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	Cozy Up to Trouble

	 

	a novel about a tower,

	celebrity, a cat, and murder

	 

	by Colin Conway

	 


 

	For Noahstradamus

	 


 

	You can’t help getting older,

	but you don’t have to get old.

	 

	George Burns

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	 

	When the elevator car dinged its impending arrival, Skeeter Dursky lifted his head. He’d been staring at his scuff-free work boots and pondering the choices that led him here.

	The here he considered wasn’t the physical place where he stood holding a red toolbox in his right hand and a bucket of plumbing materials in his left. That place was the Lake Michigan Tower, a retirement community overlooking the body of water of the same name.

	Skeeter rarely wasted time contemplating his existence. That sort of thing only happened while in prison, which he planned to avoid seeing again. Instead, he ruminated about being alone in his mid-thirties. He’d been by himself since leaving home as a teenager. However, it seemed the past several weeks were the most relevant for this self-assessment. Skeeter had met a girl he couldn’t forget and hoped to see again someday.

	He shook those thoughts away as the elevator settled noisily into place. Soon, he would board the car and begin his next task for the day—if the doors would ever open. 

	His gaze lifted to the floor counter above the neighboring elevator. It had been at the top—the seventeenth—but was now descending.

	Saxophone-heavy jazz music filtered through the lobby speakers. Nearby, an automatic air freshener misted out a timed scent; it smelled of cinnamon and pumpkin—a reminder of the impending holiday.

	Next to Skeeter, Otto Cantrell grunted. “That smell.” Otto was the building’s maintenance supervisor. He made a face and disgustedly wiped a finger under his nose. “It’s like Thanksgiving threw up.”

	Part of Skeeter’s new job was customer service—the worst part, it seemed. Even though he didn’t feel happy, he forced a smile. Skeeter wanted to present the best image possible to whomever exited the elevator. Since today was only his third day, he was trying to make a good impression on everyone he met. The elevator still hesitated to open, which left Skeeter grinning at a closed lift.

	Otto glanced sideways at him and scrunched his nose. “You call that a smile?”

	“What’s wrong with it?”

	“You look like an ax murderer.”

	Skeeter’s smile evaporated, which seemed to make Otto happy.

	Even in heavily polished work boots, Otto was a good six inches shorter than Skeeter and more than thirty years older. It was hard to determine the man’s exact age, and Otto never felt the need to reveal it.

	The older man furrowed his brow. “What’s up with these doors?”

	As if on command, the elevator opened, and four silver-haired women appeared. Each was dressed in a pair of nicely pressed slacks and a vividly colored blouse. Their faces seemed to brighten upon recognizing Otto Cantrell.

	Before arriving at the Lake Michigan Tower, Skeeter learned politeness went a long way with regular citizens. He opened his mouth to utter a phrase of civility, but Otto stepped in front of him and spread his arms wide—a showman stealing the limelight.

	“Good morning, ladies. You’re looking lovely today—especially you, Shirley.”

	The four women surrounded the older man. Each said, “Good morning, Otto,” in some nauseatingly sing-song fashion. After that, they beamed and tittered about the man.

	Otto relished the moment.

	Only Shirley Tilson noticed Skeeter, and she did so because she had to step by him to get closer to Otto. When she bumped into Skeeter’s toolbox, it caught the hem of her blouse and pulled it wide. She harrumphed, quickly pulled the garment free, but didn’t bother to say anything to Skeeter.

	He was a large man with broad shoulders and thick arms. It was unusual for people not to pay some attention to him. Even if it was due to fear, they usually noticed him. With the long sleeves of his work shirt down, only a tattooed fireball on his right hand remained exposed. On those rare times he rolled up his sleeves, the copious amount of ink on his forearms was revealed. The tattoos often got stares—if not outright glares—from older folks. Most of the residents at the tower, however, acted as if he were invisible.

	Perhaps it was his clothes. Like Otto, he wore a drab-green uniform that made him look like an overripe avocado. Skeeter’s grandmother once told him that clothes make a man. These garments made him an assistant maintenance technician.

	Maybe it was Skeeter’s age that caused the residents to disregard him. He was probably half the age of everyone that resided in the building. But wouldn’t that be an endearing quality to them? Skeeter’s grandmother adored him, yet these four women seemed unimpressed.

	To give the ladies more room to shower Otto with attention, Skeeter shuffled awkwardly back. His arms were tired from the weight he held. He knew better than to put either item down and risk one of the women tripping. Otto would likely lecture him for it, and Skeeter didn’t want to listen to another diatribe on workplace safety. The older man loved to hear himself speak when he perceived Skeeter doing something wrong.

	It frustrated him that Otto didn’t offer to carry anything, but the older man insisted it was a perk of being the supervisor of maintenance. There were only two of them in the maintenance department, so a supervisor hardly seemed necessary.

	Behind the women, the elevator doors closed, and the floor counter soon ticked upward.

	One of the silver-haired women asked, “What’s on today’s schedule, Otto?”

	“Well, Skeeter and me—”

	“Who?” they said in unison.

	Otto thumbed toward the younger man, and the ladies turned expectantly toward him. It was as if they genuinely noticed Skeeter for the first time. He forced another smile.

	All but Shirley Tilson recoiled at his expression of kindness. One of the ladies muttered a breathless, “Dear Lord.” Shirley harrumphed a second time as she continued to rub her hip.

	After Skeeter’s smile faded, the ladies faced the older man.

	Otto spread his hands in a what-did-I-tell-you gesture to Skeeter before continuing his story for the women. “As I was saying, Skeeter and me are on our way to fix a garbage disposal on sixteen.”

	“Oh,” one of the women cooed as she moved closer to Otto. “My bedroom door needs attention.”

	Another woman touched the maintenance supervisor’s forearm. “Well, my bathroom fan needs you, too. It sounds terrible, just horrible.” She pursed her lips and blew an odd-sounding raspberry.

	The ladies glared at their buzzing friend until she stopped.

	A third woman sidled up to Otto. “The garbage chute in my hallway smells like cabbage.” Her nose crinkled. “Do you know what I mean? It’s so unbearable. You should come and smell it for yourself.”

	If the ladies were flirting, it was the worst display of the art Skeeter had ever seen. Perhaps flirting was a skill that diminished with age.

	Shirley Tilson said, “And don’t forget the chairs for our book club.” She clapped twice as if excitedly praying. “It’s going to be a big day. I can’t wait.”

	Otto lifted his hands to quiet them. “Ladies, please. If you want to get on my schedule, you must book an appointment. You know that’s how it works.”

	Shirley appeared ready to say something, but the other women cut her off by groaning their displeasure.

	“I know, I know,” the maintenance supervisor said. “There’s only so much I can do. I’m just one man.”

	Skeeter loudly cleared his throat.

	Otto eyed him. “Got a frog stuck in there?”

	Shirley spoke now. “But I am on the schedule, Otto. I requested the dayroom weeks ago.”

	The maintenance supervisor smiled kindly toward her. “In that case, I’m sure we’ll get it whipped into shape for you. I’ll personally see to it, Shirley.”

	Now, the other women said happy things to Otto like, “You’re so sweet. Will you put a good word in for me?” and “What would my humming refrigerator ever do without you?”

	Otto looked earnestly at Shirley, but she didn’t say anything. She simply smiled at him, obviously pleased the chairs would soon be set up for the book club.

	The second elevator dinged as its car settled noisily into place. While the women continued their strange flirtations with Otto, its doors opened without hesitation. A tall, silver-haired man stepped out. His shoulders were pulled back, and he stood ramrod straight. His hair had a businessman’s cut and his skin a ruddy complexion. He was a model of success and confidence.

	The four women quickly abandoned Otto and gravitated toward the handsome man. Their faces took on a different appearance than before, but again they jostled for position. Laughter and lilted voices now came from the women.

	Flirting, it seemed, was not a diminishing art. It just needed the right target.

	“Go on,” Otto muttered. His gaze settled on Shirley Tilson. “Who needs you?”

	Skeeter whispered, “Who’s that guy?”

	“Mason Freemantle.” The supervisor frowned. “Thinks he’s the BMOC.” When Skeeter didn’t register recognition, Otto added, “The big man on campus.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“Because he writes stupid books.”

	“Yeah?” Skeeter eyed the tall man again. “Have you read any of them?”

	Otto scoffed. “He wishes.”

	The group of four women nudged each other as they vied for a better position with Mason. The author seemed to enjoy the ladies’ attention as much as Otto did a moment prior. Mason smiled broadly back at each of them.

	The first floor’s lobby opened through the second floor to create a more expansive ambiance. This allowed a group of female residents to briefly pause at a railing above and watch with envy as Shirley Tilson and her friends surrounded the author. These women soon hurried toward the elevators but kept a watchful eye on the activity below.

	Skeeter said, “He’s popular with the ladies.”

	Otto grunted.

	“Especially Shirley.”

	“I haven’t noticed.” The supervisor angrily turned toward the elevator. “Aw, heck, kid. You let it close. Why’d you let it close?”

	“I couldn’t get around your fan club.”

	“They aren’t my fan club.” Otto glanced back at Shirley Tilson. When Mason Freemantle said something, she laughed and touched the author’s arm. “She’s only nice because I fix stuff.”

	“You seem disappointed.”

	The supervisor spun around and pointed at Skeeter. “Don’t go getting any ideas.”

	“About what?”

	Otto stabbed the UP button. “Once you learn how to fix a thing or two, they’ll pretend they like you, too.”

	“I can already fix things.”

	Otto mashed the UP button again. “This thing is really slow.”

	Skeeter said, “I know how to fix a lot of things, in fact.”

	The supervisor stepped back as if to survey the elevator, but Skeeter knew it was to get a better view of Shirley Tilson’s flirtations with Mason Freemantle. Otto said louder than necessary, “I might have to call the elevator guy.” Now he shook his head and put his hands on his hips. “Yup. It’s gonna throw the whole day off schedule. I won’t have time to set up those chairs for the book club. The guest might not get to read today. Too bad.”

	Only Mason looked in the maintenance supervisor’s direction, and the two men made eye contact. The ladies jostled more now that the author’s attention was diverted.

	Smugness crossed the author’s face, and Otto’s features tightened before he looked away.

	“Bah,” he grunted.

	Mason said something to the ladies and led his entourage away. Shirley Tilson seemed to be the one in the brightest spirits and spoke the loudest. The words ‘book club’ could be heard from her as the group walked into the nearby dining facility.

	Otto punched one fist into an open palm. “I hate that guy.”

	“I can see that,” Skeeter said.

	The older man punched his hand again. “I mean, I really hate him. Someday, he’ll get his.”

	Skeeter smiled. This time, it felt natural. “You’re just jealous because of Shirley.”

	The maintenance supervisor eyed the younger man, then flicked his hand dismissively. “You don’t know nothing.”

	“I know plenty.”

	“I’d be surprised if that were ever true.”

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Even though he was dressed nicely in a pair of blue slacks and a yellow sweater, Floyd Ketterling was on his hands and knees. He was trying to see what was going on underneath the kitchen sink. The balding man pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose before asking, “Need some help?”

	“Nope,” Otto Cantrell said. He lay on his back with his head and upper body inside the cabinet. His legs were bent, which caused his pant legs to pull up. This revealed a pair of white tube socks peeking out above his heavily polished work boots.

	Skeeter stood nearby, ready to hand tools to Otto as needed. It may be the least essential function he’d ever served, and he felt sort of foolish for it. Skeeter had rebuilt motorcycles, framed out rooms, and fixed a sink or two in his life. But Otto didn’t care to know about any of those previous accomplishments. As far as the self-proclaimed maintenance supervisor was concerned, Skeeter’s only ability was as a pack mule.

	And the person who got Skeeter this job gave him one task—don’t make waves. Therefore, as much as he disliked being an assistant and slogging tools around, he kept his thoughts to himself.

	Next to Floyd, Beatrice Ketterling assumed a hunched-over position with her hands on her knees. She also tried to see under the kitchen sink. Beatrice wore slacks and a sweater that matched her husband’s coloring. “Are you sure you don’t need help, Otto? Floyd’s pretty clever with a screwdriver.” 

	A hand appeared and waved away Mrs. Ketterling’s offer. “I’m fine.” 

	“I know how to fix these things,” Floyd said. “I did some puttering back in Oak Park. Bea always had a honey-do list ready.”

	Beatrice added, “Floyd helped when the repairmen came to our home, too. They were always appreciative of his expertise.”

	As with the ladies from the elevator, the Ketterlings mostly ignored Skeeter and concentrated on the maintenance supervisor.

	Otto’s hand appeared from under the sink. “Spanner.”

	Floyd also extended his hand toward Skeeter. Even though Mr. Ketterling didn’t look at Skeeter, it was a small gesture toward the big man’s existence. Therefore, Skeeter handed the adjustable wrench to Floyd. The balding man looked up with genuine surprise, and a grin spread across his face.

	It was the first time since his arrival that any resident in the tower had smiled at Skeeter. He felt as if he might have made a friend.

	“Spanner!” Otto angrily wriggled his fingers.

	“Here you go.” Using two hands, Floyd gently placed the tool in the supervisor’s outstretched palm.

	Otto’s head immediately popped out from under the sink. He glanced at the still smiling Floyd, then glowered at Skeeter. “I asked you for the wrench.”

	“Floyd wanted to help.”

	“You are the help. You.” Otto disappeared under the sink. “Not Mr. Ketterling.”

	Floyd shimmied closer to the opening. “I thought about doing this myself.” 

	He smiled at his wife, then turned back to Otto. “You know, seeing as it’s such a minor repair and all. But I don’t have any tools here. You understand.”

	Otto grunted in frustration. It sounded as if he smacked the garbage disposal with the wrench.

	“On account of no space,” Beatrice added. She leaned further over and craned her neck to see what the maintenance supervisor was doing. “It sure looks like you could use Floyd’s help under there.”

	The supervisor’s head popped back out. His face was red, but not from exertion. He faced Skeeter and pointed with the wrench. With controlled calm, Otto said, “Take the Ketterlings into the other room.”

	“Don’t you need my help?” Skeeter asked.

	Floyd nodded. “Yeah, don’t you need our help?”

	Otto’s eyes narrowed. “I was fine before you arrived, Skeeter. I’ll be fine after you’re gone.”

	The younger man straightened. “Where am I going?”

	“Don’t get rid of him.” Floyd motioned toward Skeeter. “I sort of like this guy.”

	The supervisor grimaced before disappearing back underneath the sink.

	Floyd scooted a little closer to the opening and pushed his glasses back up his nose. “So, you’re using a spanner wrench?”

	Otto grunted.

	“Did you know ‘spanner’ is also slang for an incompetent person?”

	“Skeeter!” Otto yelled from under the sink. “The other room!”

	“Maybe we should give him some space,” Skeeter suggested. He motioned the Ketterlings toward the living room.

	As they moved out of the kitchen, the radio on Skeeter’s hip squawked. “Otto, this is Lorraine. I need you and the new guy to see me when you’re done.”

	Otto replied, “Yeah, okay. Probably thirty minutes or so.”

	Another squawk from the radio. “That’ll be fine. There’s been a change to today’s schedule.”

	Again from the kitchen, but this time it did not come through the radio. Otto said, “Why even bother to set a schedule if you’re just going to change it? Let’s live like undisciplined children.” It sounded as if he hit the garbage disposal. “Go where we want, do what we want, when we want.” There was another clang on the disposal. “Total anarchy.”

	Various pieces of expensive-looking furniture filled the living room. An oversized loveseat, recliner, and coffee table huddled in the middle of the room. A display case featuring memorabilia and tchotchkes stood alone on the nearest wall. Artwork resembling blueprints was proudly displayed. In the corner sat an older box TV.

	Mr. Ketterling sat on the loveseat, and his wife settled in next to him.

	Skeeter moved toward the window. One of the things he enjoyed about this new location was the views it afforded. Apartments on the north side of the building had views of Lake Michigan and Lake Shore Drive. Those on the south, like the Ketterlings, had views of Chicago. He glanced down at the parking lot; it was nearly full.

	“I’ve done that before,” Floyd said. Skeeter turned to him, and the older man motioned toward the kitchen. “Back in Oak Park, I replaced a disposal.”

	Beatrice patted her husband’s hand. “He sure did. With another repairman, of course, but Floyd was wonderful at it.”

	Mr. Ketterling beamed at his wife’s compliment.

	Skeeter returned to where the couple was seated. “I understand. Otto doesn’t want my help either.”

	On the coffee table were two copies of Maine Line Murder by Carrie Fenton. Skeeter pointed at them. “Why do you have two of the same book?”

	Beatrice’s face brightened. “For our club. Do you read?”

	Skeeter nodded.

	“What are you reading?”

	“The second Travis McGee novel.”

	Her lips disapprovingly tightened. “Fiction.”

	Floyd contemptuously waved his hand. “We don’t waste our time on the stuff. It’s cotton candy for the brain—like television.”

	“Only worse,” Beatrice said, “because words go right into your brain.”

	Skeeter didn’t know anything about that. Until recently, it had been a long time since he’d read a book. Oh, he would read a repair manual when needed or the occasional newspaper article, but he’d only discovered the joy of reading a book by struggling through the first McGee novel. He did that to impress Daphne Winterbourne—the girl he couldn’t seem to forget. Now, he was working his way through the second. He was a slow reader, but he finished at least a few pages each day.

	Floyd rolled his eyes and exhaled haughtily. “And the people who write fiction novels—insufferable bores.”

	“Like Mason Freemantle,” Beatrice said. “He lives here, you know.”

	Skeeter nodded again. “I saw him this morning.”

	“Did you see the Masonites?” she asked.

	Floyd gently touched Beatrice’s arm. “It’s the Freemantles, dear.”

	“Oh, that’s right. The Freemantles. That’s so much better.”

	Mr. Ketterling leaned forward conspiratorially and held his hand to the side of his mouth as if he were about to share a secret in public. “That’s what we call the ladies who fawn over him—especially the Tilson woman. Whenever Mason is around, she acts like a starstruck schoolgirl. Imagine that? And at her age, too.”

	Beatrice joined her husband in leaning forward and now held her hand in the same fashion as he did. “It’s because they don’t have husbands any longer.” She nodded knowingly, but Skeeter didn’t see what the problem was.

	Mrs. Ketterling clarified it. “They’re on the loose, and they treat the tower like it’s a singles’ bar. You’re probably too young to know what those are. Horrible, nasty things.” She patted her husband’s arm. “That’s why I have to protect him.”

	Floyd pushed his glasses back up his nose. “What would I do without you, dear?”

	The Ketterlings kissed like two junior high school kids sharing their first romantic moment—lips puckered and bodies apart.

	Picking up one of Carrie Fenton’s books, Skeeter said under his breath, “I thought these were only local books.” 

	Beatrice turned from her husband’s smooshed lips. “Have you read them?”

	Skeeter stiffened. It seemed a harmless utterance, but the woman had seized on it. He didn’t want to lie now. He’d met Carrie several weeks ago while living in Maine, and now he was in Chicago. How likely was it to blow back on him? “I met her once,” he said.

	“She’s a nice girl,” Beatrice said. “A bit intense, though.”

	Floyd added, “It’s probably her subject matter. All those murders and dastardly deeds. She knows her stuff, though.”

	“Her books really get me.” Beatrice shook her hands in childlike excitement. “I’m so thrilled she’s coming to see us again.”

	Skeeter’s brow furrowed. The harmless utterance didn’t feel so benign now.

	Floyd scooted to the edge of the couch. “Are you okay, son? It looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

	Skeeter had trouble swallowing. “Carrie Fenton is coming here?”

	“Isn’t that wonderful?” Beatrice pointed to the floor. “She’ll be here today.”

	Floyd adjusted his glasses. “It’ll be the third time she’s spoken to our book club.”

	“What are the odds?”

	Mr. Ketterling shrugged a single shoulder. “I’d say they’re quite high, seeing as Shirley Tilson is her grandmother, and Thanksgiving is right around the corner.”

	“But the odds of her grandmother living here…” Skeeter said. He let his thought trail off.

	“The world’s a smaller place than you imagine,” Floyd said. “We’re just lucky Shirley Tilson lives here.”

	Beatrice added, “But she is a Freemantle, so there’s that.”

	“There is that.” Mr. Ketterling frowned. “Still, Carrie visited the last two times a book of hers came out.”

	“Who cares if she’s coming because it’s Thanksgiving or because one of her books is due out? We’re fortunate she comes here at all. Her visits are better than those kids selling cookies.”

	“I thought we liked the cookies,” Floyd said.

	Mrs. Ketterling squeezed her husband’s hand. “They get to be a little much.”

	“Are we talking about the cookies or the children?”

	“Yes,” Beatrice said, then faced Skeeter. “Does Carrie know you’re working here?”

	He shook his head.

	“Then you’ll be able to surprise her.”

	“Oh, it’ll be a surprise, all right.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	“I’m surprised you don’t like country music,” U.S. Marshal Gayle Goodspeed said. “Seems like it should be right up your alley.”

	Beauregard Smith’s head rested against the passenger-side window. He grunted a noncommittal response. They were on Interstate 80 in Goodspeed’s Chevy Impala.

	The marshal inhaled on her cigarette before continuing. “Absentee father, messed up mother, raised by your grams, in and out of prison, and never been in love. Your whole life is heartbreak, Little Sister.” She pointed at the radio. “This should be the music of your soul.” 

	Country music never connected with Beau. He wanted the anger and angst from bands like Black Label Society, Slipknot, and Lamb of God. He even enjoyed classic rock from acts like Mötley Crüe, Black Sabbath, and Iron Maiden. If he was forced to listen to it, he could even tolerate the Beatles—not that silly nonsense about holding hands from their early years, but the later stuff like “Helter Skelter” and “Come Together.”

	Nothing was worse than seventies country music, though. Or as Beau thought of it—disco country. Like the song on the radio now. It was about searching for love in all the wrong places. Beau wanted to punch the singer and say that’s what love was about. Grow up and add a guitar riff to it.

	When the next song started, the woman behind the steering wheel reached over and turned it up. Ash dropped from the cigarette burning between her fingers. “Oh, boy, this one’s a beaut. Real catchy, too.”

	Goodspeed didn’t bother looking at Beau for feedback. He hadn’t commented on her musical choices since southeastern Oregon. By then, they’d driven for almost six hours after she rescued him from a pack of Satan’s Dawgs—the outlaw biker club he’d turned rat on.

	Southeastern Oregon was radically different from the famously lush northwestern portion. Large swaths of the area were dry, drab land. In this section of the Pacific Northwest where tumbleweeds grew was where Beau made the mistake of saying, “This music is making me dumber.”

	By then, the two of them were irritable and tired from driving through the night without sleep. They were hungry, too. To be honest, it wasn’t Beau’s first comment about the marshal’s musical taste. He had needled her for hours. At first, she took the comments in stride, but as his snide remarks continued, Goodspeed became quieter.

	Eventually, the comment that the music was making him dumber proved to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. Or, in this case, the marshal’s tolerance.

	Goodspeed slammed the brakes and yanked the car to the side of the road. “Get out.”

	Beau looked around. A tumbleweed bounced by.

	“I said, get out.”

	He faced her. “It was a joke.”

	“Country music isn’t a joke, Little Sister.”

	“That depends on the listener.”

	In a fluid motion, Goodspeed removed the service weapon from her hip. It was such a smooth action that it surprised Beau. He hadn’t expected the frail-looking woman to move with such efficiency.

	“Don’t make me shoot you,” she said.

	He figured she was bluffing. Since this was a new protector-protectee relationship, she had to reaffirm the pecking order. Instinctively, Beau understood this. The same thing happened with his previous witness inspector. That man slugged Beau early on to let him know where things stood. Oddly enough, Beau respected him because of it. That’s what Goodspeed was doing now. She was too small and old to strike him, so brandishing a weapon was her way of establishing dominance.

	Cops, he thought. Regardless of the badge, they were all the same.

	Beau climbed out of the vehicle. Now, she would lecture him about going along to get along or some such nonsense. Again, cops were—

	The car accelerated, and the passenger door slammed closed. A plume of exhaust wafted behind the Impala. The Chevy crested the rise to the east and disappeared.

	He hadn’t expected her to leave him on the roadside. That seemed a dangerous thing to do to teach him a lesson. 

	Beau crossed his arms and frowned. Okay, maybe the music wasn’t that bad. It was only a song about sleeping single in a double bed. Perhaps he could have pretended to like it to get along. But Goodspeed was an irritating woman who insisted on calling him silly insults he didn’t understand. Little Sister? What the heck was that? She’d been calling him that since she picked him up in Belfry, Oregon, when she rescued him from some men bent on killing him.

	Beauregard Smith was in the Witness Protection Program and Goodspeed was his replacement witness inspector. She was to provide him with a new identity and a place to hide. His previous inspector was laid up in a hospital somewhere, still recovering from a gunshot wound earned while helping Beau escape an ambush in California.

	Beau was the former bookkeeper for the Satan’s Dawgs, an outlaw motorcycle club based in Phoenix, Arizona. The Dawgs used coded titles for important roles within the organization. His job was to keep the book on those who crossed the club. A long line of injured and even dead men showed how efficient Beau was at clearing the books.

	An FBI agent had coerced him to rat out his former associates. Had things been like they were when he first joined, he would never have flipped. But too many things had changed. The club was no longer about brotherhood; it was about money. And the leadership had begun loaning Beau’s skills out to other clubs. He did what he did out of loyalty and brotherly love—not for mercenary reasons. Hurting people for financial gain wasn’t something he could abide by.

	Because he turned on them, the Satan’s Dawgs were now after Beau. They found him in Maine. They almost caught him when he was relocated to California. And they would have killed him in Oregon if Gayle Goodspeed hadn’t rescued him.

	Beau looked west and saw another rise. He was in a small valley—not a good place to be stranded.

	“She’ll be back,” he said to himself. “This is only a lesson.”

	Then he started counting. One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. When he reached one hundred, that seemed more than enough time to teach him a lesson. He was in the middle of nowhere without a cell phone, and his current identity was compromised.

	Along with the Satan’s Dawgs, the mob was also looking for him. Not just a local organized crime family either, but the entire mafia network. Years ago, someone connected with the mob had created a site on the dark web to track informants in the witness protection program. With the help of his previous inspector, Beau visited the site and found his entry on it. Now, every mafioso who had an internet connection and a password could see his picture along with artist renderings of what he might look like with different hair combinations.

	Beau wasn’t afraid of much, but he knew what would happen if the Satan’s Dawgs caught him. The best he could hope for is that it would be quick. It definitely wouldn’t be painless.

	If the mob caught him, what would happen? Probably the same.

	He resumed his counting again. One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. When he reached another one hundred, he reassured himself that the marshal was simply trying to show him who was boss. That’s what they’re supposed to do, right? Break a person down much the same way a cowboy tames an obstinate bronco.

	Beau considered walking but held onto the belief that the marshal would return.

	“Another hundred,” he said to himself and started counting again.

	While the numbers climbed slightly higher, Beau’s doubt grew. Would Marshal Goodspeed actually abandon him out here? Would she do such a thing over a slight to country music? Beau didn’t know her. Maybe this was how she usually acted. Perhaps those witnesses who crossed her ended up alone and exposed. That couldn’t be true, could it? She wouldn’t have made it very long in the marshal service if it were.

	Maybe it was just him that caused her such consternation.

	A group of motorcycles roared from the west. Beau flinched and quickly chided himself for the reaction. But it was a natural response.

	The Dawgs had been chasing him for weeks now. He barely escaped them in Belfry, Oregon. Could they really have tracked him to this remote portion of the state? They’d already found him on opposite sides of the country. Half a state might be a cakewalk for them.

	Beau spun and searched for a place to hide. There was nothing but arid land around him. Nothing provided concealment. He could run but to where? The wide-open?

	His heart pounded with fear, and Beauregard Smith hated that feeling. He stiffened.

	No, he decided. He would not run, he would not hide, and he would not be afraid. Instead, he would stand his ground and face his fate.

	Beau turned toward the oncoming bikes. He spread his feet shoulder-width apart and balled his fists. Leaning slightly forward, he prepared for the oncoming battle. Whatever man and machine hurtled his way, he would take them on—a Spartan warrior facing the oncoming horde.

	The bikers appeared now—a group of ten.

	Like a condemned man preparing for his death, Beau hollered, “Bring it on!”

	But as the group got closer, he relaxed.

	The riders were on the monstrosities known as touring bikes—motorcycles made for couples. They were citizen bikes with brand names like BMW, Honda, and Yamaha. One bike even had a small yellow flag attached to the back of its bike—it featured the University of Oregon logo.

	As the motorcycles passed, the men and women riding them smiled and happily waved. One rider even flashed a peace sign, and the woman riding with him blew a kiss.

	After the motorcycles faded into the distance, Beau decided to head east. He didn’t know where the nearest city was, but standing around wouldn’t get him anywhere. And the blast of fear-inspired adrenaline bothered him. 

	He’d only taken a couple of steps when the Chevy Impala came back over the eastern crest. It passed him, flipped a U-turn, then pulled alongside. The window lowered. 

	Goodspeed leaned over. With a burning cigarette between her fingers, she motioned him back inside. “I don’t have all day.”

	He thought about protesting but being in the marshal’s car was better than being roadside. There was tough, and then there was smart.

	As they drove away, Beau said, “If the Dawgs found me, they would have killed me.”

	“Maybe.” Goodspeed shrugged. “At least you would have learned your lesson.”

	That was a day ago, and he hadn’t commented on her music since. Now, they were in Nebraska and doing seventy-five miles per hour along Interstate 80.

	Beau eyed her. “When am I getting my new alias?”

	“We’re picking that up in Lincoln. You’ll have some time to study it and get familiar with it.”

	“What’s my new name?”

	Goodspeed glanced at him. “Let it be a surprise.”

	“I hate surprises.”

	“You’re going to love it.”

	“Tell me.”

	“No, but I’ll give you this much. I named you after my favorite artist.”

	Beau’s eyes shifted to the radio. If she were to name him after a country music star, how bad could it be? He thought about some of the names he’d heard since they’d started this drive—Hoyt Axton, Conway Twitty, Kenny Rogers, and Glen Campbell.

	“I hope it’s Hoyt.” Beau eyed her. “That would be a cool name.”

	Goodspeed chuckled. “It ain’t Hoyt, and if you guess it, I’ll change it. Now, sit back and shut up.”

	She turned up the radio. The song was something about going eastbound and down.

	He put his head back against the window. “We’re going to Chicago. Don’t the marshals only put witnesses into small towns?”

	“Our job is to protect you, Beau. If you keep standing out in small-town America, let’s try something different.”

	“Aren’t you worried about the mob finding me? It’s Chicago, after all.”

	“Where you’re going, it’s not going to be a problem. Nothing exciting ever happens there. Peace and quiet are the name of the game.”

	Beau closed his eyes. “That would be nice.”

	“All you got to do is keep your head down and stay out of trouble.” She peered at him from the driver’s seat. “Can you do that?”

	“How hard could it be?”

	Goodspeed grunted and turned up the music.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	Otto Cantrell leaned on the office chair’s wooden arm and stared at Skeeter. “What do you think?” 

	After the maintenance supervisor finished the garbage disposal replacement in the Ketterling apartment, Skeeter returned their tools to the maintenance room located in the basement. Otto went ahead to the building manager’s office and instructed Skeeter to meet him there.

	He arrived a couple of minutes after the conversation started. Skeeter still didn’t know quite what was going on and was trying to get up to speed.

	“Well?” Otto said.

	“It’s a—” Skeeter searched for a better word, but not finding it, decided to repeat what the maintenance supervisor had already said. “A travesty, I guess.”

	“See?” Otto turned to the woman behind the desk and lifted a triumphant hand. “What did I tell you? A travesty. Our day is ruined.”

	Lorraine Bagley was an attractive woman in her mid-forties. She had short red hair, a turned-up nose, and freckles from cheek to cheek. She wore a green blouse and a black miniskirt. A black suit jacket hung over the back of her chair.

	She contemptuously eyed Skeeter before turning to the maintenance supervisor. “Your day is not ruined, and this was already on your schedule. As far as I can tell, you’re making great progress today.”

	“We can’t do it,” Otto said. “Get someone else.”

	“There is no one else.”

	“Have Charlotte do it.”

	“This is a maintenance job, not an assistant manager’s. Besides, this will take you two no more than ten minutes. In the time we’ve been talking, you could have set them all up.”

	Otto grunted. “We got more important things to do.”

	Lorraine leaned forward and rested an elbow on her desk. “An author’s reading is important for the morale of our residents. And the book club is one of the most supported entities. Do you want to upset a third of the building?”

	Lorraine turned to Skeeter again, but he looked away. He didn’t want to set up for the author’s reading any more than Otto, but he’d already called enough attention to himself by agreeing with the maintenance supervisor. If he could hide out during Carrie Fenton’s visit, Skeeter would like to do just that. But he couldn’t say that to either Lorraine or Otto. 

	That was because he still wasn’t sure who Gayle Goodspeed’s contact was within the Lake Michigan Tower.

	Who helped her get him placed here? No one had come forward to say they knew about his predicament, and Gayle insisted nobody inside the tower knew.

	But Skeeter believed someone had to know. How else did he get the job without an interview? He was reluctant to ask and bring further attention to himself.

	Maybe there was another answer, though.

	In Maine and California, the U.S. Marshals owned the businesses that they placed him in. Perhaps the government owned the Lake Michigan Tower, too. If true, were all the residents in the protection program? It would be like those science fiction reruns he watched as a kid with his grandmother. The thought boggled his mind.

	Lorraine pointed at Skeeter. “If you don’t want to do it, Otto, give the job to the new guy. He can do it by himself.”

	Otto seemed offended by the suggestion. “No, he can’t.”

	“Why not?

	“He doesn’t know how.”

	“To set chairs in a row?” She studied Skeeter now. “He looks like he can handle himself in a tough situation.”

	The maintenance supervisor scoffed. “He’s needed on other jobs.”

	Lorraine rolled her eyes. “Enough, Otto.”

	The older man crossed his arms.

	“What’s this really about?” she asked.

	“Nothing.”

	“It’s not?” she scoffed. “You’ve set the room up plenty of other times without complaint.”

	From the corner of his eye, Skeeter watched Otto. The older man had seemed willing to set up the chairs when Shirley Tilson asked. Could he really hold a grudge over her flirting with Mason Freemantle? Shirley was a resident, and Otto was an employee. He couldn’t possibly believe there was an opportunity to be with a woman like her.

	Lorraine now rested both of her arms on the desk and observed the maintenance supervisor. “Unless you’ve got a better reason, you’re doing it.”

	Otto’s gaze bounced around the room before it finally returned to the manager. “Fine, fine. We’ll get it done. It’s just that— Well, you know I hate the man.”

	The man?

	Skeeter fully faced the maintenance supervisor now. “Who are we setting up the room for?”

	“Mason Freemantle,” Otto said. “Who’d you think we were doing it for?”

	“I thought it was for Carrie Fenton.”

	Lorraine leaned forward. “Shirley Tilson’s granddaughter?”

	“That’s who Mrs. Tilson wanted it for?” Otto said. He turned his attention to Lorraine and groaned, “She’s back again?”

	The manager rolled her eyes. “I hope not. She’s nothing but trouble.”

	Skeeter chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

	Both the manager and the maintenance supervisor eyed Skeeter. “You know her?” they asked in unison.

	“Uh—” Skeeter muttered. He needed to come up with a quick story. He’d just arrived at one when Lorraine continued speaking.

	“Doesn’t matter. Mr. Freemantle came in this morning and reserved the dayroom for an author reading. So, it’s his.”

	Otto said, “But Mrs. Tilson—”

	“What about Shirley?”

	“She reserved it for her book club.”

	“No, she didn’t.”

	The maintenance supervisor appeared conflicted. “But Shirley knows the process.”

	Lorraine smirked. “Oh, now I see. That’s what this is about. We all know you’re sweet on her.”

	Otto looked sheepishly away.

	“Fraternizing with the residents is strictly forbidden. You’ve had the training just like the rest of us.”

	He turned back. “Talking to her isn’t fraternizing. Besides, she’s sweet on Mason.”

	The manager clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth. “No, she’s not.”

	“I think Otto’s right,” Skeeter said.

	Lorraine’s gaze snapped to the big man. “She’s sweet on Mr. Freemantle?”

	“No,” Skeeter said. “About the book club.”

	“Oh.”

	“Maybe about Mason, too.”

	Lorraine’s brow furrowed.

	“But for sure, the book club,” Skeeter said. “The Ketterlings told me that Carrie Fenton was the guest speaker today, so it seems Shirley would have booked the room for her granddaughter.”

	The manager glared at him. “For a new guy, you sure are pushy.”

	Skeeter raised an apologetic hand. “This might be a stupid question, but can’t there be two readings on the same day?”

	Otto leaned over and whispered, “Are you signing us up for more work?”

	“Can’t we just leave the chairs set up? It would be the same amount of teardown time.”

	Even though he didn’t want to see Carrie Fenton, Skeeter didn’t understand why a second reading couldn’t be held. Or why they couldn’t do both at the same time, or one after the other.

	Before Otto could respond, Lorraine emphatically tapped her desk.

	“There will only be one reading today. Mr. Freemantle reserved the room for the entire afternoon. If Shirley Tilson wanted to schedule something, she should have done so earlier. Her granddaughter will have to wait until tomorrow.” The manager put her finger on the calendar. “Well, that won’t work either. It’s booked solid, too.”

	From where he sat, Skeeter could see the calendar. There appeared to be no entries listed where Lorraine’s finger pointed.

	He asked, “Wasn’t the book club already on our schedule for today?”

	“Yeah,” Otto said. “Weren’t we already supposed to set up some chairs?”

	“If Mason came in this morning, who scheduled the previous meeting?” Skeeter felt proud of himself for catching the inconsistency in the manager’s story.

	Lorraine’s face flattened. “I scheduled it.”

	“You?” Otto asked.

	“Yes, me.” The manager leaned forward and scowled at Otto. “Do you have a problem with that? The book club meets every month about this time, and I put it on the calendar—just in case.”

	Otto’s ears reddened. “You blocked us out? Just in case? Come on, now.”

	Lorraine’s features hardened further. “What are you implying, Otto? And tread lightly. Your annual review is coming up.”

	The older man flopped back into his chair. “I’m not implying anything. Never mind me. I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

	“So,” Skeeter said, “if the room was already booked, then what was the schedule change you called us about?”

	Her features relaxed now. “After you set up the dayroom, Otto needs to look at elevator one. I’m getting complaints about how long it’s taking to open.”

	“We saw,” Otto muttered. “I’ll check it out.”

	The door to the office opened then, and Mason Freemantle appeared. Skeeter turned fully in his chair to get a better view of the newcomer. Otto glanced back but quickly returned to his position facing forward.

	Mason smiled broadly, and his gaze swept over the room before settling on the manager. “Excuse me, Rainey, my dear. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

	Lorraine’s face flushed, and a smile spread over her lips. “It’s okay. Anytime, Mason.” She coughed slightly and eyed the two maintenance men. “Mr. Freemantle.”

	“Mason, by all means.” The author stepped entirely into the room now, and the door clicked behind him. His shoulders were pulled back, and his chest thrust forward as if he were about to receive a medal. Skeeter imagined many might see him as imposing. “I wanted to make sure everything was set for my reading.”

	She seemed to sparkle in his presence. “We’re good to go.” Her smile faltered as she glared at the maintenance men. “Aren’t we, boys?”

	Skeeter nodded once, but Otto muttered, “If we have to.”

	Lorraine harshly whispered, “You most certainly have to, Otto.” She straightened with an embarrassed giggle. “Everything is set.”

	“Good. Good.” Mason placed a hand on Otto’s shoulder, and the maintenance supervisor stiffened. “The world needs its role players. Thank you for playing yours.”

	Otto attempted to shrug the man’s hand off, but Mason didn’t seem offended. He simply patted the shoulder. “Good ol’ Otto. Dependable as an old pair of galoshes.”

	The maintenance supervisor’s hands balled, and he gritted his teeth. Lorraine glowered at Otto.

	At the bottom of the door, Skeeter noticed a shadow move outside the office. It lingered in the hallway. Perhaps someone was coming to visit Lorraine but heard the voices inside. They hadn’t knocked yet. Maybe they were waiting for a moment to see if the room would soon clear out.

	“Who’s the new man?” Mason asked.

	The manager extended her hand. “This is Skeeter Dursky. Our new assistant maintenance man.”

	“Skeeter Dursky?” Mason leaned back and looked down his nose. “Good Lord, son. What part of the holler did your mother hail from?”

	His file said he was from a small town in Ohio, but he wasn’t about to claim that. The author seemed the type to find fault in any revelation. Skeeter didn’t fear Mason, though. In his former life as an enforcer, he would have put a man like this in the hospital for cracking wise. But as the kinder, gentler now-Skeeter Dursky, he simply shrugged.

	“A man of few words,” Mason said. “Probably for the best. Who knows what sort of dialect would roll out?”

	“What are you reading today?” Lorraine asked.

	A grin burst across the author’s face. “Something no one has heard before. It’s my latest manuscript—The Denver Debacle.”

	The manager leaned forward. “You’re giving us a sneak peek?”

	“Of course. It might be a little raw, but I’m so excited by the story I can’t wait to share it.”

	“We can’t wait.” Her eyes shifted to the maintenance men. “Can we, boys?”

	Skeeter and Otto murmured vague interest.

	Mason Freemantle covered his heart, and his head shook with practiced affection. “As always, Rainey, you’ve rescued me from a pit of despair. My heart will be forever grateful.”

	Blossoms of cherry appeared on her cheeks, and she glanced nervously between Skeeter and Otto. “Oh, Mr. Freemantle.”

	“Let me grace you this evening with some wine and my time.”

	She nervously chuckled before saying, “I would love to.”

	“Fraternizing,” Otto mumbled.

	Lorraine frowned at the maintenance supervisor.

	Mason tapped his brow, then spun his hand toward her. “The time is up to you, my dear. You know where to find me.” He stepped toward the door and paused.

	The shadow from the hallway moved away. Perhaps they were expecting the door to open and were making way for the room’s occupants to leave.

	“Oh, my dear,” Mason said. “Would you schedule one of the boys to come and look at my toilet?”

	Otto groaned.

	“The handle,” Mason said and wriggled his fingers. “It jiggles a little too much for my liking. I’m worried it may fall off.”

	Lorraine nodded. “I’ll get it scheduled. Otto will be up right after he sets up the dayroom.”

	“Dependable Otto,” Mason said. With a flourish, he left the office.

	When the door clicked shut, Otto said, “That man needs a good swift kick in the teeth, and I’m the guy to supply the boot.”

	Lorraine’s face flattened, and she pointed an accusatory finger at the maintenance supervisor. “You are not going to make me look bad. Set up those chairs, fix the elevator, then find out what’s wrong with his toilet. Got it?”

	“We got it,” Otto said, “but we don’t like it.”

	“You’re not paid to like it,” Lorraine said. “You’re paid to follow orders.”

	Otto stood and mimed a salute. “Aye, aye, skipper.”

	Skeeter followed the supervisor out of the office.

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	 

	Skeeter hefted one end of the table while Otto struggled with the other. They moved it from the center of the room to the furthest wall. For Skeeter, it wasn’t much effort, but Otto’s face purpled. The older man wheezed as they waddled with the heavy piece of furniture.

	Over the dayroom’s speakers, Frank Sinatra’s “Fly Me to the Moon” played. He knew the members of the Rat Pack and their collected works because his grandmother listened to them. She would often put on music while she cooked in the kitchen. When Skeeter was young, he would sit at the table and talk with Ma as she worked. Occasionally, she would sing along with a song and encouraged Skeeter to do so as well. He remembered she especially liked this one.

	When they set the table in place, Otto collapsed onto it. After the second gasp of air, he said, “I hate that guy.”

	“I figured.”

	The maintenance supervisor gasped again. “He grates on me.” Otto now rested his head on the back of his hands.

	Otto looked up. “It wouldn’t be so bad if the guy wasn’t such a terrible writer.”

	“I thought you didn’t read his books.”

	“I don’t,” he grumbled. His forehead plopped onto the back of his hands.

	“Then how do you know?”

	“People talk.”

	“What people?”

	“People. I don’t know.” His voice was slightly muffled as the older man spoke directly into the table. “Besides, what do you care if I read them? It’s not like you read.”

	“I read.”

	The older man’s head popped back up like a jack-in-the-box. His face pinched. “You read? Like what? The back of a cereal box?”

	“I’m reading a John D. MacDonald book.”

	“Who the heck is that?”

	“A writer.”

	Otto frowned. “Smart aleck. Name somebody else I might know.”

	“Well, Agatha Christie is my favorite. I also like Sue Grafton and Janet Evanovich.” Skeeter had never read those authors. He’d only heard their names when he ran a mystery bookstore in Maine.

	“With the way you look, I would never have taken you to be a reader.”

	“My grandmother said to never judge a book by its cover.”

	Otto’s face scrunched. “Why would she say something stupid like that? How else are you supposed to judge a book?”

	“By reading it, I suppose.”

	“Sometimes, the cover is the best part.” He waved for Skeeter to follow, and they walked to the center of the room. “Grab six of them chairs—” He pointed to several stacks lined along the wall. “—and put them in a line right here. We need five rows. Think you can do that?”

	Skeeter smirked. “Thirty chairs. Got it.”

	“I’ll be the judge, Mr. Multiplication.” Otto returned to the long table, bent at the waist, and rested his elbows on it. “So, the Ketterlings told you about the Fenton woman?”

	“That’s right.”

	“While I worked, and you kibitzed.”

	Skeeter picked up two chairs. “You told me to.”

	“A goldbricker’s story. So, how’d the two of you meet?”

	In a previous witness protection assignment, Skeeter lived in Pleasant Valley, Maine. He lived under a far cooler alias then than the one he had now. While there, Carrie Fenton and her friend robbed a local mobster. Beau ended up involved in that crime because the mobster threatened Daphne Winterbourne. Unfortunately, that story didn’t fit with the cover story Gayle Goodspeed insisted he learn for this alias. So, Skeeter told the one he was about to spill in Lorraine’s office.

	“I fixed her car.”

	Otto’s eyebrow lifted. “You were a mechanic?”

	“I told you I had some skills.”

	For the club, he’d done a variety of rebuilds on bikes, cars, and tow trucks. There were also the maintenance sort of things like replacing brakes, axles, and electrical systems. Skeeter even painted a Chevy Nova with a horned barking dog—the logo of the Satan’s Dawgs.

	Skeeter plopped the two chairs down in the center of the room and faced Otto. With pride, he said, “If it’s got an engine, I can fix it.”

	“Ain’t that special, Gomer Pyle? If we find a car inside the tower, I’ll be sure to give you a call.”

	Skeeter understood the Gomer reference and didn’t appreciate it. As a kid, he watched reruns of The Andy Griffith Show. He grabbed a couple more chairs.

	Otto asked, “What’d you do to the Fenton woman’s car?”

	“Rebuilt the carburetor.”

	Otto waved his hand. “Pshaw. Anyone can do that.”

	“Can you rebuild—”

	“Stop crowing like you did something remarkable!”

	Skeeter chuckled and plunked the chairs next to the others. He wasn’t bragging about the carburetor. He was telling the truth. It felt good not to fabricate a story about his past. Besides, most of the guys in the club didn’t know how to rebuild a carburetor. Some didn’t even know what a carburetor did.

	“And don’t act like the Fenton woman is so special,” Otto said. “I met her, too. The last time she was here hawking her books. She isn’t anything great.”

	Skeeter collected another two chairs. “No?”

	“She talked too much about Maine. Everything was Maine this and Maine that.” He waggled his hands and hips whenever he said Maine.

	“Isn’t that the theme of her books?”

	“Well, it’s stupid. It can’t be that nice of a place.”

	Skeeter thought the northeasterly state was extremely nice, especially since that was where Daphne lived. But he couldn’t admit that under his current cover, so he said, “I hear it’s nice.”

	“What do you know?” Otto walked toward the center of the room and dropped onto one of the chairs Skeeter had just placed there. “Maine sits up there all by its lonesome, acting like it’s better than the rest of us. They got lobsters and lighthouses and what else? I’ll tell you what else they got. Nothing. We’ve got lighthouses here, and we can get lobster from any grocery store. So, they’re no better than us.”

	Otto seemed to have an irrational dislike for Maine. It wasn’t a rational hostility like Skeeter had for Canada or the club’s hatred for Minnesota. Those were based on reasonable things like terrible temperatures, an overly polite citizenry, and an unhealthy affinity for hockey. Skeeter thought about arguing with Otto about Maine, but what was the point? People with irrational ideas rarely see the folly in their viewpoints and arguing with them only decreases the chances they ever will.

	“What was the trouble she caused the last time she was here?”

	“Wasn’t just the last time,” he said. “It’s every time. The woman stirs the pot wherever she goes. I think it’s those books of hers.”

	“About Maine?”

	“Eh.” Otto waved his hand at Skeeter. “Don’t be stupid. I’m talking about true crime now. She gets all the residents up in arms that someone they know is a killer or famous jewel thief, or you name it. Whenever she leaves, the book club spends days running around the tower trying to solve mysteries that don’t exist. Imagine a bunch of busy bodies investigating a crime that might have existed. It makes all our jobs so hard. They get me digging through the trash for things they think are clues—” he shuddered. “It takes all of us to stop them from going places that are dangerous.”

	“Like the roof?”

	“No, like Comiskey Park.” When Skeeter didn’t get what Otto was saying, the maintenance man added, “Go Cubs? Ah, never mind.”

	A female voice could be heard in the hallway, and Otto bolted up from his chair. He ran a hand over his hair. “How do I look?”

	“Like a maintenance man.” 

	Shirley Tilson walked in with her arm hooked through a younger woman’s. Carrie Fenton wore a light sweater, black jeans, and tan boots. A crimson headband held back her golden-brown hair. A slouchy bag draped over her shoulder. 

	“I just wanted to check how the room is coming along,” Shirley said. “Then we’ll get a snack and—”

	“You!” Carrie exclaimed.

	Skeeter forced a smile.

	“Ax murderer,” Otto whispered. “Knock it off.”

	The big man’s face flattened.

	Carrie stalked across the room, pushed aside a chair, and continued until she stood in front of Skeeter. She pulled her purse tightly to her. “What are you doing here?”

	Skeeter glanced at Otto, then Shirley, before focusing on Carrie. “I work here.”

	Her eyes widened. “Here?”

	He nodded.

	“They put you here?”

	Otto stepped over to Carrie. “Who are they?”

	She blinked. “Uh.”

	“Is this about your carburetor, ma’am?”

	“My what?”

	The maintenance supervisor motioned toward Skeeter. “That thing he fixed in your car. He did a bad job, didn’t he?” Otto sized up the big man. “See? That’s why I’m not letting him touch anything until I show him the ropes. He just looks butterfingered.” Otto wiggled the fingers on both hands. “Like a monkey with a football.”

	Shirley Tilson moved closer to her granddaughter. “You know this man, Honey?”

	Carrie nodded. “I do. This is…” Her voice trailed off.

	The big man extended his hand. “Skeeter Dursky, ma’am. Of the Ohio Durskys.”

	Shirley warily shook his hand.

	Carrie’s eyes narrowed. “Skeeter?”

	“Named after my grandmother’s favorite country singer.”

	Otto leaned in and studied Skeeter. “You never told her your name when you fixed her car? That’s terrible customer service. Explains a lot about you.”

	Shirley tapped her watch. “The room is right on schedule, Honey. Let’s get you a sandwich and then—”

	“Mrs. Tilson,” Skeeter interrupted, “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”

	“What could that be?”

	Expecting the maintenance supervisor to step forward and break the news to Shirley Tilson, Skeeter looked toward Otto. However, the older man glanced around as if he weren’t paying attention to the conversation. He adjusted a chair that was already in perfect alignment with its neighbors. Skeeter almost expected Otto to break into a nonchalant whistle. When the supervisor’s gaze finally returned to Skeeter, he opened his hands in an I-don’t-know-what-to-tell-you gesture.

	Skeeter frowned and faced Shirley. “The room wasn’t reserved for you.”

	Shirley clasped her hands. “But I put in the request a while ago. Lorraine said it was mine.”

	“She told us it wasn’t.”

	Shirley looked at Otto. “Is this true?”

	The maintenance supervisor shrugged. “That’s news to me, Shirley. I don’t know anything about it.”

	Skeeter loudly cleared his throat to get Otto to own up to what he knew.

	The maintenance supervisor slapped Skeeter’s back. “Need a cough drop, kid? That frog in there is really something.”

	Carrie touched her grandmother’s hands. “It’s okay, Nana. If it doesn’t happen—”

	“No,” Shirley said. “I requested it. This room should be ours. There are rules, and I followed them.”

	“I understand,” Skeeter said.

	“Well, I don’t.” Shirley’s eyes were slitted.

	“Me neither,” Otto said. “I’m on your side.” He moved to stand closer to Shirley. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. I promise.”

	“Who got the room?” Mrs. Tilson asked. “It better not be the political action committee. If it is, I swear I’ll never bake something for them ever again.”

	“Mason Freemantle,” Skeeter said. “He reserved the room.”

	“Mason?” Shirley’s hand touched the side of her face as a smile appeared. “Oh, well, if it’s for him, then I understand. He’s such a wonderful—”

	“Dog!” Carrie exclaimed. “That lying, dirty dog!”

	Shirley’s attention snapped to her granddaughter. “Honey!”

	Skeeter eyed Otto, but the older man only smiled. 

	“Did you tell someone the room was for me?” Carrie grabbed her grandmother’s arms and looked intently into her eyes. “You did, didn’t you?”

	Shirley said meekly, “I might have mentioned it to Mason.”

	“Why would you do that?” Carrie looked toward the ceiling. “He took it because of me!”

	“Now, Honey,” Shirley said, “we don’t know that.”

	“I know!”

	Mrs. Tilson shook her head. “Mason isn’t that type of man.”

	“Yes, he is, Nana! He most certainly is.”

	With a wide grin, Otto repeatedly pointed at Carrie. “Listen to that woman, Shirley. She knows what she’s talking about. Mason Freemantle is a scoundrel.”

	“He did it to me again.” Carrie clutched her purse tighter and turned in a circle. “He’s ruining my life.”

	Skeeter considered intervening but thought better of it. He needed to keep a low profile. Carrie Fenton already knew his real identity and that created a problem now that she knew he was here. As soon as he could, he would have to contact Gayle Goodspeed and let her know.

	“Honey,” Shirley said, “tell me what’s going on. You’re not making any sense.”

	Carrie angrily kneaded her purse strap. “This is the last time Mason Freemantle takes something from me.”

	Shirley reached for her granddaughter, but Carrie batted away her hand. 

	“No, Nana! This is the last time!”

	“Honey, please. You need to calm down.”

	Carrie’s face reddened. “Heed my words. When I find that man, I’m going to kill him.”

	Otto laughed. “Let me know if you need some help.”

	“I
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