was tripping on a caffeine buzz instead of inebriated, pawing patrons. 

			Jill, wearing an uncharacteristic frown, threw a quick wave my way before she was snagged by a customer. I pushed through the crush and managed to work my way behind the bar. 

			Whale—his name actually fit him well since he was huge in all ways—was frantically taking orders, mixing drinks and making change. Sweat poured down his shiny, bald head. A white bar rag slung over his shoulder and the navy T-shirt beneath were both stained dark. 

			He acknowledged me with a curt nod and finished the drink he was working on. Liquid sloshed onto the bar top as he slammed it down and snatched the bills out of the waiting customer’s hand. 

			Whale lumbered toward me, his bushy eyebrows nearly colliding above the bridge of his nose. His eyes were squinty, his mouth pinched. “You Shay?”

			“Yeah,” I shouted.

			He flung the rag from his shoulder to mine, the end grazing my cheek before it splatted wetly against my jacket. Fumbling behind his back, he pulled the apron off and tossed it at my face. “I quit,” he shouted. “This is ridiculous. Tell your old man I’ll be in next week for my check.” 

			I swatted at the apron as he fired a ring of keys at me. They smacked me in the chest and fell to the floor.

			“Wait a minute—”

			“I’m done.” With that, Whale shoved past me, and pushed people out of his way like a human snowplow, headed directly for the front door.

			I managed to extricate myself from the apron and stood staring, open-mouthed, at his retreating back. “But you can’t…” I held out a hand, then dropped it.

			A voice yanked me out of my shocked stupor. “Lady, looks like you’re in a mess, but I need payment before I can unload that beer in back.” The speaker was a burly man with a buzz cut, wearing an insulated flannel jacket on his back and compassion on his face. He shrugged. “Sorry.” 

			“Okay, hang on.” My brain was two steps behind. “Goddamn it,” I muttered and bent to scoop up Whale’s keys and slid them into my pocket.

			“Hey hotness!” a guy shouted from halfway down the bar. He had a silver New Year’s Eve party hat sitting cockeyed on his head. “Where’s me drinkie? Are you a Leprechaun?” He dissolved in laughter that would make a donkey proud.

			“Shay!” Jill hollered over Mr. Happy’s braying. 

			My head snapped from the man to Jill, and in that moment I took in the full impact of Whale’s departure. I was stranded with a shitload of drunk or on-their-way-to-being-brain-dead partygoers who wanted more booze—right now—and a delivery guy who needed God only knew how much money. Patrons up and down the bar were staring at me, holding up glasses and money and waiting for service. 

			My first inclination was to tell them all to go to hell. Thankfully, before I did something really stupid, autopilot kicked in. I pulled off my jacket, stowed it under the counter, and hustled down to Jill. She looked at me with wide eyes and a tired “here we go again” grin. 

			“Long time no see,” I yelled in her ear. “You have any idea how my dad pays the delivery guy?”

			“I think usually by check. Not sure. I’m only around on days like this, when all hell is breaking loose.”

			“Don’t suppose you know where he keeps his checkbook?” Why would she? It was a long shot, but I figured at this rate couldn’t hurt to ask. 

			Jill was about to answer when someone grabbed the shoulder of my shirt and yanked so hard that my ribs slammed into the edge of the bar top. I grunted in pain. 

			It was Mr. Happy, and he wasn’t smiling. “I wan’ some booze and I wan’ it now!”

			Laying hands on me was a very bad idea. I’d been doing everything I could to keep my anger in check, and now Mr. Happy was about to meet Shay on a rampage. Fury pounded a heavy beat through my veins. I grabbed the collar of his sweatshirt with both hands and yanked him half over the bar. “Touch me again and this will be your last New Year.” 

			He grabbed my wrists in alarm, unable to prevent me from shaking him like Dawg doing a death rattle on one of his stuffed toys. 

			“You.” Shake. “Got.” Shake. “That?” Shake.

			“’Kay. ’Kay. Sorry. Leggo.” He tugged against my grip. “’Kay, I said!” His eyes rolled back in his head. If he puked on me I was definitely going to rip his drunken ass apart.

			My gaze flicked to the linebacker-sized kid standing next to Mr. Happy. He looked like he was on the wrong side of twenty-one, and that dinged my caution bell. I pinned him in place with narrowed eyes. “You with him?” 

			The kid had the courtesy to look sheepish and nodded. 

			“Get him the hell out of here. I don’t want to see him again tonight.” I straight-armed Mr. Happy and shoved him away from the bar. 

			His buddy caught him before he hit the floor. 

			The crowd had surged away from the trouble. As Mr. Happy staggered toward the front door, they flooded back, refilling the open space. 

			“LISTEN UP!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. The noise decreased a couple decibels. I hopped up on top of the bar and repeated my command. When I thought most people were following directions, I bellowed, “PLAY NICE OR GET OUT. I PROMISE TO DO MY BEST TO GET YOUR ORDER. PLEASE BE PATIENT!” The more I shouted, the more the bar quieted, and there were some rumbles of acquiescence. In a lower register I rumbled, “THANK YOU!”

			I hadn’t even jumped down from the bar top before the cacophony ramped up again. 

			Jill yelled, “Look at you, Little ’O, you haven’t lost your touch. And no, I have no idea where your dad keeps his financial stuff.”

			“I’m outta practice, but it comes back fast. What do you need?”

			She rattled off a list. Fortunately bottled beer rounded out the bulk of it. I hustled to the cooler under the bar, scored the requested bottles, popped them, and set them on the waiting tray. Then I slapped three well drinks together. I was rusty, but my skills were on the way back. 

			“Thanks,” Jill shouted. She hefted the tray and was immediately swallowed up by the throng. The crowd surged against the bar, looking thirstier by the second. I took a deep breath and caught sight of the Summit delivery guy still waiting for payment. 

			Shit. 

			My head felt like it was about to explode. I worked the rabble as fast as I could down the length of the bar toward the deliveryman, feeling like a broken typewriter. I wasn’t sure of my father’s current prices, so I made them up as I went and eyeballed the liquor I splashed into glasses. 

			Before I reached the end of the bar, a tall woman with long, straight, honey-blonde hair, wearing a black leather motorcycle jacket pushed up to the counter and flashed a bill. I stopped in front of her and tilted my head, waiting for her order. 

			“Whiskey, neat. Top shelf, if you have it.” Her voice was resonant, her demeanor friendly. 

			“Sure.” I grabbed a bottle of Knappogue Castle and a glass and poured. 

			“Looks like you’ve got your hands full.”

			“You can say that again.” I pushed the drink toward her. 

			She held a twenty in hand, back far enough that I’d have to make an uncomfortable reach for it. That pissed me off. She said, “Is Pete O’Hanlon around?”

			I let a fraction of my irritation color my tone. “No, he’s not. It’ll be fourteen bucks.” 

			Still she held onto the bill and leaned in close. “When will he be in?”

			Who did this chick think she was? “Look, I have no goddamn idea. Please give me your money so I can get your change and move on. If you haven’t noticed, I’ve got a few people waiting here.”

			Both her eyebrows rocketed skyward. She handed me the twenty and held both hands up, palms out. “Hey, take it easy. I didn’t mean anything.” She shot a quick glance down the length of the counter and back. “You the only one on?”

			Would this lady leave already? “Yep.” I slapped her change in her hand. 

			She dropped the six bucks in front of me. “It’s New Year’s Eve. You’re never going to make it at this rate.”

			“Tell me something I don’t know.” I turned away before I gave in to my desire to punch her and moved on to the poor deliveryman who by now had been waiting forever. To him I said, “I’m so sorry. How much do you need?” 

			He told me and settled on his stool, apparently content to nurse a half-full mug of beer. I yelled, “I’ll see if we have enough in the till to cover it.” I quickly drew another and slid it down the bar toward him. He grabbed the handle and nodded his thanks. 

			My heart sank when I popped the drawer beneath the bar and made a quick cash calculation. The total didn’t even come close. 

			I stuffed the money back in the till and stood, ignoring the couple of college-age guys a few feet away who were howling for their drinks. My left eye started to twitch. I pushed my fingers against my eyebrow.

			“Hey!” a voice hollered. I wasn’t surprised to see Biker Woman who’d so handily summed up the totality of my life moments ago trying to get my attention. She no doubt wished to ensure that my knowledge of the shittiness of my current lot was complete.

			“What?” I bellowed and shot her a drop-dead glare.

			“I know how to pour. Been slinging liquor for years. I can help you out if…” She trailed off with a raised eyebrow and a shrug. She looked far too young to have been “slinging liquor for years.”

			Did I want to keep trying to hold the masses at bay, knowing it was only going to get busier as the night went on? And I had to find some way to pay the Summit dude. Desperation clawed at my core. Maybe it was time to wave the white flag. “Okay, yeah.” I met her compassion-filled eyes and felt like a jerk. “I could use a hand or three. Look. I—I’m really sorry.” 

			With a shake of her head she stopped my bumbling apology and made her way around the bar. 

			Things were happening too fast for me to track. I felt like hell for being an ass. For the life of me I couldn’t figure out why this woman would want to dive into my nightmare. 

			I jerked a thumb under the counter. “Apron’s down there if you want one. Mixers in the cooler.” I pointed at the squat silver refrigerator tucked under the bar. “Garnishes on both ends and the middle of the bar. Wait staff down on the far right. Right now I’m free pouring. If you can find the jiggers, go for it.” I quickly ran down the prices I’d been charging. “And hey, name’s Shay. Thank you.”

			She stuck her hand out, and I shook it. Her grip was firm and sure. “Lisa. Lisa Vecoli. Glad to help.”

			I wasn’t in any position to question why she didn’t have anything better to do on New Year’s Eve. I clapped her on the shoulder, helped a couple more people, and watched Lisa do her thing. After she poured her first drink, I could see she was confident and capable. I hoped she was as proficient with money as she was with booze. 

			“Lisa,” I called as I handed an honest-to-God Shirley Temple to a short, round lady with curly, dishwater blonde hair. “Can you hold the natives at bay while I go find a way to pay that delivery dude at the end of the bar?” I wasn’t sure if I could trust this chick or not, but right now my options were pared down to one.

			Without missing a beat she said, “Sure. I’m good.” She flipped the bottle she’d been holding high over her head, caught it, and proceeded to add it to the drink she was making. 

			Show off. 

			Whatever the case, I was grateful. As long as she didn’t rob me blind.

			I hustled through a swinging door into the kitchen. A ghastly stench assailed my nose and I pulled up short. I took a second, deeper sniff but the odor had wafted away. It was probably an olfactory hallucination. I felt quite like I’d lost most of my senses anyway. 

			Two more steps and out the back door. The cold hit me like a slap in the face and sucked the breath from my lungs. I ignored it and charged around the corner of the building. My footsteps echoed against the wall as I pounded up a set of exterior stairs that led to my father’s second floor apartment. 

			At the top, I stopped short. Maybe my dad was inside but something had happened to him. Maybe he’d finally had that stroke I’d been worrying about for years. I reached a tentative hand to the doorknob, expecting to find it locked. I jerked my hand off the metal as it twisted in my palm, then turned the knob again and swung the door open.

			My heart leapt from my chest and landed securely in my throat. I pushed the door wider and peered into the dim apartment. The front door led directly into the living room and an open kitchen. A hall led to two bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. The light above the stove was on, and that was the only illumination in the place, save the glow of various electronics. Every time I came here, I was thrust back to my childhood, and the ghosts of the past roared into my head. It was so hard to believe Mom, Dad and I had once lived in this cramped place. 

			The faint tang of burnt toast lingered in the air. I flipped on the light switch next to the door, and a few of the ghosts disappeared. 

			“Dad?” I called out. No answer. My heart triple-timed. I did not want to walk down that hall and find my father. But my feet had a mind of their own. I slowly stepped inside. “Dad?” I called again, louder. 

			I took a calming breath and turned on the hall light. Just do it, O’Hanlon. Go to your parent’s room and look inside. My late mother had been gone for the better part of my life, and I still couldn’t think of that room as my dad’s alone. 

			My dry throat clicked as I swallowed hard. Before I could talk myself out of it, I marched to the first door, reached in and hit the light. “Dad?”

			I stuck my head around the door jam. For a minute I thought I was going to hyperventilate. I concentrated on even breaths as I scanned the room. The bed was made—my father was a tidy drunk—and the rest of the room looked organized and neat like it usually did, minus any bodies. 

			Emboldened, I moved on to the room that had been my own. I didn’t need light to see it was void of my father. The bedroom was largely unchanged from the way I left it when I’d moved out. Same twin mattress topped by the same old patchwork quilt. The same desk that had seen me suffer trigonometry and term papers sat in the same corner. 

			Nowadays, my old room was an emergency crash pad for the pals my dad played poker with on the rare occasion when they actually admitted they were too drunk to drive home. 

			The bathroom was the last place I checked. No one home there either. 

			I steamed back out to the living room, breathing easier, and a little miffed at myself for getting carried away. But nothing about this night was anywhere near normal. 

			Back to the task at hand. I needed to find the checkbook, posthaste. 

			The metal TV tray next to my dad’s recliner seemed a good place to start. After shuffling magazines and almost spilling a half-full glass of some questionable liquid, I gave that location up. 

			Next, I headed for the desk by the front door. It was a beautiful piece of furniture, hand-carved and inlaid by my grandfather. Bills and unfolded statements were strewn across the top. I sifted through the mess, noting that the dates on a number of the bills were past due. I tried to remember if my father had complained recently about his cash flow. 

			At the bottom of the stack of crap was a typewritten sheet that looked like it had been balled up and flattened out again, maybe more than once. A business card was stapled to the corner. I was about to pass it by when I caught the words Intent to Purchase at the top of the paper. I pulled the piece of stationary from the pile and scanned the first few lines. 

			 

			Dear Peter O’Hanlon,

			 

			This letter expresses the mutual interest in a transaction currently in negotiations between the following parties:

			 

			Buyer: Subsidy Renovations Inc. 

			 

			Seller: Peter James O’Hanlon

			 

			This document outlines the potential terms of the sale of the property known as the Leprechaun Bar and its respective holdings to be negotiated and finalized at a later date.

			 

			I sank into the chair and stared at the letter in disbelief. No way would my dad ever sell the Lep. He loved his bar, and I didn’t think it was just because he was a drunk. Although that did help. But seriously. He wouldn’t consider it without talking to me beforehand. 

			Would he? 

			And what was Subsidy Renovations? As I perched on the hard wooden seat, I recalled my father mentioning awhile back that he’d been approached by someone who was interested in the lot the bar was built on. I remembered he said he laughed in the guy’s face and told him it would be over his dead body before he’d let them tear the place down and build a parking ramp or some other unnecessary “un”-improvement. Then he’d kicked the man out of the bar. 

			Maybe he’d reconsidered. Funds were tight. But were his finances that bad? My father and I were going to have a heart to heart whenever he decided to show his face again. After I killed him, that is. 

			I folded the letter and pocketed it, fully intending to deal confront my dad with it when I saw him. Next up was the drawer on the right side of the desk. Nothing but writing utensils and three tins of peppermint Altoids. I shuddered, their smell reminding me of all the years my father sucked on the potent little white disks in an attempt to hide the sour odor of alcohol on his breath. 

			Next drawer down I hit the jackpot. I snatched out a blue vinyl-covered checkbook and flipped to the register. There was barely enough in the account to cover the cost of the beer downstairs. Right now, it didn’t matter. I scribbled out the check. With a lift of my shoulder, I scrawled my father’s name and entered the numbers into the register. It would have to do. 

			I locked the door and hustled down to the truck where the deliveryman was now waiting, his hands stuffed in his armpits. I thrust the check at him, and he pocketed it with a grunt of thanks, white vapor billowing from his mouth.

			“You know where to put the product?” I asked.

			“Sure do,” he rumbled. “Been delivering here the last year or so. I’ll leave some in the cooler and bring the rest down to that aromatic cellar. You wanna do a count?”

			“Nope. Do your thing. Oh—if you don’t mind, stick the invoice on top of the microwave.”

			“Can do.”

			“Thanks so much for your patience.” I started for the back entrance but realized I should probably update JT on the current state of affairs. And the probable state of our vacation if my father didn’t pull his head from between his butt cheeks and materialize. 

			Humid kitchen air enveloped me as I stepped across the threshold and blocked the screen door open for the delivery dude. A fresh wave of impotent fury fogged my brain. I tried to breathe through the haze while I speed dialed JT. The display on my cell read 5:15 PM. There was still time to salvage this night.

			Cold tendrils of air wafted in from the open back door, swirling around as the delivery guy hand-trucked in his first load. A shiver worked its way up my spine. 

			I leaned against the stainless steel counter waiting for JT to either pick up or for voice mail to kick in. As the phone rang, something other than cold air hit my nose. That sick smell again, like a sour, backed-up drain. I took another sniff, scanning the floor for the location of the suspect drain. A bucket of water dumped down the pipe should fix that little problem. 

			The sound of my girlfriend’s voice jolted me back to awareness. “Babe, hey, I’ve been meaning to call.” JT sounded exasperated and slightly out of breath. I forgot all about stinky drainpipes.

			“Sorry if I caught you at a bad time.”

			“No. I’m sorry. Trying to tie everything up so we can head out tomorrow, and things aren’t playing out as easily as they should.”

			Here we go. Time to add a healthy portion of guilt to my slow boil. I was truly going to murder my father when he showed up. “Yeah. About that.”

			There was a pause on the line. “Uh-oh. What?” 

			I gave her my thirty-five-cent version of the latest events. 

			“Shit.” 

			“You said it.” 

			“Want me to head to the Lep if I ever get done? At least we won’t have to spend the dawn of the New Year apart.”

			“Sure. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

			JT rang off, and I headed back into battle. 

			* * *

			The hands on an old Lucky Strike neon clock above the bar read twenty-five after nine. Still no Pete. He was almost certainly holed up in some dingy tavern, shooting Jack or Jim.

			One good thing I hadn’t realized was that my father had actually thought through at least some of the logistics of staffing the Lep for this big-ass holiday. In addition to Jill, he’d scheduled two servers to come on at seven. That considerably lightened the load, and Lisa and I had fallen into a comfortable rhythm as we poured beer, popped tops, mixed drinks, and made change. 

			The reveler’s mass mood was rowdy but congenial, and that made me breathe a whole lot easier, although I still felt edgy a bouncer wasn’t working the front door. I wondered if that had slipped my dad’s mind or if he’d been planning on handling that aspect of things himself. By unspoken agreement, both Lisa and I were careful to card anyone who looked remotely on the down side of twenty-one. She was an ass saver. 

			I was in the middle of making a Screwdriver when someone thwapped me on the shoulder. I nearly pulled a repeat Mr. Me-Not-So-Happy performance on the thwapper when I recognized the shaggy hair and grinning face of my best friend, Nick Cooper, better known to the masses as Coop.

			“Hey!” I leaned forward and stifled a shout of glee. “Thought you were partying with the Beans.” The Green Beans for Peace and Preservation was an environmental organization dedicated to the green cause. Well-intentioned, often jailed. 

			He hollered, “Heard you were in a spot. Figured there was no better way to ring in the New Year than to hang out at the Lep.” He looked around. “Pete hasn’t shown up yet?”

			I shook my head. 

			“What can I do?”

			Music to my ears. “You wanna card the little girls and boys and bounce whoever needs bouncing? First dibs on the hot chicks.”

			Coop’s grin grew. In the last year or so, my meek friend had turned from a somewhat wussy pacifist into a pacifist who wasn’t afraid to confront trouble with an appropriate level of ferocity. Since he’d recently split ways—on friendly terms—with his enigmatic ex-cartel-running girlfriend, he was more than happy to cavort with potential playmates. 

			Into Coop’s ear I said in a somewhat lower register, “Who told you what was going on? Kate?”

			“No. JT called and said you might need a hand.”

			Oh, but I loved that woman. 

			“In fact,” Coop said, “here she is.” He stepped sideways and holy crap on a cracker, there was my girl in the flesh. A purple scarf around her neck was tucked into the front of a navy blue pea coat. Her cheeks were red from the cold. 

			I couldn’t help but grin like an infatuated teenager. “Hey, babe!”

			Coop waved a hand and threaded his way to the front door. 

			JT wedged herself up to the bar. Wisps of chestnut hair had escaped her once-neat ponytail and floated around her cheeks. “What’s a girl have to do for some attention around here?”

			Unmindful of the audience, I cupped her face and gave her a brief moment of some very appreciative attention. Apparently the crowd was too schnockered to care, because there was absolutely no reaction. 

			She leaned back with a smile. “Coop heeded my cry for help. I tried to rope Kate and her gal toy in, but they had a better offer.”

			I laughed. “Figures.”

			A tall, alcohol-deprived carouser sitting next to JT started getting feisty. The woman had on a cone-shaped New Year’s hat and had been periodically blowing a kazoo at me because her glass had run dry. Prior to JT’s arrival, I might’ve ripped that kazoo out of her mouth and tried to shove it down her throat. Instead of bringing a potential lawsuit on my father, I finished making her drink, grabbed the kazoo from between her lips and dumped it in her martini. I handed it over with a satisfied smirk. 

			She slapped a bill on the bar and with her kazoo-laden drink in hand, backed cautiously away from the insane bartender. 

			I returned my attention to JT, who was watching with an amused grin. “What can I do?”

			“Make the rounds? Pick up empties, wipe tables?”

			“No problem.” JT pushed back from the bar as she unwound her scarf and shrugged out of her jacket. 

			I tucked her winter wear under the bar and tossed a rag her way. She snagged it and disappeared into the throng.

			I was elbowed back to reality by Lisa. She yelled, “Who was that?”

			“Girlfriend,” I hollered.

			“Not bad.” She grinned and moved on to another customer.

			For the better part of the next two and a half hours, Lisa and I worked nonstop. As the countdown neared I tried to keep an eye on the time so we could turn up the volume on the two TV’s mounted above the bar. Ten minutes from the New Year, and I finally felt like we might make it to the end of the night. 

			I handed off the last of the latest round of drink orders to one of the servers whose name had flown in one ear and fell straight out the other. She was a fresh-faced, college-aged kid with a strawberry-blonde French braid who seemed reasonably capable. She shouldered the loaded tray with practiced grace. I wondered what she wanted to be when she grew up. 

			“Hey!” A hoarse voice shook me out of my very momentary reverie. A balding, narrow-faced man with a bulbous, red nose was crammed like a sardine against the bar. From the look of him, he appreciated his booze. 

			“What can I—” The rest of my query died in my throat at the sight of the wallet he held out. Instead of showing me his driver’s license, the wallet contained a police shield. In the blink of an eye, multiple thoughts raced through my head—a dead father leading the chase. My jaw snapped shut.

			He squinted at me, looking remarkably like Popeye the Sailor Man. 

			I waited, inanely wondering if he was going to speak out of the side of his mouth and ask me for some spinach. When the words came, they weren’t about spinach. “Peter O’Hanlon here?”

			Okay. If my father was dead, would they be asking for him? I quickly scanned the crowd for JT, without success. I said, “No, he’s not.”

			Popeye scanned the bar from one end to the other as if he thought I might be hiding my dad in plain sight. His gaze pinned me again. “Know where I can find him?”

			I leaned close. “If I could find him right now, I’d probably kill him. What’s going on?”

			His breath was hot on my cheek and smelled like a combination of cigarettes and wintergreen. I wondered if he used mints like my dad did to hide the evidence of his lapses. 

			“I need to talk to him.”

			“Don’t know what to tell you. I haven’t seen my father today.”

			“Your father?”

			“Yeah, Pete O’Hanlon’s my dad. Did you pick him up again?”

			Popeye gave me a sharp look. “No. Should we?”

			Well, hell. I was too busy to play twenty-two questions with the law. The clock on the wall read 11:56. If he wasn’t here to break the news to me that I had a dead daddy, I didn’t have time to deal with him. “Look,” I said, “I don’t know where he is. If you find him, please tell him to get his ass back here.” I was about to move on when he stopped me with a hand on my wrist. 

			I swung back to face him. My “What?” came out with more edge than I’d intended.

			Popeye pulled me toward him and again put his lips next to my cheek. “Your father own a gun?”

			A gun? What kind of question was that? My dad used to keep an old revolver under the bar for emergencies, but as far as I knew, he’d never pulled it out. Whether it was still there I had no idea. “He used to,” I answered warily. “Why?”

			Popeye flipped his business card at me, like a surly TV detective. “You call me if he comes back, okay?”

			I picked up the card. Emblazoned across the top was Sgt. Robert DeSilvero followed on the next line by Saint Paul Police Department, with Homicide Division printed below that. 

			Holy cow. Homicide Division? My head snapped up to meet Sergeant Robert DeSilvero’s eyes. 

			“Call me.” He backed up and faded into the masses. 

			Any further thought I had on what had transpired were lost when the floor literally started vibrating from the stomping of feet and thunder of voices shouting down the seconds to the new year. 

			It didn’t look like it was off to a very good start. 

			* * *

			It was past three in the morning when JT and I hit the sack. Exhaustion made my body feel heavy and lethargic. JT clicked off the bedside lamp, and the mattress sank down as she crawled in and rolled to face me. She propped herself on her elbow, silhouetted against the window behind her. 

			“Okay. You’ve been weird all night. What’s going on?”

			My emotions were a jumble. Throughout the last twelve hours too many thoughts and feelings I couldn’t deal with had been whirling through my brain. At some point I’d shunted my misgivings deep into my mental dungeon, a place that was reserved for stowing away the crap I didn’t want to deal with. I had long ago honed the ability to block out everything but the most immediate issues and deal with whatever situation was most dire, but a part of me acknowledged I couldn’t compartmentalize like that forever. 

			At the Leprechaun tonight, we’d been so busy that I hadn’t had a chance to tell JT about the visit from Sgt. Robert DeSilvero of the SPPD. Or about the letter that was burning a hole in the pocket of my pants. So I cranked up the moat gate and let out some of my confusion and fear. As I talked, JT’s hand settled gently on my ribs, warming the skin through my T-shirt. Her touch often kept me grounded, and it did again now as I haltingly explained things. 

			“So,” I said, “I have no idea what the cop wanted aside from the gun thing, which I don’t get, and I still have no idea where my goddamn father is.” I blew out an irritated breath, concentrated on JT’s thumb as it traced abstract patterns on my side. “Oh, yeah, and there’s the little matter of a letter I found on Dad’s desk. A note of intent regarding the sale of the Leprechaun.”

			JT’s hand stilled its calming movements. “Sale of the bar?”

			“Yeah. I have no clue. He never mentioned that he was thinking about selling. I think that’d be something he’d tell me.” I dropped my voice a few octaves, mimicking my dad. “‘Oh, by the way, Shay, I’m selling the bar and moving to the Keys where I can live in the mangroves and fish to my heart’s content.’” 

			I pushed my head into the pillow. “You know, earlier this fall, or maybe it was sometime in the summer, I remember Dad mentioning that someone had stopped by—a developer of some kind, I think—and asked if he ever thought about getting out of the business. Dad told the guy to take a hike. Although I suppose he probably used a bit more colorful language that that.” I allowed a small smile. “I know he loves the place. I can’t see him selling out to anyone.” 

			For a couple of moments we were both quiet. With a yawn, I added, “I wonder if he’s been having money trouble. There were a few past due bills on his desk.” 

			It was too dark to make out JT’s features, but I could feel eyes on me. I reached over and slid my hand lightly across her cheek and tangled my fingers in her hair. She was the rock in my oftentimes one-step-away-from-crazy life. 

			She leaned into my touch, turned her head and kissed my palm. “I don’t know what to say about this sale thing, but I can do a little poking and see if I can find out what St. Paul is sniffing around for.”

			I yawned again, my eyes watering as I started to unwind enough to feel sleepy. “I’d appreciate it.” 

			Still, so many unanswered questions. Why was Lisa Vecoli looking for my father, for one? Where on earth was he, anyway? Another thought slithered into my consciousness and I stiffened. “Oh, crap.” 

			JT’s hand tightened. “What?”

			“The B&B we had for tomorrow in Duluth. I’m so sorry. I don’t think I can go right now.”

			“Don’t worry about that. I’ll call in the morning. Who knows. Maybe your dad is back home sleeping off one hell of a New Year’s Eve.”

			“We can hope.” 

			JT settled onto her side close to me, her arm resting across my abdomen. “Shut the mind down and sleep, babe.”

			I closed my eyes. My last coherent thought was how lucky I was to have found the kind of love JT offered. It was a once in a lifetime thing, and I knew it.

			




Chapter Ten

			Police cars, a couple unmarked squads, and a Hennepin County Crime Scene van were parked in the street in front of the Leprechaun when we pulled up. The entire drive to the bar I’d chanted, “Dad did not do this,” over and over again under my breath. My world felt well and truly fucked up. 

			I parked, rocketed out of the Escape, and charged with single-minded focus to the front door. JT hoofed it along behind me, Coop and Eddy bringing up the rear. 

			I wrapped my fingers around the handle and was about to yank the door open when a big brute of a cop stepped in front of me, forcing me backward. He had to be at least seven feet tall and half as wide. “Sorry,” he said, blocking us with his bulk. “This is a crime scene. Bar’s closed.”

			I barely registered his words. 

			Over my shoulder JT said, “It’s okay, she’s—” 

			I dodged around the cop and again latched onto the handle. Before I could fling it open, the cop spun on his heel and grabbed hold of my belt. 

			Had to give him credit, he was quick. He struggled backward. My belt acted like a second handle, and the door slowly swung open. 

			Big Boy dragged me back, my shoes skidding across the salt-covered sidewalk. The cop dug his heels in and heaved as if he were the anchor in a tug of war. I held on for deal life. Suddenly I was suspended in mid-air, feet off the ground, dangled suspended between the door and the cop. If he’d only been a couple feet shorter, my feet would still be on the salt-stained sidewalk. 

			Red tendrils of rage swirled at the edges of my vision. From afar I heard yelling. I churned my legs. Someone grabbed my waist. My feet hit the cement. I desperately hung onto the door handle. Tried to regain traction, felt Big Boy’s knuckles dig into the flesh of my lower back. Then my shoulders were being shaken so hard my teeth clattered.

			The bar popped back into view.

			I peered back at JT, her eyes black and piercing as she held onto me for dear life. “Stop it! Shay, get a hold of—”

			“Well, well. If it isn’t Little Miss Firepants.” Sgt. DeSilvero appeared at JT’s shoulder. “She always a pain in the ass?” He asked as he looked past me to focus on the four hundred pound gorilla at my back. “Jones—” The expression on DeSilvero’s face shifted from smug to astonished in an eighth of a second.

			I twisted around to see what his eyes were popping out at. There aren’t many times I’ve been stunned speechless, but this was one of them. 

			Eddy had hopped onto the back of the huge cop and her arms were wrapped around his neck. Big Boy’s face was going purple, from either rage or lack of air. Probably
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