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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            JD THOMPSON: THURSDAY, BEAUCHAMP, TEXAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I love early morning office sounds: the four Very Good Kitties scrabbling down the dark-wood gallery floor, my partner Dianne Cortez doing syncopated samba steps on the way to her office in one of the first-floor turrets, a cat yowling in my other partner Johnny Ly’s vet clinic, and at our reception desk, our intern Darryl Swann practicing the soprano part to “Dancing Queen” in Spanish. Just a normal August morning in your normal detective’s office in disguise as a law, accountancy, and veterinary firm—and an ABBA tribute band.

      I admit that’s not how it was either in the judge’s chambers or the corporate law firm where I used to work. I left them behind in Austin, Texas, when I fled with my friends to the nearby tiny town of Beauchamp. Now we work and live in Gregg House, an old Victorian mansion whose date plaque reads 1897. No doubt the house has seen many things in its hundred-plus years, but I still imagine its two ornate turret roofs as eyebrows raised in surprise at its latest denizens.

      August in Texas makes me think of Paris. Not that it reminds me of Paris—au contraire, mes amis. But as I swelter and sweat in Beauchamp, I remember those glorious four months after college, before law school, when I wandered the banks of the Seine and wrote poetry in sidewalk cafés on breezy, warm days. Parisians complained about their weather, but only because they’d never been to Texas. I considered every day perfect, and when Dianne, then a different kind of partner, joined me in August, every day doubled in perfection. As the numbers maven, she said that was impossible, but I know better.

      The phone shrilled, interrupting my remembrance of things past and kicking me back into my office in Gregg House’s other turret.

      Darryl answered in a completely different voice, “Black Orchid Enterprises. Law offices of James Daniel Thompson. May I help—Just a moment. I’ll see if Mr. Thompson is available.”

      He tiptoed into my office and mouthed, “JD, it’s your father.”

      I made a gagging face and picked up the phone. “Hi, Dad. Got just a few minutes between clients—” If you define a few as those between 9:30 a.m. and 2:00 p.m.

      “I won’t keep you,” he snapped. “When’s the last time you heard from Merry?”

      I frowned, thinking. At age twenty, my twin sisters would soon enter their last year of college in Waco, where Dad’s parents lived. Merry and Cherry didn’t have keeping in touch with their brother high on their to-do list. “Not sure. I usually see them when I visit the grandparents, when we get everybody together for a meal. But Merry went to Dallas for the summer, and—”

      “I’m not sure she did. I tried to call her when I was in Dallas last week. I stopped by the place she said she worked too. She hasn’t been there in months.”

      Idly I wondered if he would ever let me finish a thought or a sentence. I remembered Merry’s social media post about getting a job at Doo Wop Burger, one of those trying-to-be-vintage diner chains. She was wearing their terminally cute uniform and posing with a silly grin in front of their icon, a huge dancing cheeseburger.

      Dad growled, “Your grandparents haven’t seen her recently. She or Cherry came home to Houston every other weekend this summer, always wanting money. But Merry never said she’d left that job, and she never sent me her Dallas address.”

      I heard a sliver of worry in his voice. Touching, it was. “I’ll check with Dianne. The twins still stay in touch with her. Cherry doesn’t know anything either?”

      “She says not. She says she and Merry have been trying to live their own lives instead of being practically Siamese twins. They planned to live separately this summer, with Merry going to Dallas to pursue some guy.” The disapproval faucet was on full blast.

      I remembered Merry’s Instagram photo with the caption “Going to Dallas to be near my darling J!”

      My father’s cough summoned me back to the present. “They’ve exchanged texts over the summer, nothing that alarmed Cherry. She’s sure Merry will show up before the semester starts.”

      “I’m sure she’s right,” I agreed, based on nothing at all. “I’ll ask around and get back—well, goodbye and you have a nice day too,” I said to the dial tone.

      A note from Darryl popped up in our interoffice chat app, proving that he could work and sing at the same time: his suggestions for the next week’s social media. Besides answering the phone, Darryl helps with my routine legal forms and Dianne’s routine tax forms, assists Johnny in the cat clinic and shelter, and handles our social media. He even has a blog on our website he calls Swann’s Way.

      I can’t see the point in advertising Black Orchid Enterprises to the world when we’re geographically confined to Central Texas, just south of Austin, but I’m told you never turn down free advertising. Who knows when someone nearby might be looking for an accountant, lawyer, or vet, or maybe all three?

      Darryl also handles office holiday decorations, which have landed us on TV, not always in a positive way. I couldn’t think of any holidays in the near future, so I thought we were safe for a while. I couldn’t say that often, considering how many cultures we represent, a regular United Nations of an office: Standard White Guy (me), Mexican (Dianne), Vietnamese (Johnny), Jewish (Johnny), and Black (Darryl and Chantal Gaumont, accountant, soprano, and leader of our band). Even then, sometimes he’ll find some other holiday that he only partially understands.

      Being the bosses, we could shut him down, but holiday decorating and social media are his favorite duties, and we’re not that far away from our own trash jobs to want to take that joy from him. Also, his efforts bring more people into the office.

      For Throwback Thursday, Darryl proposed a Thompson family Easter photo from around fifteen years ago: Young Teen Me, forcing up the corners of my mouth despite clenched teeth, my hands clawing the shoulders of two wiggly twins, already sugared up on their Easter candy breakfast, their ruffly blue spring dresses matching their skin, because Texas always turns arctic for Easter just to show that it can.

      After all those years, I could still hear the conversation. Dad complaining: “Adrienne, we’re going to be late for church.” Mother, frustrated but determined: “I still don’t have a good picture of them in their dresses. JD, would you hold them still?” That was the twins’ cue to ramp it up to eleven. It was an Easter miracle that we were all in focus. I’ve always known that the answer to the Biblical question “Am I my sisters’ keeper?” was “You better believe it.”

      I hesitated to approve the photo but couldn’t think of a reason to object. We had already posted Dianne at age five, dancing the Macarena at one of her mother’s parties, and eight-year-old Johnny helping in his grandfather’s Vietnamese restaurant in downtown Beauchamp. It was my turn, and if I rejected this one, the next suggestion would be worse, maybe the last Easter photo before Mother died, when we all knew what was coming. The twins had grinned like maniacs over their holiday ruffles, and I didn’t look any better.

      Nobody smiled in the following year’s photo, with Cherry as Goth as a twelve-year-old was allowed to be and Merry in a colorless straight shift, her hair bobbed into a straight line that echoed her compressed lips. I looked like I had a toothache while still auditioning for Future Lawyers of America. Dad didn’t bother with Easter photos after that.

      The twins had a lifelong history of cute. Mother adored her blonde, curly-haired, blue-eyed twins. After inflicting old-fashioned family names on them (Meredith Arline and Charity Adrienne), she nicknamed them Merry and Cherry, making a case for naming kids later, after you know them. Merry is more thoughtful than giggly, and Cherry isn’t generous. From the day they were born, shortly before my ninth birthday, Mother dressed them in pastels, with maximum ribbons, ruffles, and bows. They looked like frilly potatoes, despite being skinny as pencils.

      I admit I was underwhelmed to receive two baby sisters instead of a PlayStation. And even with just a vague concept of where babies came from, I was nauseated.

      I spent my teen years babysitting them, which didn’t improve our relationship. After our mother died of cancer when they were eleven and I was nineteen, I made a point of going home more, the better for us to be miserable together. I also brought them to visit me at college, where I lived with ten or so housemates, all female except for Johnny, in a rickety old mansion we named Casa Cortez, because Dianne (of course) had organized us into it. Hanging out with the big girls filled the twins with pride; they ignored me. I thought when they themselves entered college we might have adult friendships, but they didn’t have much use for an older brother unless they needed help moving.

      I tapped a brief text to Merry before walking across the hall. It’s more of a gallery, extending from the front to the back of the house, wide enough to be a room in its own right. Darryl had moved on to “Chiquitita.” As I passed the reception desk, I sang a few notes of my bass-baritone part, just for encouragement.

      Sometimes Dianne’s mother, an event planner, booked MultiABBA for one of her parties when Chantal had another gig as a soloist. She’s the only one of us who can claim to be a full-time musician, except for when she helps us during tax season. Darryl hoped to substitute for Chantal when she was unavailable.

      When I walked into Dianne’s office, she was gazing at her monitor with a rapt expression that meant either (1) she was in love or (2) she’d just created the most awesome spreadsheet ever. I was going with the latter. Her deep, happy sigh meant that she’d beaten the numbers into submission yet again. Nevada, her golden-pointed, blue-eyed Siamese cat, slept on her desk, within easy petting range.

      I always thought Dianne the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen, even as my three-time ex: almost six feet of warm brown skin and blacker-than-black hair shining around her shoulders in thick waves. As I fiddled with my phone, I asked, “Dianne, have you heard from Merry?”

      “No, I heard from Cherry recently though.” Being Dianne, she then proceeded to check her answer by scrolling through past texts. She frowned. “I’m wrong. Merry texted me about three weeks ago. Nothing much, just checking in. But Cherry did text me a few days before that, asking whether I thought she should change her name to Cheryl or Cherie. She’s worried that no one will take her seriously as Cherry, except maybe in adult films. I must have been thinking of that.”

      My sisters met Dianne when they were ten, when I brought Dianne home for some holiday as The Girlfriend™. After we broke up for the first time less than a year later, they sobbed to Dianne, “But you don’t have to break up with us.” Dianne agreed and took them under her wing because, as she said, “What’s two more in my family group?”

      The eldest of five siblings and many, many cousins, Dianne will tell you in the first ten minutes on your first date that she’s never having children. That never stopped her from taking her sisters and cousins at least twice a year to buy clothes. Her mother and aunts were confident that she’d choose things for modest Catholic girls, and the girls were sure that she would make all their fantasies of style and allure come true. It was a testament to Dianne’s skills that all parties always thought they got what they wanted.

      Merry and Cherry were thrilled to join the Cortez pilgrimages to the Hillsboro discount mall. A few years after our mother died, Grandmother made the ceremonial trip to a Houston Merle Norman store so they could learn about makeup, but, not laboring under the same delusions as the Cortez mothers, she was glad to have Dianne’s help with fashionable clothes and later, a trip to Planned Parenthood for all the essentials of young womanhood. Merry and Cherry made fast friends with Dianne’s sisters closest to their own ages, Tima and Juke. The Cortez brother, Zap, two years older, grew more admiring as the twins matured and sometimes claimed that he needed to go on the shopping trips too.

      Guadalupe Dianne Cortez and her siblings were a testament to their mother’s devotion to the Virgin Mary. Instead of naming them all María, Conchita Cortez chose names of Marian shrines, with backup Anglo names for emergencies. Dianne claimed her middle name in college after a lifetime of schoolyard teasing about “Lupita.” So I could see why Cherry would turn to her for advice. Our mother loved Cherry’s nickname, but there were limits to what a girl could do for her dead mother. Cherry worked it as best she could, often wearing cherry-colored clothes, dying her hair cherry red, and collecting cherry blossom jewelry and fascinators.

      My phone dinged a notification in response to my earlier text. I shrugged at the results. “Merry’s got auto-respond on for texts, probably voice too.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t answer my phone at work. Back atcha later.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Problem?” asked Dianne as she stroked Nevada’s forehead.

      I leaned against the dark-wood door jamb. “My father’s worried about Merry. He visited the place she was supposed to be working in Dallas and found she hadn’t been in for months. So he—and I—are looking for people who’ve heard from her recently.”

      Dianne’s eyebrows rose in wonder. She said in a hushed voice, “Wow. Your father called you for help.” She focused on her screens and typed a bit before saying, “I just sent a blast to all my sisters and cousins, asking for the last time anyone heard from her. Merry and Cherry are on my hermanas y primas list too; maybe they’ll realize people are worried.”

      Footsteps in the hall announced the approach of Dr. John Ky Ly, our other partner, after his morning vet appointments. “JD, would you come with me on a justice of the peace call? We can bring back lunch.”

      I jumped as I conflated his actions with my own worries. As assistant justice of the peace, Johnny had to examine every dead body in Alvarez County. But Merry lived in Waco. Maybe Dallas. She couldn’t be the dead body he was going to see. Definitely probably not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            JD: THURSDAY, RURAL ALVAREZ COUNTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Texas elects justices of the peace to preside over small claims court, perform weddings, and pronounce people dead. JPs also help determine the need for further investigation into the death. Kevin Dixon, the elected justice of the peace, was the owner-manager of the local Sonic Drive-In. Though he’d studied hard to perform the first two responsibilities, he was happy to hire Johnny to do the third. As a vet, Johnny had more experience with corpses than Kevin got in his two-week training.

      Dianne made a face. “You’re going to bring lunch after you’ve had your hands on a dead body?”

      I agreed. “That’s as bad as when he wanted to fix dinner after substituting for one of the country vets and spent the afternoon shoving his arm up seventy-five cow butts.”

      Dianne frowned, and I realized I had said the wrong line. She had started the complaint, so I was supposed to be the soother. But I wanted to complain.

      “I always wear gloves. I wash and scrub my hands too,” protested Johnny. “Are you coming with me, JD?”

      Dianne shook her head and turned back to her screens.

      I made an effort not to sigh. Johnny can provide the necessary information to law enforcement and the county attorney: Is the person dead? Naturally? Does any evidence warrant further investigation? But he relies on me as his interpreter—excuse me, legal counsel—with the rest of the world. Since he thinks more deaths should be investigated than law enforcement does, he likes having me along as a buffer, at least when we’re dealing with the sheriff’s office. Local police he can handle; most of them come to his community meals on Friday nights.

      I replied, “Sure. If you drive. I need to reach Cherry.”

      Riding in his F-100, bought used from a rancher who had bounced it over bumpy fields for many years, was a sacrifice. If he’d asked me, I’d have suggested buying a truck built after he was born. The original two-toned reds had long ago faded to a single grayish pink in the broiling Texas sun. Johnny, like our neighboring farmers and ranchers, needed a working truck, not a modern behemoth with every luxury feature except a mint on the pillow at night. Our neighbors took care of their trucks so they would run for decades, Johnny claimed.

      That care extended only to the motors. The standard cab interior appeared to have been decorated by a badger. A blanket lay over the bench seat to help smooth out the lumps of dribbling stuffing. The badger might have replaced the passenger seat belt too. Retraction happened in slo-mo, usually after something hit the windshield or ceiling. Johnny had ordered a new seat and seat belts, but parts that old are hard to find. In the meantime, he drives below the speed limit as he tries to avoid the worst parts of the obstacle courses Texas calls roads.

      Our destination, a ranch on the far edge of Alvarez County, was around twenty minutes away, twenty minutes of banging my head on the ceiling as we bounced down rural roads. But I needed to call Cherry.

      “Really?” she demanded as a greeting. “First Dad, then Dianne and her whole family. Now you.”

      “Great to talk to you too. Where’s Merry?”

      “At her stupid job, I guess. That’s what her phone says. Why does everybody want to know all of a sudden? I do have a job, you know.”

      With a murmured apology, Johnny launched over a deep, unavoidable gash in the country road. I winced as my head smacked the side window. “I’m sure the Waco Arts Association can spare their intern a minute to soothe her family’s worries.”

      What Cherry really wants to do is act, but she’s majoring in arts management in hopes of having a salary until fame and fortune find her.

      She made a sound, sort of a laugh and snort. “Dad? Worried?”

      “In his own way, sure. I’m concerned in my own way that she doesn’t seem to be at the job she started early in the summer.”

      “She probably got another one and just didn’t say. With restaurants, who cares?”

      I saw the next rut in time to hunch down. “Who’s J?”

      “Huh?”

      “The J she went to Dallas to be near.”

      “Some guy she met in her classes. I didn’t know him. She wasn’t sure it was going anywhere, so she didn’t make a big deal about it.”

      “Just moved to Dallas to be near him. What’s his name?”

      “Dunno. Jason, Julian, Juan, Jamal, something.”

      “Well, we hope to meet him soon. And Dad won’t be concerned if he knows one of us talked to her recently. Have you, in the last day or so?”

      “We mostly text. I’m sure she sent me something recently. This was supposed to be her summer of independence, remember?”

      “Have you two fallen out?”

      “With my twin? God, JD. How is that even possible? It’s just, we’ve lived together all our lives, from conception. I’m so glad, because when Mommy died, what if I didn’t have a twin? I’d be like you. And I will be, after graduation. Then she’ll go somewhere to play in the mud, and I’ll go to some big city. So we thought we should try living alone for the summer to get ready for that day. Well, Merry did.”

      “That’s Merry, always planning ahead.”

      “Yeah, that’s why she’s graduating early next December and I’m graduating in May. And she’s taking a bunch of stupid gimme-A courses that everybody else took three years ago, while she jumped right into math and science, and she went to summer school every year, and now she’s going to coast through her last semester and focus on getting a job or applying to grad school. But I’m not bitter.”

      Merry was getting some kind of environmental science degree, focusing on water and marine life, judging from eye-glazing conversations at holiday dinners.

      I applied some butter. It couldn’t hurt. “You spent your summers in theater productions, focusing on your career in a different way. You’ll both do great, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, maybe we and our friends will go to some hick town, and I’ll start a little theater group, and Merry can direct the ecology of the stock ponds.”

      Like her brother and his college roommates? I refused to rise to the Cherry-bait and said, “We all have our own definitions of success. Tell Merry to call me so we’ll leave you alone.” Appealing to Miss Charity’s self-interest usually worked better than asking her to be considerate.

      She said something I chose to believe was a farewell and hung up.

      “Any data?” asked Johnny, as though he couldn’t have figured out the other side of the conversation.

      “It doesn’t rise to the level of data or court-room evidence,” I said. “Hearsay and calls for speculation on the part of the witness, which are fine for everyday life. And Cherry’s annoyed enough to track down her sister and make her call somebody.”

      I don’t know if twins really are telepathic, but I felt better knowing that Cherry wasn’t worried. She’s the sharp-edged twin, both in looks and personality. Her style, once freed of Mother’s influence, was all angles, from her straightened hair, cut in triangles, to her unadorned outfits with geometric patterns, all neutral tones, except for the occasional splash of (you guessed it) cherry. Embracing a softer look, Merry let her hair curl around her shoulders and occasionally gave in to a few furbelows that Mother would have liked, if only there were more of them.

      Johnny asked, “What was her definition of success?”

      “Cherry said she’d start a little theater in some hick town and Merry could play in the local stock ponds. Snarking against Black Orchid Enterprises, you know,” I explained.

      Johnny shrugged. “I like our arrangement.”

      The sign in front of Gregg House reads:

      
        
        Black Orchid Enterprises

        G Dianne Cortez, CPA, CFE

        Dr. John Ky Ly, DVM, Veterinary Acupuncture, Practice Limited to Cats

        JD Thompson, Attorney and Mediator

      

      

      Our diversity cred spans the bottom of the sign: Se Habla Español Aquí followed by something illegible that Johnny said meant the same thing in Vietnamese.

      
        
          [image: Sign at Black Orchid Enterprises, described previously]
        

      

      We have not always lived in the castle, but when Johnny’s grandmother wanted to move to an assisted living complex, she asked Johnny if he wanted to take over Gregg House, her behemoth home plopped in the middle of Beauchamp (pronounced Beecham), Texas, just outside Austin. Johnny, recovering at an ashram after burning out in his zoo vet residency, set up a new life that he could handle, which included a part-time vet practice and inviting two of his college roommates to move in. Dianne and I gave our families whiplash as we swerved off our individual highways to success and set up our offices in the turrets that guarded Gregg House. They, with Johnny’s clinic at the back of the house, draw a fine metaphor for our relationship.

      Gregg House and its land are big enough to hold all the houses on the surrounding blocks. The house itself has enough space for our offices and the clinic downstairs and living space upstairs. Outside there’s a garden, a cat environment adapted from a barn-like garage (currently holding thirteen cats that Animal Control picked up), Johnny’s meditation room (formerly his grandfather’s), and a row of several small apartments, one of them Darryl’s home.

      I’m happy with the office and living arrangements, even when I accompany Johnny on his justice of the peace outings. I thought it would be too depressing for him, looking at dead bodies, but I’m the one that keeps a distance from the corpse. I’m just there to provide legal muscle, or the appearance of it, but I can do that without the close examination Johnny does. He says he views it as a last honor he can give a once-living soul. I’m not sure if that’s from his Jewish or his Buddhist philosophy.

      As Johnny pulled on the hazmat suit that would let him get close to the body, I surveyed the situation. Did the entire shift of the sheriff’s office turn out? Many uniformed folks stood around the scene of the crime, a clearing on the deserted ranch, under a pecan tree. Mesquite, tall grasses, and rattlesnakes had taken over the rest of the ranch.

      As a precautionary defense against crime scene odors, I held my breath as I followed Johnny. I kept my eyes on the ground, though I’d be more likely to hear the rattle before seeing a snake. Snakes get mad in the hot summer months.

      I nodded to each one of the officers. The size of their contingent indicated a serious, complicated crime. But their smirks didn’t match that conclusion. I allowed a bit of air in my nostrils, enough to confirm the lack of coppery blood and pungent organics of standard violent death scenes. Johnny’s face showed nothing, like usual, and he pulled out his super-duper crime scene camera and clicked away as he inched in a wide arc around the area.

      Now the officers were grinning. An occasional guffaw escaped. Johnny moved in closer. I always use my lack of crime scene booties and hazmat suit as an excuse to keep back. But now I let my eyes follow Johnny as he knelt on the ground. He snapped a few more photos before bringing out his lab kit. I coughed to disguise a snort of laughter.

      The deputies exchanged amused glances as the sheriff took control of the situation. “Son, I know you’re just a vet, but you do realize that’s not a body?”

      “It looks like a Princess Leia sex doll, D cup model. Or used to be. I’ll confirm that,” said Johnny as he worked, taking samples of this and that. “I appreciate your calling me out. It gives me a chance to fully work a crime scene without getting in your way. JD, can you get me a leaf bag from the truck? It will make a good body bag.”

      I chuckled silently as I did. When I returned, Johnny was setting out crime scene flags to mark possible clues in the area. No one was smiling now.

      Sheriff Dane growled in the voice that made most people think twice about what they were doing, “Why do you think you’re taking the, um, body?”

      Johnny, being socially clueless, replied before resuming with the camera. “So I can perform my own lab tests and gather DNA.”

      One of the younger deputies shifted position, like mesquite thorns were sticking through his boots. “You’re having DNA analyzed?”

      “Certainly I am. There’s no harm in it, and it gives me a chance to interpret the results.”

      “But then somebody’s DNA is in a database without their permission,” argued the sheriff.

      “No one asks criminals if they want their DNA in a database,” Johnny replied.

      “There’s no crime committed, and the county’s not paying for a worthless test!”

      “Of course not. I’ll pay for my own training, and there are places that will run DNA for free.” Johnny had been ducking and darting about in a screwball Dance of the Evidence, but now he stood straight and looked up into the sheriff’s eyes. “The crime at a minimum is littering.”

      I approached the torn, deflated plastic body with the bag. “No law against picking up litter.”

      “I hope to determine whether the destruction happened naturally, as a result of the elements, or whether someone intentionally inflicted the damage on his toy. I’ll send you a report on my findings. Frankly, I would be concerned about someone who plays at murder.”

      That shut them up. I studied their expressions as I held the bag open for Johnny to deposit the deceased doll. One of my old piano pieces, “Pavane for a Dead Princess” played in my mind. The somber expressions around me were now more in keeping with that music and the occasion, and more than one person looked concerned.

      I placed Leia, fantasy of my young teen years, gently in the back of the cab while Johnny collected his evidence—cigarette butts, a beer can, and other detritus. I hoped he wouldn’t want to hold a funeral after his lab work; I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face. Surely he wouldn’t, a sex doll being in a different category from every small animal who perished on the property. But you never know with Johnny.

      As he gathered his treasures, law enforcement formed a tighter and tighter circle around him. Sheriff Dane, now red-faced, was saying something. I got out of the car again, the better to hear. I was prepared to loom closer if necessary, but all I heard was, “You understand me?”

      Johnny nodded and walked toward me. It was a great time to leave.

      As he pulled the truck out on the highway, Johnny remarked, “I recognized the situation as a joke. Should I have laughed?”

      I shrugged. “You were perfect. Someday they might start reconsidering their ‘jokes.’”

      “I’ve observed that the sheriff’s department thinks I’m too meticulous. I was considering the odds that someone found the doll and said let’s prank Johnny versus the doll was a personal possession and they chose this way to dispose of it. I’m leaning toward the latter because it hadn’t lain outside long. Also, they stopped laughing when I talked about DNA.”

      I leaned back and closed my eyes. The next bump slammed my head on both the ceiling and side window. “I think you’re correct.”

      In the silence that followed, I concentrated on predicting dangerous ruts in the road. Maybe I should keep a foam-padded baseball cap in the truck.

      In a break with tradition, Johnny spoke first. “I’ll send the DNA to the missing persons database. I could send yours at the same time.”

      I jumped and hit my head even harder. “What for?”

      “Your sister is missing.”

      “She’s not missing, and she’d be mad if the family put her photo on a milk carton when she’s just off on an adventure she doesn’t want Dad to know about.”

      “Ah. Every family is different. I sent my DNA in, as soon as I was old enough, because my sister ran away so many times. In case she didn’t come back, you know, and we needed to identify a body.”

      “Merry isn’t your sister,” I snapped. I didn’t say that his sister made Cherry, the edgier twin, look like Rainbow Brite. And that made Merry a Care Bear, if there’s a Responsible Bear who always plans ahead, follows the rules, maximizes for success, and never, ever would cause her loved ones any worries.
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