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Prologue





You think you know people.

You see a snapshot from the old daysfrom fifteen, sixteen years ago. The memories swim up. You think, Ah yes, those people from long ago. There were folks who were kind. Some who werent. And then there were some you barely knew. You stare at the photograph. Do I really remember these people?

Define remember.

Then you hear about a sacrificial gift, a private kindness pitched your way. Oddly, the gift was given so youd be kept in the dark. Is it always helpful to be the recipient of good deeds?

Define good.

Say the snapshot does not reveal another realitya hidden darkness, a nefariousness. A sin, as we Sunday-school teachers say. At the time of the photograph, a bullet was fired from far away. Not a real bullet, mind you, but a metaphorical one. An evil was done; a cruelty committed; a line crossed over. But it was hushed up. Denied. Forgotten.

Define forgotten.

Because, see, some people never forget.

Theyre called victims.
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Its a funny thing about being hit in the head. Afterward, youre never quite sure what happened. You only know that something did.

At five in the morning on June the seventh, I was pushing my dessert-laden old pie wagon up the walk to the Roundhouse, a failed restaurant Id leased and was converting into a catering-events center.

At half-past five, I was lying in the grass, wondering what I was doing there and why I was in so much pain.

Reconstruct, I ordered myself, as I wiped gravel from my mouth. I hadnt fainted. But I had been knocked out. My head throbbed, my knees stung, and the back of my neck felt as if it had been guillotined with a dull blade. I groaned, tried to move my legs, and was rewarded with a wave of nausea. I rubbed my eyes and tried to think, but the memory remained out of reach.

My husband, a cop, often tells witnesses to begin their story at daybreak on the day they see a crime. This gives folks a chance to talk about how normal everything was before events went haywire.

So thats what I did.

I closed my eyes and recalled rising at four, when mountain chickadees, Stellers jays, and all manner of avian creatures begin their summer-in-the-Rockies concert. I showered, did my yoga, and kissed Tom, to whom Id been married for two years, good-bye. He mumbled that hed be in his office at the sheriffs department later in the day.

When I checked on my son, Arch, he was slumbering deeply inside his cocoon of dark blue sheets. I knew Arch would wait until the last possible moment before getting dressed to assist with that days catered event. But at least he was helping out, which was more than most fifteen-year-olds would be willing to do at the start of summer vacation. I loaded the last of the events foodstuffs into my catering van, made the short drive up Aspen Meadows Main Street, and rounded the lake. A quarter mile along Upper Cottonwood Creek Drive, I turned into the paved Roundhouse lot, where Id parked and unloaded.

So far so good. I remembered merrily wheeling my cart up the gravel path toward the back door of my newly remodeled commercial kitchen. Peach pie slices glistened between lattices of flaky crust. A hundred smooth, golden, Tennessee chess tartlets bobbled in their packing. Threads of early morning sunlight shimmered on the surface of Aspen Meadow Lake, two hundred yards away. In the distance, a flock of ducks took off from the lake, quacking, flapping their wings, and ruffling the water.

Recalling all this made the area behind my eyes sting. But when I tried to turn over, pain ran up my side and I gasped. The desserts, the lake, the ducks. Then what?

As Id steered the wagon toward the ramp to the back entry, Id noticed something odd about the Roundhouse kitchen door. It was slightly ajar.

A thread of fear had raced up my neck. My body turned cold and I stopped the cart, whose creaky wheels had been filling the morning silence. A thump echoed from out of the kitchen. Then a crack. As I reeled back on the path, someone leaped out of the kitchen door.

A man? A woman? Whoever it was wore a black top, black pants, and a ski mask. The intruder lunged down the ramp. Wrenching the pie wagon backward, I teetered, then backpedaled furiously. Hewas it a man?shoved the cart out of the way. It toppled over. Pastries spewed onto the grass. The prowler loomed, then hand-chopped the back of my neck. The force of the blow made me cry out.

With silver spots clouding my eyes, Id registered crumpling, then falling. Id bitten my tongue and tasted blood. Then there had been the terrible pain, and the darkness.

Okay, so that was what had happened. But why had someone wearing a mask been in my kitchen in the first place? I did not know. What I did know was that lumps of granite and sharp blades of drought-ravaged scrub grass were piercing my chest. Again I tried to lift myself, but a current of pain ran down my body. When I thought, You have an event to cater in six hours, tears popped out of my eyes. Who could have done this to me? Why today, of all days? My business, Goldilocks Catering, Where Everything Is Just Right!, was set to put on only our second event since Id leased the Roundhouse. It was a big lunch following a funerala funeral that might as well have been mine.

Water burbled nearby: Cottonwood Creek, a foot below its normal flow. A car rumbled pastthe beginning of the morning commuter traffic from the stone and stucco mini-mansions that ranged along the upper part of the creek. Positioned as I was on the far side of the Roundhouse, it was unlikely that any of the lawyers, accountants, or doctors making their way down to Denver would see me and call for help. With enormous effort, I pushed up to my elbows, fought queasiness, and got to my feet. The overturned pie cart lay a few feet away. Crusts and fruit slices littered the sparse grass. Tart-let filling oozed into the dust.

I almost thought, Peachy!, but stopped myself.

I limped to the van and climbed inside. Then I locked the doors, opened the glove compartment, and pulled out the thirty-eight Id started keeping in there since the twenty-second of April. That was when my ex-husband, Dr. John Richard Korman, had had his prison sentence commuted by the governor of Colorado.

He had been serving four years for aggravated assault and probation violation. Although hed beaten me up plenty of times before Id kicked him out seven years ago, the assault hed been convicted forfinallyhad been his attack on a subsequent girlfriend. Unfortunately, hed been behind bars for less than a year.

I sighed and peered through the windshield, alert to any movement that might indicate a prowler. Could John Richard Korman have done this? For the Jerk, which was what his other ex-wife and I called him, nothing was impossible. Still, this attack was a departure from his usual MO, which meant letting you know in no uncertain terms that he was the one with the power. Besides, he was coming to the funeral, since hed worked with the doctor whod passed away. The docs widow had apologetically asked if that was all right. Id said yes. In front of others, the Jerk was unfailingly charming. It was when he got you alone that you had to worry.

With the ominous gray weapon lying on the dashboard, I assessed myself. In the physical department, it no longer hurt to breathe. My neck ached, my knees were bleeding, and my support hoseI called them the caterers friendwere ruined. Still, I no longer felt dizzy or disoriented, and my Med Wives 101 knowledge assured me I hadnt had a concussion. I opened my trusty first-aid kit with one hand and pressed the automatic dial for Toms cell with the other. He must have been out of range, so I left him a message. I then pressed the numbers of the sheriffs department.

Tom wasnt at his desk yet, either. I gave another brief account to his voice mail, then toggled over to the departments operator and explained what had happened. Yes, I needed a patrol car to come up. No, I did not feel I was in any immediate danger. No, I did not think anyone was still in the Roundhouse, and no, I did not know what this attacker was doing in the kitchen or if my business had sustained any damage. Did I have any idea who this prowler was? she asked.

Not really, I answered truthfully. Youve got files on my ex-husband. But hes never gone to the trouble of wearing a mask. I have competitors, but most of them are in Denver. I took a deep breath, eager to be off the phone.

The operator assured me an officer would be up within forty-five minutes. Was that all right? she wanted to know. I told her the sooner the better. I had work to do.

I opened a bottle of water, took four ibuprofen, and had the comforting thought that my body did not hurt as much as it would in a few hours. I wrenched off the torn stockings, dabbed blood from my knees, and smeared on antiseptic. Once Id smoothed a pair of large bandages into place, I winced as I slipped on a new pair of hose. Then I changed into a clean catering uniformblack pants, white shirtand checked my watch. Just past six. Time to hustle.

First things first. Id done the right thing by calling the cops. But I was determined to follow through with the funeral lunch. Nevertheless, with the tartlets and pies ruined, we would need a new dessert.

I put away the first-aid kit and punched in more numbers, this time for Marla Korman, the Jerks other ex-wife and my best friend. I was still keeping a close eye on the Roundhousein case anyone was lurking about or my prowler decided to return.

Marlas phone rang ten times before I got her machine. I tried two more times and again was connected to her recorded voice. I knew she was home. She just wasnt picking up, which figured at six oclock in the morning. Resigned, I kept calling until the phone was whacked off its cradle and I heard distant groaning.

This better be good, Marla announced, her voice even huskier than usual.

Its me. I need you to come to the Roundhouse. Please.

Its not eventhe Roundhouse? Goldy? They dont even serve coffee! She yawned. Oh, yeah, you took over there. Hold on. Shuffling noises engulfed the receiver, and I could imagine ultrawealthy Marla rearranging her Delft-blue chintz-covered comforter and mound of feather pillows on her cherry four-poster bed.

Im sorry to call so early. Tears again slid out of my eyes, but I whacked them away. Icant reach Tom. Something bad has happened.

Whats the matter? Marlas suddenly sharp voice demanded.

Ive been hit. Attacked. I didnt see who it was.

You have to call 911.

I did. A sheriffs car is en route. Toms not at his desk, and whoever did this is gone. Could you please come over here, Marla? And Id appreciate it if you could bring those cakes I made for your garden-club splinter-group bake sale. My dessert for the Kerr reception was wrecked.

Youve been beaten up and you want me to bring you some cakes, for Gods sake?

Yes, please.

Marla cursed, said shed be right over, and hung up.

Runners and walkers were beginning their morning circuit of the lake. On the far side of the water, a few kids with rods and reels had started casting for lake trout and tiger muskies. It had been almost an hour since Id been knocked out, and thered been no sign of the marauder coming back to finish me off.

Only slightly reassured, I hobbled from the van back to where Id been hit. Unfortunately, there were no telltale shoe prints or conveniently dropped clues as to the identity of my attacker. I glanced at the broken back door. There was no way I was going inside without Marla. Still, I had sixty guests arriving in just five and a half hours, and the mess outside had to be cleaned up. Moving cautiously, I set the cart upright, loaded it with broken crusts and pieces of peach, and transported the debris to the Dumpster at the edge of the lot.

Fifteen minutes later, horn blaring, auxiliary lights flashing, Marla roared into the parking lot. Hefting a large canvas bag, she lunged from her new gold Mercedes sedan.

You know he did this, she cried when she caught up with me.

Lets talk in the van.

She flung her sack onto the passenger-side floor, then climbed in beside me. Voluptuously pretty, she wore a hot-pink silk caftan shot through with gold. Gleaming barrettes of pink diamonds and tiny cultured pearls held her brown curls in place. She looked like a sunrise.

I said, You didnt put any of my chocolate cakes in that bag, did you?

Dont start. Theyre in my trunk. Marla dug into the bag. Here, have this. She handed me one of her special drinks, a Mason jar filled with ice cubes, espresso, and whipping cream. I thought of it as Heart Attack on the Rocks, but took it gratefully.

Marla snarled, Im sure this was the work of el Jerk-o. The governor might as well have said, Get out of jail free! Go be naughty, we dont care. 

I dont know who it was, I just know that I hurt. I sipped the luscious, creamy drink. This is from heaven, though. Thanks.

Id still like to know where our ex was this morning.

I was back to peering out the windshield. How about, rolling around in bed with Sandee Blue?

Girlfriend almost half his age, Marla shot back. Its a wonder he didnt have a heart attack, instead of me. Actually, thats not a bad idea. I can see Cecelias headline now: What Prominent Local Doctor, a Convicted Felon, Died of Coronary Arrest While Bonking His Fifty-fourth Conquest? 

I smiled. Cecelia Brisbane was our towns ruthless gossip columnist. In Aspen Meadow, Cecelias weekly feature in the Mountain Journal was more feared, and more quickly devoured, than any national tabloid.

Wait a minute, Marla said. How about Farts Heart Departs?

Too obscure. And what makes you so sure Sandee was his fifty-fourth? Marlas hobby of obsessively tracking John Richards girlfriends, finances, and legal troubles gave her life meaning.

Put it this way, Im fairly certain Sandees fifty-four. Courtney MacEwan was fifty-three. Ruby Drake was fifty-two. And then there was Val, she mused, fifty-one. You dont suppose one of his old flames could have attacked you, do you?

I shrugged. A slightly plump, mid-thirties ex-wife, with a fifteen-year-old son and a husband whos a cop? Doesnt sound like a target to me.

Maybe, maybe not. But theres something else Id like to know. Now that the Jerk is out of jail, where do you think hes getting his money? You cant keep a young girlfriend and rent a house in the country club area on your good looks. She eyed me. Speaking of appearance, you look like hell. No doubt about it, Goldy needs a chocolate-filled croissant. She burrowed back in her bag.

I declined the croissant and slugged down the last of the latte. Listen, could you help me set up? I dont want to be alone in the Roundhouse.

 
Absolutely. But bring the gun. She pushed open the passenger door and yelled, If youre in Goldys kitchen, shell shoot you in the nuts!

I dont want to bring the gun.

She gave me a wicked look. If the Jerks in there, you could pop him off.

Not funny.

Then give the gun to me. Ill protect us.

Forget it.

Goldy, if you dont take that weapon, and then the cops arrive, theyll say, What the hell were you doing going into that place unarmed? 

I sighed, handed Marla the entrance keyI thought the cops might want to photograph the kitchen doorand got out of the van. Then I snagged the thirty-eight and pointed it down, safety on, as we approached the Roundhouses French doors. But another nasty surprise awaited us.

Oh my God! Marla cried after shed pulled the key out of the lock and opened the doors.

My heart plummeted as I reeled back.

The smell of spoiled food was horrific. I thought, Im doomed.
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Its a body, Marla whispered. The killer hit you so you couldnt witness anything.

Its spoiled food, I corrected her. I limped inside, still aiming the gun at the floor. The putrid stench turned my stomach. Not meaning to, I took a deep breath. The smell filled my nostrils and I coughed. I pantedanything to avoid using the olfactory gland.

Delicately holding her nose, Marla followed me into the Roundhouse dining room. The place had never served as an actual train roundhouse, but was merely a fifty-year-old hexagonal building constructed of dark-stained pine logs. With a massive stone fire-place at its center, the dining room resembled a giant wooden teepee. The irony was that Id been looking forward to the Roundhouses early morning aroma, where smoke from thousands of barbecued steaks still lingered in the log walls.

What do you want to do? Marla asked, her voice nasal.

Check everything in the kitchen, I replied. Trashevery container. Refrigerators.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. With a simple assault and vandalism, theres no way the cops will do prints and all that. Lets go around to the side. Whoever attacked me came out that way, and probably broke in there, too.

Just make sure youve got hold of that gun, Marla ordered.

 
Thats the last thing were going to need. My mind seized on the funeral lunch. What were going to need is more food. And quick.

Our footsteps echoed on the wooden deck as we made our slow way around to the side of the old restaurant. My back still ached and my knees hurt. The sight of the wooden ramp that my attacker had raced down gave me gooseflesh.

A hundred yards away, the sun had risen higher, and Aspen Meadow Lake was a field of sparkles. When Id signed the lease on the Roundhouse at the end of April, the large deck and magnificent view of the water had been selling points. In Colorado, people want to hold events both inside and outside, and any catering center that doesnt offer both is sunk. I shook my head, remembering my early enthusiasm for the Roundhouse. While reconfiguring the place for catered affairs, Id come to wish the lake was full of cold cash instead of chilly snowmelt. But it was still a nice view. Calming. And calm was what I needed at the moment.

When we arrived at the back door, the reek was even more intense. I peered at the spot where the lock had been forced. Splinters littered the deck and the kitchen floor. Yellow wood showed where the hinge had been torn off from the paneling around it. Carefully, Marla and I tiptoed inside. She flipped on the lightsno power outage, anywayand the spacious, newly painted kitchen popped into view. To my surprise, the place was completely clean.

Stop. Take the safety off, Marla whispered. I hear something.

Oh, man, I knew we should have waited in the car. Marla pointed to a paper grocery bag on the far side of the floor. With its flap rolled tight, the contents lay shrouded in darkness. But was itmoving?

Stay put, I ordered, then advanced, thirty-eight raised, across the kitchen.

Without warning, the bag shuddered open and a dozen mice raced out. Startled, I accidentally shot off the damn gun.

Marla shrieked and ran outside. The rodents scattered. I cursed, eased the safety back on the thirty-eight, and placed it on the counter. Now the place really stank, with gunsmoke in addition to the stench of garbage. And probably a neighbor would call the cops. Maybe that would get them up here quicker, I thought as I pulled over some folding chairs to prop open the wrecked door. If my attacker had planted more mice, we needed to provide an easy exit for the furry little creatures. Plus, I was desperate to air out the place.

Stop that! Marla snapped from the deck. You need to get the cops to get clues from the door.

They wont have time for that, trust me.

The ibuprofen was kicking in and I could move a bit more easily as I limped back over to the bag, now empty. I didnt want to ponder how much a fumigator was going to cost. Oh, hell, I thought as I looked ruefully at the bullet hole in my new kitchen floor. Add on to that the price of oak-floor repair.

I took what they call in yoga a cleansing breath. If youre smelling something putrid, does the breath still cleanse? I didnt think so. Focus, I told myself. Marla, whom I always depended on to be brave and helpful, was blubbering on the deck.

First I had to find the spoiled food. I began to check the trash containers. Every one of them was empty.

Why didnt you shoot them? Marla wailed. You had the gun, for Gods sake, why didnt you keep firing? Oh my God, mice! Maybe they were rats, and so on.

I stared at the two commercial refrigerators Id installed in the kitchen. They were walk-ins Id bought at a restaurant auction. The previous evening, Id placed eleven hundred dollars worth of grilled and chilled herb-crusted salmon, potatoes Anna, radiatore pasta salad, and spinach souffl mixture into them. The food cart had contained the now-wrecked desserts. When Julian Teller, my longtime assistant, drove over from Boulder, he was bringing a vat of his luscious cream of asparagus soup. Liz Fury, a forty-two-year-old single mom who was my other helper, was visiting an early-bird farmers market to pick up fresh arugula and watercress for the salad. These she would toss with delicately marinated hearts of palm and her own champagne vinaigrette.

Slowly, I opened first one, then the other refrigerator door.

I lurched away from the blast of hot, putrid air. A second later I was taking shallow breaths through my mouth and peering inside.

 
The refrigerator interiors were warm and dark. They stank of rotten food. I knew the math of spoilage; every caterer did. For every hour foods with mayonnaise and other perishable substances are at a temperature above sixty-five degrees, the toxins multiply exponentially. My attacker couldnt just have shown up this morning and wrecked this food. So what was going on?

I moved outside as quickly as my battered body would allow. Marla was still sniveling on the deck. I checked the compressors. Someone had thrown the safety switches on both of them. I howled and pushed them into place, then hobbled back inside.

The refrigerators had hummed to life. I pulled open the doors, then stared inside. I couldnt comprehend what I was seeing.

The bowls, vats, and trays of salmon, potatoes, pasta, and spinach reeked of putrescence. So the guy, or whoever it was, had thrown the compressors last night, to guarantee that the food would be wrecked? And then hed broken in this morning to plant some mice? Had he done anything else?

I saw the answer in a line of small, dead trout strung across the shelves of one refrigerator. On the base of the other walk-in, another paper bag seemed to be wrigglingoh God.

About six micefewer than in the other bag, anywayscampered out. I jumped from one foot to the other, which made my body scream with pain.

More mice coming! I hollered at Marla.

Will you shoot that damn gun? she shrieked from the far side of the deck.

Not again, I called back. I limped back to my van and stowed the thirty-eight in my glove compartment.

This was not, as it turned out, one of my better ideas.

[image: space]

Within ten minutes, Id rustled up both Liz and Julian on their cells. I said I needed a ton of d-Con, at least a dozen mousetraps, and a carload of air fresheners.

Okay, boss, Julian agreed. The kid was calmer than any twenty-one-year-old Id ever known. But whatre you going to do for food?

Assiettes de charcuterie, I said decisively. Plates of chilled imported salami, Westphalian ham, and Port Salut cheese. And some lovely fresh rolls. Can you find an open delicatessen in Boulder? And a bakery?

No prob.

Plus, Ill need a load of unsalted butter andjars of gherkins, if you can manage it. With your soup, Lizs salad, and the garden-club cakes, we ought to be in good shape.

The garden-club cakes?

Flourless chocolate. Marla ordered them to sell for her splinter groups bake sale. But theyre not going to get them.

Goldy, whatre you going to do if Roger Mannis shows up?

Oh, God help us.

Roger Mannis was the new district health inspector, assigned to make life difficult for yours truly and other caterers in our part of the county. The guy was a nightmare, Uriah Heep meets Jack the Ripper, with a Ph.D. in biology, to boot. Hed shown upunannounced, as was his prerogativeat our very first event in the Roundhouse. Id been serving tea, sandwiches, petits fours, and sliced fruit out on the deck. Unfortunately, the garden-club ladies had been acting anything but ladylike in their fight over a town tree-planting campaign. Roger Mannisthirtyish, tall, and dark-haired, with deep-set eyes and a chin that could have sliced a pork loinhad started writing up every infraction he could find. He shook his head at the landscaping over my new plumbing lines. He stuck his little thermometer into the fruit salad and found it insufficiently chilled. He claimed to have detected insect remains on the floor of the deck. Julian and I knew to beg pardon and act obsequious, especially since we needed to calm the enemy armies of the garden club, whod been on the verge of a fruit fight.

My dear Liz Fury, however, had been a bit more flippant. Tossing her silver-white hair and thrusting a long finger in Roger Manniss face, shed told him that the staff of Goldilocks Catering abided by all hygiene rules. She announced, moreover, that Roger was being an ass. Distracted, the garden-club ladies had begun to titter. Liz hollered that Roger could get that ass, his ass, away from the Roundhouse immediately. Otherwise, shed call his supervisor, her uncle Ozzie, who also happened to be the Furman County Health Inspector, and have him canned. So to speak! cried one of the women, and the entire garden club had snickered.

Roger Mannis had responded by narrowing his pupils, bottomless dark caverns that made most caterers innards quake. His sharp chin had quivered as hed stepped toward me and hovered ominously, clutching his clipboard. Hed been so close I could smell his aftershave. Id actually cowered. Then Roger Mannis had turned on his heel and left.

Unfortunately, someone had been sitting right next to where I was standing during the whole interchange with Mannis. The wrong someone, as it turned out: Cecelia Brisbane, that most ruthless of gossip columnists, had been peering through her thick, cloudy glasses as she tried to cover the garden-club meeting. I heard later that shed been hoping for hot items on the tree-planting conflict. Instead, Cecelia had mercilessly skewered me, the event, and the district health inspector. During what recent get-together was a county official with a chainsaw chin, muskrat eyes, and clothes resembling a nuclear-bomb inspector told off by our towns caterer?

There was no point calling the Mountain Journal office and complaining. Id tried that once and it hadnt worked. I just didnt want to think about it.

Sonow, in answer to Julians question: What was I going to do if Roger Mannis made an unexpected visit to this catered eventand saw all this spoiled food? I didnt want to contemplate that, either.

Goldy, are you all right? Julian asked, startling me.

Sure. Thanks for reminding me about the dear inspector, I replied into the phone. Let me see if Marla can waylay him.

While Marla and I dumped the vats of slimy pasta, stinking salmon, and putrid spinach into plastic bags, I tried to think of a way to bring up the Mannis predicament. The apparent disappearance of the mice had soothed Marlas nerves somewhat. Plus, shed been eager to speculate about who could have done all this damagealthough her considerable moneybags were still placed on the Jerk.

He threatened you from prison, she asserted as she lugged a trash bag to the Dumpster. To your face and behind your back. To Arch, to his lawyer, to anyone who would listen. He read the Denver Post and the Rocky Mountain News every day, and when some guy got off for beating or killing his wife, he mailed the article to you, Goldy. For Gods sake! She paused at the far end of the parking lot. I suppose hes making an appearance at the lunch?

Holly Kerr invited him, I replied. You remember Holly, dont you? Alberts wife, now widow? She wanted to include all the old gang from Southwest Hospital. I grunted as I heaved my bag over the lip of the Dumpster.

Marla groaned and clumsily tipped in her sack. I frowned. Her beautiful pink-and-gold silk dress was stained with sweat and spotted with spoiled food. Dear Marla. And here I was going to ask something else of her.

Uh, girlfriend?

Marla lifted her chin and shot me a wary look. Her brown curls had come askew from the sparkling barrettes, and perspiration streaked her face.

Now what?

Im sorry, but when the cops arrive, I need you to do one more thing.

It cant be worse than this.

Would you be willing to go home, I asked quickly, take a nice shower, put on something really sexy, and find a county employee named Roger Mannis? Ill give you his work number and address. Then distract him, seduce him, or do something to keep him occupied over the next few hours.

You mean Roger Mannis, the health inspector who hassled you at the garden-club lunch? The subject of Cecelias column, he of the muskrat eyes? One and the same?

 
Does that mean youll do it? I asked as a sheriffs-department vehicle finally, finally drove into the lot.

You know what, Goldy? Marla wiped her brow, glanced at the cop car, then put her hands on her hips. If you werent my friend, I would have no excitement in my life.
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She drove off, as they say in this part of the world, in a cloud of dust. The cop, a brawny blond fellow named Sawyer, had me repeat what had happened and show him the scene of the crime. He frowned at the place where Id fallen, probed the splintered door frame with his finger, and narrowed his eyes at the bullet hole in the floor. He also told me I should see a doctor. I promised I would when the dust settled.

Still, Mrs. Schulz, Im going to stay here with you until your help arrives.

Feel like carrying some trash?

His grin was expansive. Sure.

With Sawyer at my side, I hobbled back to the kitchen. The two of us grabbed the last of the trash bagsSawyer insisted on taking three, so I had only onetraversed the lot, and heaved them into the Dumpster.

I need you to show me the gun you used in the kitchen, Officer Sawyer said mildly as we made our way back to the Roundhouse.

I veered toward the van, unlocked it, and flipped open the glove compartment. Then I unloaded the gun and handed it to him. He looked at it briefly before giving it back. His expression was inscrutable.

 
I put the thirty-eight into the glove compartment and slammed it shut. My permits in the kitchen, in my purse.

Thats all right. He waited for me to close the van door, then walked beside me back to the Roundhouse.

The breeze that had been ruffling the lakes surface died down. Half a mile away, the lake house was deserted. Paddleboat and skiff rental did not begin until ten, and even the walkers and runners had hightailed away to their daily pursuits. The small commuter rush had abated, and Upper Cottonwood Creek Road was quiet.

I walked slowly. My shoulders ached. My back throbbed. Our footsteps on the gravel were the only sounds. Things seemed, as they also say in this part of the world, too quiet.

Officer Sawyer? I said suddenly. Have you had this kind of attack around here lately? Somebody in a ski mask, vandalizing commercial establishments?

Sawyer shook his head. Theres always a first time. I wish youd go see a doctor.

I thought, Sure, right after I find some electric fans, get the bleach, clean out the walk-ins, and start setting up.

[image: space]

I know that we are all thankful for the life of Albert Kerr, Dr. Ted Vikarios announced, his voice as authoritative as that of Moses descending from Sinai. Dr. V., as wed always called him, towered over the microphone, his six and a half feet not even slightly reduced by having reached his early sixties. His long, large-featured face was as imposing as ever, although I was pretty sure he was now dyeing his jet-black hair. He still wore it swooped up in front, like a wave cresting toward shore. We rejoice in spite of our pain! his voice boomed, and the mourners jumped in their seats.

Tell me about pain, I thought. My back, neck, and knees were still in a world of hurt. I shifted from foot to foot and glanced out at the people gathered for the memorial lunch. Most of the sixty guests had served in Southwests ob-gyn department sixteen years ago, during the time that Drs. Kerr and Vikarios had been codepartment heads of ob-gyn. And maybe they wished they hadnt, because Dr. V. had already been preaching to them for twenty-five minutes.

John Richard Korman, looking breezy, nonchalant, and as devastatingly handsome as ever, sat by the French doors. He wore a pink oxford-cloth shirt, patterned gold-and-green silk tie, and khaki pants. Did he look freshly showered? I mean, you would have to fix yourself up if youd taken time out that morning to attack your ex-wife. At the very least, your naturally blond hair would get messed up underneath that ski mask. Stop it, I ordered myself. Youre not at all sure that John Richard was the culprit.

I returned my attention to the lunch. The only way I was going to get through this event was not to care that he was present. Make that not to care insofar as possible, since I had already noticed how he was charming the women at his table with sly grins, winks, and an occasional backward flip of his careful-to-look-
casual bangs. It did seem that he was studiously ignoring me. Not that I gave a slice of salami about that, eitherat least until I could prove or disprove that he was the one whod attacked me.

Anyway, I certainly wasnt going to confront him. Not here. Not now.

We need to focus on gratitude! Dr. V. shouted. He opened his long, thin arms to their full width, like one of those hang gliders youre always seeing taking off from Colorado peaks.

Okay, I could focus on gratitude. Clutching a glass of water, I backed into one of the Roundhouses dark corners and swallowed four more ibuprofen. I believed that I was more thankful than Ted Vikarios. If I hadnt been choking on the pills, I would have been giving fervent praise to the Almighty that Julian, Liz, and I had somehow, somehow, pulled this lunch together after all.

We miss Albert! Dr. V. moaned, and the mourners groaned in response.

I swallowed hard and wondered if I missed Albert Kerr. Before Alberts wife, Holly, had returned to Aspen Meadow with Alberts ashes the previous month, I hadnt seen either one of them for over fourteen years. But they had doted on Arch when he was a newborn. It hurt not to see someone for a long time. I had liked the Kerrs, and had felt a pang to hear Albert had died of cancer while serving as the priest for a small Anglican congregation in Qatar, of all places. Still, Alberts lovely wifewidowHolly had called me to do this event.

We had been close to both the Kerrs and Vikarioses when Albert, Ted, and the Jerk had worked together, Holly had reminded me.

I had gritted my teeth and promised Holly we would have a lovely lunch. And whether we had an anonymous attacker, a herd of mice, or a four-figure cost overrun, I was going to finish this luncheon, by golly. I took a deep breath, which was not a good idea.

Had anyone else noticed that the Roundhouse smelled like a pine forest? I stepped out from the corner and tried to avoid looking at the Jerk, who had put his arm around his new girlfriend. Girlfriend, schmirlfriend, my main question was whether anyone was sniffing the air and making faces. The scent, Organic Pine, could have been called The Woods Youll Never Get Out Of. It certainly smelled like a denser forest than anything Hansel and Gretel had dealt with. Okay, Liz and Arch had gone too wild with their enthusiastic spraying. Theyd coated the kitchen with the stuff, emptied a can each into the refrigerators, and squirted the fragrance into every corner of the old restaurant.

I blinked at Cecelia Brisbane, who was seated close by. Her wide body spilled over the chair seat as she hunched over the table, her thick glasses perched on the edge of her bulbous nose. She was taking notes, for Gods sake! If she made fun of the Roundhouses pine odor in her next column, Id tell her to be grateful the folks hadnt inhaled what had preceded it.

I focused on the rest of the guests. Gray-haired, squirrel-faced Nan Watkins, a longtime ob-gyn nurse at Southwest Hospital, nodded to me and gave a thumbs-up. I was doing her retirement party this week, so it was a good thing she was enjoying the lunch. In fact, all of the guests looked satisfiedat least with the food, if not with Ted Vikarioss droning on. Id been gratified by the way theyd slurped down Julians herb-topped chilled asparagus soup. After that, the mourners had dug into our quickly assembled assiettes de charcuterie. Amazing how a long church service can stimulate the appetite.

And speaking of church, God, and things we were thankful for, Id also been grateful to the Almighty that Liz had been able to muster Arch out earlier than Id requested. Looking over at Arch, now quietly filling water glasses at a far table, I was filled with pride. At fifteen, my son was finally getting taller. His shoulders were broadening, hed cut his toast-brown hair short, and hed traded in his thick tortoiseshell glasses for thin wire-rimmed specs.

But there was another change in Arch. Toward the end of the school year, Id finally had enough of my sons self-centeredness and obsession with having stuff. Id barely been able to deal with a stream of demands for an electric guitar, a high-tech cell phone, a new computer, and other paraphernalia. Worse, his annoying behavior was increasingly expressing itself as verbal abuse directed at yours truly. Id lived in denial for all those years with the Jerk, I said to myself one particularly sleepless night, was I going to do the same with Arch?

I was not. No matter whose fault his behavior wasI blamed the brats at Elk Park Preparatory School, Arch blamed meI decided to pull him out of EPP. Unfortunately, there was no Episcopal high school in the Denver area. So I told Arch he could go away to military school (I was bluffing) or he could attend the Christian Brothers Catholic High School, not far from the Furman County Sheriffs Department. After much yelling and door slamming, he chose the Brothers.

Once Arch had been admitted, the school had phoned and invited him on a class retreat. Arch had had a fantastic time. He had made a slew of new friends who now invited him to skate, play guitar, or just hang out, something he had never, ever been asked to do by any student at Elk Park Prep.

And then my son had started required community work in a Catholic Workers soup kitchen. Chopping fifteen pounds of onions on Saturday mornings to go into stew he then helped serve to two-hundred-plus homeless peoplethis had changed his materialism, but quick. Now he put away half his allowance for the Catholic Workers and begged me for paid work so he could help more people eat.

Well, I was all for helping people eat. I mean, just look at this lunch! It might be costing me a mint, but it was happening. Right from the start, Liz and Julian had commandeered Arch into an assembly line that would have left Henry Ford in the dust. Theyd zipped around the kitchen prep table, placing slabs of creamy Port Salut cheese beside delicate rosettes of spicy imported salami. Because I was hurting, theyd given me the meager job of rolling the delicately smoked Westphalian ham into thin cylinders. Theyd placed these next to slices of a heavenly homemade goat cheese Liz had nabbed at the farmers market. Wed all pitched in to pile Lizs saladcrisp, tender field greens mixed with crunchy slices of hearts of palm and coated with her scrumptious vinaigretteinto pyramids in the middle of each assiette just as the first cars wheeled into the gravel driveway. Right before the lunch had commenced, when wed been finishing the last of the plates, Dr. Ted Vikarios had burst into the kitchen. Apparently, Arch wasnt the only one with matters religious on his mind.

Jesus God Almighty! Ted Vikarios yelled.

The four of us had jumped. After recovering, Id reminded him of who I was. Goldy, from the old days, remember? Limping along, Id led him back out to the dining room and asked him what I could do to help him. When hed mumbled microphone and podium, Id carefully shown him where hed be giving his speech after the meal. Seeming preoccupied, hed wandered off.

After that inauspicious kickoff, however, the lunch itself had been stupendous. The guests had devoured every morsel of food, right down to the baguettes, the buttereven the gherkins. Moving through the tables, Id noticed a few members of the crowd making sandwiches from leftovers and tucking them into purses and sacksa sure sign of success, if not good manners.

And now the guests were devouring the swoon-inducing slices of the flourless chocolate cakes Id made for Marla. Wed topped them with Hagen-Dazs vanilla ice cream, quickly purchased by Julian, as our homemade batch had melted when the compressors were shut off. Julian had handed the portable mikeat least Id set that up the previous dayto Alberts widow, Holly. Short, gray-haired, as vibrant and energetic at fifty-five as she had been at forty, shed given an enthusiastic thanks to everyone whod come. Shed added that there would be one tribute only, from Alberts old friend Ted Vikarios.

As Ted now proclaimed into the microphone, his wife, Ginger Vikarios, smiled nervously at the crowd. Like her husband, Ginger, slender and overly made up, had taken unsuccessful steps to look as if she had not aged. Shed dyed her hair orange, the lipstick on her downturned mouth was orange, and she had bright spots of orange blush on each cheek. She looked fragile and unhappy, like a sad clown. I certainly hoped Ginger had not heard the insensitive comments on the way her curly orange hair matched her unfashionable orange taffeta dress. Whatever had happened to people wearing black to funerals? they wanted to know. I hadnt the foggiest.

John Richard Kormans late arrival with his blond, nubile new girlfriend, Sandee Blue, had caused a ripple in the crowd. Sandee, her platinum curls swept forward in a sexy do, ignored Ted Vikarios as she giggled and nuzzled John Richards ear. Smiling, John Richard pulled away, ran his fingers through his long hair, and winked knowingly at Sandee. I wondered if he was technically old enough to be her father.

Marla and I had met Sandee two weeks before, when wed delivered Arch to John Richards house prior to a golf lesson. Clad in a bikini (to the best of my knowledge, the Jerk had not installed an indoor pool in his country-club rental house), shed opened the heavy door, looked us up and down, and introduced herself.

Im Sandee Blue. Thats Sandee with two e s.

Arch had done his best not to gawk. Id shuddered and, for once, been tongue-tied.

Confused, Sandee had asked, Are you here with money?

Without missing a beat, Marla had said, No, but wed be blue, too, if we didnt have any. Sandee had retreated, looking even more perplexed. Then wed heard the Jerk yelling at her from inside the house, and finally hed appeared and wordlessly taken Arch. What was that French sayingplus a change? Well, anyway, stuff doesnt change and neither do jerks.

According to Marla, Sandee worked in the country-club golf shop, and that was where John Richard had decided he had to have her. Also according to Marla, once John Richard met Sandee, hed dumped his willowy, wealthy, gorgeous, brunette girlfriend, Courtney MacEwan. Courtney was a highly competitive tennis-playing socialite. She was known for throwing her racket and her fluorescent pink tennis balls at opponents who beat herand hitting them. This was not the kind of woman Id want to have as an enemy, but John Richard was an expert inMarlas termthe Art of Bedding Dangerously.

Now, watching John Richard lean over and whisper in Sandees ear, my gaze traveled over to lovely, brown-haired Courtney MacEwan, standing on the far side of the French doors. Unlike Ginger Vikarioss orange gown, Courtneys dress was black, but it was so low cut and tightshowing muscles I wasnt even sure I hadthat it made Gingers pouffery look tame. I racked my gray cells to figure out why Courtney was here, and then remembered that her former husbandhe had died of a heart attack when Courtney had surprised him in bed with a flight attendanthad been a top executive at Southwest Hospital.

Courtney had been John Richards squeeze inwhat, April, the beginning of May? Then the Jerk had moved on to the greener Sandee pasture, and theyd split. Now Courtney stared in his direction. The bitterness of her expression shrieked, If I cant have this man, no one will! I wondered if her copious Louis Vuitton bag held a couple of tennis balls.

The crowd scooped up the last of their cake and ice cream, glanced at their watches, and rustled in their seats. Oblivious, Ted Vikarios rumbled on about the good deeds Albert Kerr had done. Albert had sold his possessions and taken Holly to England, where hed gone to seminary. Hed accepted a call to a small Christian mission in Qatarhe really hadnt liked the cold English weatherand served there for twelve years. Hed fought valiantly against the disease that had finally claimed him, etc., etc.

Again waves of fatigue and pain washed over me. The places where my attacker had hit were killing me. When Id signaled to Julian and Liz to stop clearing, Id had no idea Ted Vikarios would talk until mold grew on cheese. On and on he went, about how the Lord had done this in Alberts life and the Lord had done that. The agnostics among the country-club set were stirring in their seats. To them, a conversion experience was changing dollars into euros.

When a couple of people scraped back their chairs and got up to leave, Dr. V. cleared his throat into the mike. It came out like a thunderclap, and a spontaneous titter swept through the Roundhouse dining room. More people began to stand up and move about. I glanced at Holly Kerr. She kept her chin up and her back straight as she spoke to well-wishers.

If I could just finish the cleaning without losing my temper with the Jerk and accusing him of beating me up, I could count this event as a salvaged success. I scanned the crowd again. Ted Vikarios was still talking. I had to clear away the dirty dishes, whether it made noise or not.

Holly Kerr caught my eye, nodded, and smiled. Then she handed an envelope to a young man and indicated that he was to give it to me. My eyes snagged on Courtney MacEwan, whose rage-filled stare at John Richardwho was again cozying up to Sandeehad not quit. Courtney folded her arms, which made a whole bunch more muscles pop out. Now John Richard and Sandee-with-two-es were exchanging a not-so-
surreptitious kiss. I turned quickly, picked up a tray of dirty glasses beside one of the tables, and only vaguely registered footsteps clicking up to my side.

Ever noticed, Courtney MacEwan hissed in my ear, how people cant wait to have sex after funerals?

I lost my grip on the tray. Unbalanced, one of the glasses popped upward and spiraled toward the floor. An alert guest, a bodybuilder-type guy with thick, dry blond-brown hair that resembled a lions mane, dove for it with an outfielders extended reach. Grinning hugely, he held it high. The guests at the table applauded.

Courtney, I said through clenched teethand a false smileget into the kitchen if you want to talk about sex.

Courtney fluttered sparkly eyelids and mauve-toned fingernails and slithered ahead of me. It was a good thing, too, because the crowd parted like the Red Sea for that low-cut dress.

And dearest, loveliest Holly, Ted droned on.

 
Was that a trick play with the glass? an older woman asked me. Her broad face lit up with an admiring smile. If you toss two glasses into the air, Dannyboy here will be able to catch both of those, too. The table giggled and leaned forward. I noticed several bottles of wine between the plates, not served by yours truly. In fact, I was willing to bet that the folks at this table had never worked at Southwest Hospital. There were two guys (including Dannyboy, he of the lion mane) who looked like thugs, and three women, two pretty younger ones and the one whod first spoken to me. Her thick makeup and dyed black hair screamed Aging Hooker. Still, she looked familiar. But I was distracted from trying to place her by Dannyboy, whose drunk, raised voice announced: If you toss three glasses in the air, I can juggle those, too!

And dearest, loveliest Holly, Ted Vikarios shouted into the microphone, was a nurturing presence all along. Registering the disturbanceDannyboy, the joker who wouldnt let me passTed glared in our direction. She even nursed Albert, whom we are remembering today, whom we are trying to remember todaymore glaringbeginning when he was sick and missed school as a teenager

So did John Richard cheat on you, too? Courtney stage-whispered over her shoulder. And what did you do to his girlfriends? I kept a white-knuckled grip on the tray and refused to answer.

Hey, caterer, Dannyboy was saying as he tugged on my apron. Behind him
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