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Chapter 1 – Whiteout
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CASSANDRA MAZA TARGETED cranky old folks, ones so ornery that only ankle-biting Chihuahuas or feral cats could tolerate them. Their bitter isolation from family and friends made her work easier. Case in point: her eighty-two-year-old neighbor, Lydia, in whose bedroom Cassandra now sat. 

A January blizzard rattled the windows of Lydia’s condominium at Golden Eagle Golf Resort. The elderly woman slumped in her recliner, feet propped up, eyes half-closed. An empty tea cup dangled from a finger. She'd finished the brew Cassandra had prepared for her and it was working nicely, giving blessed relief from Lydia’s incessant complaining about her arthritis.

Cassandra rubbed lotion into Lydia’s bare foot, toes warped and twisted. “Doesn’t this feel nice, dear?” 

“Muggins,” Lydia whispered. Her Shih Tzu’s name. The rag-mop dog yapped from inside the coat closet where Cassandra had secured him. 

“I’ll take very good care of Muggins, darling,” she murmured as she lifted Lydia’s robe to expose gaunt thighs and cotton underwear. She slipped a syringe from her pocket and removed the plastic cap with her teeth, then slid the needle into the deep crease in the groin where a puncture would never show. Her aim was good. 

Lydia jerked but Cassandra held firm until the potassium emptied in the femoral vein. She used her elbow to compress the flesh for thirty seconds to prevent bleeding. 

The fragile teacup crashed to the floor. 

By the time Lydia’s heart stopped, Cassandra had recapped the syringe, returned it to her pocket, and was rummaging in the dresser drawer. 

The dog’s barking rose to a high-pitched staccato. 

Cassandra plucked a ruby and diamond choker from a jewelry box and admired the light dancing in the facets. Had Lydia’s late husband once cherished her? More likely, the foul-tempered old woman caught him cheating and had extorted the necklace as penance. 

She tucked it in her cleavage, then closed the drawer and released the frantic dog from the closet. Muggins raced to Lydia and catapulted into her lap. No response. 

At the front door, Cassandra paused to don her coat. “Don’t worry, Lydia darling. Muggins will soon be playing with doggie friends.” 

Crouching against the blast of windswept snow, she hurried to her own condo at the opposite end of the four-unit building. The whiteout masked her movement if anyone happened to be looking out a window. By the time she reached home, the blizzard had already filled in her footprints, wiping away any trace of her final visit with Lydia. 

* * * *
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IF A LAWYER SAVES YOU from prison and gives you a job, you’ll do anything he asks. At least that’s how Tawny Lindholm felt. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be driving at a crawl in the middle of a Montana blizzard in January. 

Two hundred cookie-cutter condominiums lined the maze of looping lanes in Golden Eagle Golf Resort, ten miles outside Glacier National Park. She needed to find the unit where her boss Tillman Rosenbaum’s father lived. The father he refused to talk to. 

A good six inches of fresh snow already layered the street, more heaped on the curbs. Tawny parked her Jeep Wrangler in front of what she hoped was the right building and crunched through white banks, shuffle-scuffing on the buried walkway. Icy bullets stung her cheeks and nose. 

She pounded on the door with her gloved hand. Waited. Her teeth chattered. 

At last, the door swung open. Moshe Baruch Rosenbaum filled the entrance, a startling preview of what her boss would look like in thirty years. Long lanky limbs, tight iron-gray curls, and a jutting lower jaw that dared the world to take a swing at him. He could have been Tillman’s older identical twin, except this man was black. That explained her boss’s bronze skin tone, which, until now, she’d assumed came from a tanning booth. 

“What?” Moshe Rosenbaum snarled. 

Tawny smiled with as much warmth as she could manage in a wind chill of twenty below zero. “Mr. Rosenbaum, my name is Tawny Lindholm. I wonder if I could have a few minutes of your time.” 

“You’re too old to be selling Girl Scout cookies.” The door started to close. 

“I’m not selling anything, sir. I work for your son and he asked me to—” 

“I have no son!” His baritone roar sounded like God in a cave. 

Even though she’d anticipated the rebuff, Rosenbaum’s fury unnerved her. She forced her smile wider, despite chattering teeth. “Sir, I need to talk to you. It’s important.” 

The elderly man glared down at her. 

Tawny often felt the same rage from Tillman and had learned to stand up to him. Would that work with his father? She met his angry, dark eyes with a steady gaze and took a chance. “Mr. Rosenbaum, you know as well as I do that your son is a big pain in the ass. If I don’t do what he says, he’ll fire me and, sir, I really need this job.” 

Moshe Rosenbaum’s stormy expression didn’t change, but after a few seconds, he turned on his heel, leaving the door open to allow blowing snowflakes—and her—to enter. In the welcome warmth of the vestibule, she forced the door closed against the blustering wind. 

The ammonia stink of a neglected litter box immediately assaulted her nose. She glanced around for the cat as she stepped out of snow-caked boots and shrugged off her hooded parka. A low, menacing growl drew her attention. A Siamese, as big as a bobcat, sprawled on the back of a massive leather sectional, its tail swishing. Blue eyes narrowed with a threat. 

A second cat rubbed hard against her legs and purred like an idling jet. Tawny stooped to stroke its calico head. 

In the great room, staghorn chandeliers hung from the cathedral ceiling that was constructed of peeled log beams. Two-story-tall windows faced the golf course, invisible at the moment because of the whiteout. Cats three and four flanked a river-rock fireplace that was the size of the entrance to a gold mine. 

A wide curving stairway led to the upper level. Cats five, six, and seven lolled on the steps, grooming themselves or clawing the carpeting. No wonder the place reeked. A litter box would need to be the size of a pool table to accommodate all the felines. 

Tawny breathed through her mouth. No relief.  

Tumbleweeds of cat hair floated across the slate floor with every step she took. Pizza boxes, tall stacks of books and newspapers, and rumpled clothes littered the great room. If Moshe Rosenbaum aspired to hoarding, he’d made a solid start. 

Tawny mentally reviewed the information Tillman had related when he’d called early that morning from his office in Billings. Moshe Baruch Rosenbaum was seventy-five, divorced four times, a semi-retired financier. Private pilot until suspension of his medical permit after a heart attack three years before. Golfed six days a week in season. His net worth should be a healthy seven figures. 

Yet his condo was in foreclosure and Tillman wanted to know why. He suspected fraud. 

She’d argued, “Your dad’s not going to open up to a complete stranger.” 

“He’ll open up to you,” Tillman retorted. “You’re pretty, not threatening, someone he’s likely to trust.” 

Yeah, trust was her specialty. Because she’d trusted the wrong man, Tillman had to rescue her from criminal prosecution. Now she was stuck working for a lawyer she didn’t like but felt indebted to. 

And here she stood in the senior Rosenbaum’s home without a clue how to tackle her assignment. 

She needed a conversational opener. Well, Mr. Rosenbaum, your son thinks you’re being scammed. How’s the rest of your day going? 

Tawny longed to join the man in front of the glowing fireplace but hesitated. Instead, she picked up the calico for warmth. She wondered if her shivers felt like purring to the cat. “Sir?” 

He snapped, “Call me Moe.” 

“Moe.” She shifted the cat to her other arm and offered her hand.  

“Bah!”  He ignored her gesture and moved to the kitchen, long legs scissoring just like his son’s, and picked up a mug with a teabag label hanging over the rim. “Why’s a nice girl like you working for a prick like him?”

Plenty of family animosity to go around. “He helped me out of a bad situation.” 

In sock feet, Tawny crossed cushy carpet that once might have been the color of ivory, now a mottled gray-brown. In the kitchen, wadded fast food sacks and take-out containers cluttered the granite counters. She noticed a commercial six-burner range partly buried under golf shoes, sneakers, and sandals. She’d always wanted a stove like that but could never afford it, while Moe treated his like a shoe rack. 

A kettle steamed on the only exposed burner. She set the calico down and asked, “Do you mind if I have some tea?” 

He jerked his head toward the stove. “Help yourself.” 

Grit and crumbs on the cold slate floor poked through her socks. She tentatively opened cupboards, looking for a mug. Jumbles of papers stuffed the shelves but no dishes or tea. “Uh, where do you keep cups?” 

He frowned. “Dishwasher.” 

Duh, of course. She opened it to find glasses and mugs full of slimy water, mingled among apparently clean. Despite her chill, disgust made her give up the quest.

Moe wandered back to the fireplace, slopping tea on the carpet. A raggedy green golf cardigan hung on wide bony shoulders. He wore leather house shoes like her grandpa used to wear, broken down from years of sliding into them, the backs permanently flattened under his heels. He paused to stroke the growling Siamese. The cat continued to watch Tawny with suspicion. 

Tawny wondered if Moe was simply a slob. Or was he losing control? She remembered Grandpa, no longer able to cope as once-familiar surroundings slipped away, leaving him to drown in the bottomless well of dementia. 

She moved to the tall windows. Snow still blew sideways across the fairways but seemed to be winding down. “Great location for a golfer. How long have you lived here?” 

He scowled at the fire, not looking at her. “Get to the point.” No wasted small talk, just like his son. 

“Tillman saw a legal notice about your home, sir. He’s concerned.” 

“I’m deeply touched.” Sarcasm must be genetic. “What kind of trouble were you in?” 

His unexpected question jerked Tawny back. She gulped. “I killed a man in self-defense.” 

At last, Moe turned to her, a slight lift of one bushy eyebrow. “Well, aren’t you the hotshot?” 

She perched on the arm of the sectional, noticing rips in the leather, no doubt caused by cats. “It’s not something I’m proud of. But your son helped me and I owe him. Besides, he pays better than any other job I could get. I’m fifty, never went to college, and I’ve been out of the work force for eight years. I’m grateful for the job and want to do my best.” 

He pulled on his long chin. “So he’s taking advantage of your undying gratitude. Over and above the outrageous fees he undoubtedly charged you.” 

She poked stuffing back into the torn leather. “He took my case pro bono.” 

Moe’s eyes were so dark they almost appeared black. They narrowed as he scanned her figure up and down, his insinuation clear. 

She’d filled out a little since the modeling career of her youth, but still fitted into her daughter’s skinny jeans. She tugged on her auburn french braid and held her gaze steady. “No, sir, I am not working it off in trade.” 

An unexpected grin lit the old man’s face. “You’re all right. Straight shooter. No beating around the bush.” He moved away from the fire and folded onto the couch, knees high. The Siamese stalked along the back, hopped down, and curled on his lap. “So what about my affairs are you supposed to meddle in?” 

Tawny swallowed. She’d started out with honesty-is-the-best-policy and it had worked so far. At least he hadn’t thrown her out yet. “Your condo is in foreclosure.” 

He flipped a long-fingered, veined hand. “Nonsense.” 

“There’s a notice in the newspaper. I have a copy in my car.” Which she’d purposely left outside in case she needed to make a hasty retreat. “I’ll get it if you’d like to read it.” 

“And send you out into the storm?” He slid the cat to the side, rose, and strode toward a closed door off the great room. “Look it up online. Come on.” 

Tawny followed him to a dim room, where wood shutters blocked the windows. Through the murk, she made out a built-in desk with a computer. 

Somehow Moe found the on switch and the monitor lit up, casting a bluish glow through the cluttered office. He stubbed his slipper on a stack of file folders, sending them cascading across the floor. When he pulled the chair out, the casters ran up on the disturbed pile, making the chair slant sideways. He didn’t notice and sat down, even though he was tilting to the right. 

The walls appeared to be closing in until Tawny’s eyes adjusted. Then she realized they weren’t walls, but instead floor-to-ceiling rows of bankers boxes, perched precariously, overlapping in a jigsaw like an OSHA inspector’s nightmare. An earthquake, or even a semi-truck passing by, could spell disaster.

Claustrophobia made shivers creep up her neck. “Moe, I can’t see a thing. I’m turning on a light.” She felt along the door frame and flipped a switch. A single bulb lit up, the last working one in the ceiling fixture.  

The cat box stink coupled with the creepy dark office overwhelmed her. Backing into the living room, she said, “I need to go to my car.” 

Moe ignored her, bent over the computer. 

In the entry, she slipped into her boots and coat and went out, quickly closing the door to keep the friendly calico cat from following her. 

After the gagging stench, the blizzard felt refreshing, cleansing. She climbed into the Jeep and longed to drive twenty-five miles straight home to Kalispell. Let Tillman take care of his own father instead of foisting the job off on her. 

But the elderly man clearly needed help. And if Tawny knew anything, it was how to take care of the aging and ill—her grandparents and parents, then eight years dealing with her husband Dwight’s cancer. Besides, Tillman paid twenty-five dollars an hour, three times what she could hope to earn as a home aide without certification or license. 

She took a deep breath and started the Jeep to fetch cleaning supplies.

* * * *
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FORTY MINUTES LATER, Tawny returned to Moe’s condo, the reports from Tillman tucked under her arm. She toted a large sack of kitty litter, light bulbs, and bleach, all packed into a new plastic litter box. Having left the front door unlocked, she knocked but entered without waiting for Moe to answer. “Hello?” 

The calico cat placed gentle paws on her leg. Tawny rubbed under its chin. “You’re sure a lot friendlier than your owner.” She felt the vibrations as the cat’s throat stretched long, eager for attention. 

The door to the office stood ajar, the inside even murkier than before. She peeked in. Either Moe had turned off the lonely light or the last bulb had burned out. The monitor provided the only illumination. “Hi, I’m back.” 

He didn’t acknowledge her or seem to notice her presence. Instead, he stayed focused on the computer, sitting in the chair still crookedly canted up on files he’d knocked over earlier. 

The Siamese bodyguard had taken a sentry position on a shelf above Moe’s head, tail switching. A low growl rumbled when it spotted Tawny in the doorway. 

In the utility room, she held her breath while she dumped the lumpy contents of the litter box into a garbage bag. She knotted it tight and set it outside the back door. In the laundry sink, she filled the plastic tray with bleach and water. She poured litter into the new box. A marmalade cat immediately hopped in and took advantage of the clean restroom. 

Within an hour, she’d filled more garbage bags with trash, replaced light bulbs, and swept up the largest fur balls. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

Moe’s baritone snarl made her jump. She faced him with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “Just tidying up a little. Hope you don’t mind.” 

He snarled, “Who asked you to?” 

Tawny pressed her lips together. “Your cats did. Have you cleaned their litter box in the past six months?” 

Again, the angry, “Bah!” and a glare that could roast flesh. 

She added, “Some light bulbs were burned out. I replaced them.” 

He pulled himself straight, six-five at least, and skewered her with his squint. “Don’t you think I’m tall enough to reach them? If I wanted them replaced, I’d have done it. You’re pretty damn presumptuous, aren’t you?” 

She lifted her chin. “Yes, sir, I am.” 

“What are you, an auditor or a maid?” 

“If I see something that needs doing, I do it.” 

He studied her, one eye narrowed. “You’re snooping in my finances.” 

Tawny went to the cluttered dining table, where she opened the folder of reports. “Would you like to see what Tillman emailed me?” She pushed the papers toward the glowering old man. The Siamese leapt onto the table, squaring off with Tawny. It hissed, teeth ready to sink into her arm. She backed out of range. 

Moe’s hands swept sideways, like an umpire signaling safe. “It’s all online. But it’s wrong.” 

At last, an opening. “What’s wrong about it?” 

The Siamese paced the table, then sat. Maybe it had decided not to attack her. For now. 

Moe answered, “Says the mortgage is six months in arrears.” 

“You’ve been making payments all along?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

His too-quick response made Tawny wonder. “Then we need to fix their mistake, right? Do you have anything to prove you made payments? Like canceled checks or your bank statement?” 

“All online. I shut the computer down.” The set to his jaw left no doubt he’d shut the subject down along with his computer. 

Tawny was already on shaky ground. He could throw her out and Tillman would be pissed. The situation required a little finesse. “Moe, I’m hungry. Would you like to go out for lunch?” She offered a conspiratorial wink. “On my expense account.” 

An unexpected twinkle brightened his eyes. “My son pays?” 

She smiled. “Yep.” 

A full-blown grin spread across his narrow face. “In that case, we’re going to the golf course restaurant. I’ll change.” He loped up the steps two at a time, scattering stairway cats. 

Tawny picked up her furry calico shadow. “Nailed it, kitty.” 

* * * *
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A HALF HOUR LATER, Moe reappeared, shaved and snappy, wearing a beautifully tailored sport coat over a polo shirt the color of lime sherbet. An Irish tweed driving cap sat on his head at a jaunty angle, and a force field of cologne surrounded him. When he held her coat for her, Tawny caught a glimpse of the dash that had attracted four women enough to marry him. 

A door off the kitchen connected to the double garage, where a black Lincoln Navigator and a golf cart were parked. Tawny noticed a bumper sticker on the golf cart: Don’t drink and drive. You might hit a bump and spill your drink. 

Outside on the street, the blizzard had blown out most of its fury but thick snowflakes still fell. Several new inches of white covered her Jeep. 

Tawny asked, “I counted seven cats, right?” 

“There’s two more upstairs,” Moe replied. “They like climbing up on the open beams.” His harsh tone softened a bit. “You like my cats?”

She smiled. “All except your Siamese. He’d like to claw my eyeballs out and eat them.” 

Moe nodded. “Protective. Loyal. Devoted. Unlike my children.” He turned the wheel too quickly. The big SUV slid around a corner in a wild fishtail. “If I’d known what a pain children are, I’d have gotten a vasectomy at age twelve and spent my life with cats.” 

Tawny bit her lip at his driving and wondered how deep she dared to dig into his family details. “How many kids do you have? Tillman? And...?” 

“A daughter, Shoshanna, his younger sister.” 

“And Tillman gave you three grandchildren. How about Shoshanna?” 

Moe hawked deep in his throat, powered the window open, and spat. “He didn’t give me bupkis. I’ve never even seen those grandchildren.” 

Whoops. Not a good path to go down. “I’m sorry.” 

“Why? It’s not your fault my son’s an asshole and my daughter’s a pathetic mess who can barely feed herself.” 

“I just meant I’m sorry for the situation. It’s sad.” Tawny’s children, Neal and Emma, meant everything to her, despite her daughter’s often-annoying behavior. She couldn’t imagine speaking about them with the disdain and anger Moe obviously felt toward his. Based on Tillman’s phone conversation early that morning, the bitterness went both ways. 

She changed course. “What’s the Siamese’s name?” 

A long silence stretched. Moe seemed to have zoned out, his jaw slack. She watched him from the corner of her eye, wondering where his mind had gone. 

After a couple of minutes he finally spoke again: “Rambo.” He glanced sideways at her.  “Appropriate, don’t you think? He was feral, roaming the golf course. I was playing golf one day and he jumped on the back of another guy in the foursome, attacking like hell, trying to get the protein bar the man was eating. Scared the shit out of him. He had to have IV antibiotic infusions for weeks because of infection.” 

Tawny shuddered. “Rambo seems to have mellowed a little now.” 

“I threw my jacket over him, bundled him up, and took him to the vet. He was half-starved and meaner than piss. Vet gave him his shots, dug some BBs out of his hide, and—God forgive me—neutered him. But it did settle him down. Once he realized I’d feed him no matter how ferocious he acted, he decided I was his savior and I belong to him.” 

“Are all your cats rescues?” 

He nodded. “They have brutal backgrounds but they’re survivors. Now they don’t have to worry. I provide for them.” 

Even if you’re lax in cleaning the litter box, Tawny thought. Still, she warmed to Moe’s compassion, although he tried to hide it, as if kindness was a quality to be ashamed of. She wondered again about dementia, with his herd of cats, the mountains of clutter in his home, and his sudden loss of focus in the middle of their conversation. 

He wheeled into the golf course parking lot, where a pickup with a plow was clearing big banks of snow from the entrance. They parked and scuffed on the slick sidewalk to the door. When Moe pulled the handle, it was locked. 

“Well, fuck me very much!” he said. “Do you know what I pay in dues to this dump?” 

Tawny pointed to a sign: Restaurant open 4 p.m. Thursday through Sunday. “Winter hours.” 

“Goddamn!” Moe thumped the glass hard and kicked at the base. “I spend thousands here and now they can’t be bothered to take more money off my hands.” 

Tillman’s bad temper appeared genetic. “Let’s go into town,” she suggested. “How about Chinese? It’s only about ten minutes away and I know they’re open.” Her daughter worked at the Lucky Dragon Restaurant and Casino, owned by the family of Emma’s boyfriend, Jim Tang. 

As soon as Tawny made the suggestion, she thought better of it. She didn’t want to take this rude grouch any place where people knew her. She might never be able to return. 

Moe’s face contorted. He pounded again on the glass then cupped his hands to peer inside. Another kick. The glass rattled dangerously. 

She gripped his arm. “Moe, come on. This isn’t doing any good. We’ll find another restaurant.” She forced a grin through gritted teeth. “Remember, it’s Tillman’s treat.” 

He banged one last time then spun on his heel toward the Navigator. 

The snow plow driver had stopped to watch the elderly man’s antics and dipped his head at Tawny. She made a what-can-you-do face and got back in the SUV. Moe revved the engine too high. Before she could fasten her seatbelt, he jammed it into reverse and raced backward. 

The Navigator jolted to a stop with a loud crash. 

Her head whiplashed. “Crap!” She grabbed the armrest, too late to brace herself against the impact. 

He shifted into drive. The big car lurched forward, climbed a snowbank, and drove through a white-shrouded juniper hedge, branches whipping the side windows.  

She looked out the back window. He’d rammed a landscape boulder. The Lincoln must have body damage. “You just hit a rock as big as a buffalo.” 

“So what?” he snapped. He ignored the path cleared by the plow and instead bounded over snow-covered shrubs, knocking down a carved wooden sign for Golden Eagle Golf Resort. 

Tawny realized he knew perfectly well that he was vandalizing the property. What a jerk, throwing a tantrum because of a closed restaurant. “Moe, calm down or let me out of the car. You’re not going to kill me with your crazy driving.” 

He stomped the brakes, making the SUV skid sideways. Tawny sucked in a breath as they slid toward a ditch. The car stopped, inches from tipping over the edge. 

They glared at each other. 

She recognized the snap in his dark eyes, so like his son’s. “If you want to wreck your rig, fine, but you’re not doing it with me. Take me back to my car. If you can’t drive like a sane person, I’m calling nine-one-one.” She drew her cell from her coat pocket as if it were a gun. 

He continued to glower at her. 

She reached for the door handle. A mile-long trudge back to her Jeep through deep snow in bitter cold didn’t appeal, but if she had to, she’d do it. 

“Wait,” he said. “You can’t walk in this weather. You’ll die.” His voice had lost the raw anger and instead sounded apologetic, maybe. 

“I could die if I ride with a maniac.” The words slipped out before she could stop herself.

For an instant, she wondered if he’d dump her at the side of the road but instead he accelerated cautiously. When he bypassed the lane to his condo, Tawny started to protest but he waved his hand and gave her a sheepish wink. “Thought you wanted Chinese.” 

Again, she noticed a mischievous flicker that must have charmed his four wives, at least temporarily. “Only if you’re finished with your tantrum,” she answered. 
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Chapter 2 – Hazardous Conditions Ahead
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BECAUSE OF THE BLIZZARD, the Lucky Dragon was nearly empty except for two customers waiting for takeout. 

“You’re sure my son isn’t shtupping you?” Moe shoveled in sweet and sour with chopsticks. 

Tawny compressed her lips. “Quite sure.” 

“Then he’s as big an idiot as I thought.” 

“The choice might not be up to him.” Despite Tillman’s many faults, thankfully, he had never put the make on her. 

Moe splayed his hands, wiggling the chopsticks. “Of course. And that answer proves you’re way too smart to get mixed up with a putz like him.” 

She speared a mushroom from the platter of chicken with snow peas. In the adjoining casino, cheery jingles played from the gaming machines. Only three customers perched on high stools, tapping the screens. She was glad no one sat close enough to overhear their conversation. 

Through a mouthful of fried rice, Moe asked, “You killed a man and he got you off?” 

Tawny pulled on her braid. “That’s not my favorite topic of conversation.” 

He shrugged and concentrated on his food. 

“How come you two don’t get along?” Tawny wouldn’t normally ask such a personal question of someone she barely knew but the crabby old man’s intrusiveness had made her bold. 

He raised his chin high, looking down his nose at her, the way Tillman often did. “Ah, I see. You don’t want to talk about your dirty laundry, but it’s OK to ask about mine.” 

“Touche.” She waved a hand. “None of my business.” 

“You work for him and you have to ask?” His head bobbed. “His mother poisoned the children against me when they were young.” 

She recalled details her boss had related. “You didn’t get divorced till Tillman was an adult.” 

“Divorced, right. But legally separated for years before that. The children didn’t think much of my extra-curricular female companionship. Guess I can’t blame them but their mother didn’t want a divorce.” 

“You’ve been married other times?” 

“Once before, twice after. Had a daughter the first go-round. No more since Tillman and Shoshanna, thank God.” 

Tillman hadn’t mentioned another sibling. “Where’s your oldest?” 

He dropped his chopsticks on the platter of broccoli beef, gulped tea, and thudded the empty cup onto the Formica table. “Dead.” 

Tawny’s heart jerked. “I’m sorry.” 

He glowered. “What is wrong with you? Why apologize for things you have no control over?” The edge of anger returned to his voice, reminding her of his tantrum at the golf club. 

“Moe, I am sorry. That’s the most terrible loss anyone can endure. If something happened to my children, I couldn’t go on.” 

Silence hung for several minutes. Tawny rearranged her food, watching him, his expression dismal and stormy. She wondered if he might upend the table and start throwing plates. She leaned both elbows on the surface just in case. 

Finally, without making eye contact, he said, “She committed suicide.” 

Even worse. She wanted to squeeze his arm or offer comfort but instead sipped tea. 

Her stillness seemed to encourage him because he went on in a low voice. “Her mother claimed it was an accidental drug overdose. Tried to convince everyone that Levona was always mixing up her prescriptions and it happened again but this time fatally.” Heavy brows bunched. “Truth is, we’d put Levona through rehab twice before age fourteen. Brilliant musician, played the cello, a real prodigy. Tender-hearted too. She was always collecting injured stray cats, begging me to take them to the vet. I spent damn near as much on vet bills as on her rehab.” A sad smile flickered. “But I always knew she’d never live to adulthood. Drugs owned her. They made her impulsive, reckless, self-destructive. Terrible waste...” 

A strange light came into Moe’s eyes. Did he long for his own death in hopes of being reunited with his lost child? Or as atonement for failing as a father? 

“In a way,” he went on, “she’s the reason I started rescuing cats.” 

He couldn’t save his daughter but he could save what she loved. Tawny murmured, “To honor her memory.” 

“Yeah, I guess.” Abruptly, he shook his shoulders, jerking himself back to the present. Dark eyes bored into hers. She felt the same discomfort when Tillman stared at her like that. “What else do you do for my ungrateful son besides meddle in my business?”  

She twirled lo mein noodles, relieved to shift away from painful topics. “Whatever he says. Mostly, I interview new clients, collect background information, ask questions, get people talking.” 

He folded long arms across his chest and regarded her. “Well, you’re damn good at it. I haven’t spoken my daughter’s name in years.”  

In spite of regret for opening old wounds, a little thrill of pride at Moe’s compliment touched Tawny. She didn’t understand why but people did seem to trust her, revealing their dark traumas and secret shame. 

“Moshe! Darling!” A woman’s voice rang across the restaurant. She zeroed in on their table, purple cape billowing, like an osprey sailing down to pluck a fish from the lake. 

Mid-fifties, Tawny figured, with bouncing platinum curls framing a round face and eyes so blue they had to be tinted contacts. Smiling chipmunk cheeks hinted at overdone collagen. Her spike-heeled boots would be treacherous on ice. 

Moe jumped to his feet. The woman enveloped him with her cape and pulled his head down so she could kiss him full on the mouth. When they broke apart, Tawny noticed a lipstick smear. So did the woman. She snatched a napkin off the table, licked it, and wiped the stain like a mother cleaning up a child, except there was nothing maternal in her gesture. Nor in the intimate whispers that passed between them. 

Tawny fiddled with a bottle of soy sauce, feeling as if she’d stumbled into their bedroom. 

The woman finally greeted Tawny with a wide smile, teeth bleached as blue-white as the snow falling outside. “And who is this, Moshe darling?” 

Moe straightened his jacket. “Cassandra, this, uh, young lady works for my son.” 

Tawny caught his hesitation—he didn’t remember her name. She offered her hand to the woman. “I’m Tawny Lindholm.” 

The woman grasped it. Glitter sparkled in her long, polished, turquoise nails. “Tawny! How lovely to meet you!” 

Moe dragged a chair from an adjoining table and seated Cassandra beside him. She immediately clasped his arm in a wordless warning, staking out her territory. 

Jealous and possessive, Tawny thought.  

Cassandra gazed up at Moe. “Darling, do you remember that adorable little Persian?” 

“The one with the bad foot?” 

“Yes. The vet took care of it and now she’s on her way to her happy new home.” She turned to Tawny. “I run a sanctuary for pets whose owners had to go into assisted living or passed away.” 

Maybe Tawny’s initial annoyance with the smoochy woman had been unfair. “That’s really nice. I hate to see animals abandoned.” 

“Do you have pets?” Cassandra asked. 

Tawny shook her head. “Not anymore. We had Labs and Golden Retrievers for years.” 

Cassandra’s smile widened. “You know, we have a lovely senior Golden who’d love to be adopted. Her owner died. Maybe...” 

Uh-oh. An arm-twister. With Tawny’s soft heart, she had to say no or she’d quickly end up with as many strays as Moe and his condo full of cats. Besides, after Dwight, she couldn’t bear the death of another loved one. “Not right now.” 

Disappointment flashed in the woman’s eyes but she recovered by helping herself to a spring roll from Moe’s plate. “Too bad. Beautiful, sweet, devoted dog.” White teeth bit into the roll. She coyly offered the rest to Moe. He grinned, wrapped his lips around it, then his tongue licked her fingers clean. 

Again, Tawny flushed at witnessing a sensuous, intimate moment. If only she could leave. But she was stuck, dependent on Moe to drive her. 

He used chopsticks to place a morsel of chicken on Cassandra’s pink pointed tongue then faced Tawny. “Cassandra runs a foundation that’s really quite extraordinary,” he said. “She’s building a large-scale luxury animal sanctuary where people can endow their pets’ future care. Owners are assured they’ll be cared for in perpetuity.” 

Tawny smiled politely. “Like a trust fund for animals?” 

Cassandra lit up. “Exactly! I’ve seen so many tragedies where the owner passes away. The uncaring heirs just dump Mommy or Daddy’s fur babies at the pound. The pet is the one who stood by the owner till the very end, devoted and loving, while the kids only show up to claim their inheritance.” 

Moe grumbled and hawked into his napkin. “That’ll be my worthless spawn.” 

Tawny watched the old man, wondering how accurate his assessment was. Tillman could be a real son of a bitch, but he had sent her to check up on his father’s wellbeing. She felt compelled to defend her boss. “Moe,” she said, “did you know Tillman has only lost three cases in seventeen years? That’s a pretty good record for a lawyer.” 

Dark eyes flared. “What the hell do you know?” He shoved away from the table, upending his chair. It clattered against an adjacent table, tipping over a vase of silk orchids that smashed to the floor. 

Oh crap, Tawny thought, another tantrum. Shouldn’t have brought him here. And should’ve kept my mouth shut. 

The kitchen door swung open and Mama Rose Tang burst through, hot-footing it across the restaurant. The tiny, wizened woman stared up at Moe. “What wrong? You no like your food? My brother make something else for you. OK, mister? Right?” 

Tawny jumped up to step between Moe and Mama Rose. “Mrs. Tang, everything’s delicious. Just a little accident. Please, bring me the bill and add on for the damage.” 

Cassandra pulled on Moe’s arm until he bent low enough for her to talk quietly in his ear. She rubbed between his shoulder blades, steering him toward the exit, a constant stream of chatter all the way out. 

Mama Rose pushed open the kitchen door and hollered, “Wilbur, come here. Clean up mess.” 

Tawny handed over her credit card, which Mama Rose ran through the terminal. While they waited for approval, a chunky, middle-aged man with Down’s Syndrome pushed through the swinging door, carrying a broom and long-handled dustpan. Buzz-cut brown hair accented the irregular shape of his head. Tawny recognized Wilbur, known for riding his old cruiser bike throughout the sprawling county, working odd jobs and delivering newspapers. He picked up the larger pieces of the vase and dropped them in the dustpan. Then he painstakingly swept up every splinter of glass from under tables and chairs. 

“My Jim, your Emma,” Mama Rose said to Tawny, “lot of time together.” 

Tawny smiled, glad for the distraction from Moe’s tantrum. “Jim’s a great guy. You should be proud.” 

Mama squinted up at her. “I surprise they back together. Bad breakup.” 

Tawny gulped. Mama Rose would never forget how Emma had broken Jim’s heart after high school, ten years earlier, by chasing after a North Dakota oil worker. 

Tawny signed the credit card slip, adding an extra-large tip, and bundled up in her coat and gloves. She stepped outside, deciding Cassandra had earned her wings. The woman not only rescued the restaurant from further damage, but saved Tawny from being mortified in front of the woman who might someday be her in-law if Emma and Jim stayed together. 

A squeal of tires made her jump backwards. 

Moe’s Navigator swerved past her and jetted onto the highway, smack in front of an oncoming pickup. The truck jammed on its brakes. On the slushy road, it skidded sideways, hopped the curb, and crashed into a whiskey barrel planter in the Lucky Dragon parking lot. 

The Navigator kept going without even a touch to the brakes. 

Tawny cringed. The second accident Moe had caused in an hour. Dammit. The man was a menace. His license should be revoked. 

She trudged to the pickup. The driver had gotten out to inspect the new dent in his mud-spattered passenger door. The whiskey barrel’s wood slats were splintered, the metal bands sprung. 

The man straightened as she approached. Cowboy hat, gray ponytail, cigarette in the corner of his mouth. “Sumbitch pulled out right in front of me.” 

If Tawny ratted on Moe, he’d never talk to her. And Tillman might fire her. But she couldn’t let an innocent party be hurt.

“I saw what happened. I know the driver’s son.” Tawny pulled the cell from her coat pocket. “If you give me your number, I’ll make sure he takes care of the damage.” 

He rubbed the dent with a leather-gloved hand. “Naw, it’s an old truck. This’ll keep the other dings company.” He shrugged with more grace than Moe’s bad behavior deserved. 

The pickup drove away and Tawny sighed. Now she needed to find a ride back to her Jeep. Tillman had better spring for a taxi. 

A snow-covered yellow Porsche Cayenne SUV pulled beside her and stopped. The tinted window lowered, revealing Cassandra. “You OK?” 

“Yeah. Thanks for getting him out of the restaurant before he did any more damage.” 

Her round cheeks glowed red with the cold. “Just have to know how to handle him when he gets upset.” 

Tawny’s teeth chattered. “Could you give me a lift back to Moe’s place? My car’s there.” 

Cassandra popped the door lock. “Sure.” 

Tawny settled into the seat, turning the vents so heat blew directly on her. 

Cassandra adjusted the blower to high. “Cold as a witch’s tit.”

Tawny nodded. “How long have you known Moe?” 

Fingers fluttered in turquoise leather gloves studded with rhinestones. “About three years. Most of the time, he’s a sweetheart. But now and then, watch out.” 

“Does he seem to be getting more...?” 

“Erratic? Irascible? Mule-headed?” Her laugher tinkled like wind chimes. 

“His son is concerned about him. That’s why I’m here.” 

Wipers noisily skidded across layers of ice on the windshield. “Moshe is fine. He’s just got a short fuse. Let me tell you something, honey. The older you get, the less you care what other people think. The hell with inhibitions. You do what you always wanted to do but were too well brought up to get away with. He doesn’t have a boss who’s going to fire him. His wives already divorced him. What does he have to lose?” 

Tawny pondered her assessment. Cassandra knew Moe a lot better than she did. “Yes, but he could cause an accident that might kill someone.” 

“So could anyone, on these slippery roads in this lousy weather.” 

“I suppose.” Still, Tawny felt relieved the pickup driver had let her off the hook as a witness. As annoying as this assignment was shaping up to be, she didn’t want to fail Tillman. 

“Where do you live?” Cassandra’s question interrupted Tawny’s thoughts. 

“Kalispell. How about you?” 

“I keep a condo at Golden Eagle, two blocks from Moshe. But I travel a lot for the foundation.” Cassandra turned on the road toward Columbia Mountain and the resort. “The need keeps growing, the project keeps expanding. We Boomers are aging but we’re smart and savvy. We want to plan ahead for our pets. Lots of Boomers mean lots of animals will need future care. Most older people would love to have pets—they’re so good for our souls—but they’re concerned if something happened, who would take care of them?  My foundation gives them great peace of mind.” 

“Where’s the sanctuary?” Tawny asked. 

“The foundation has optioned acreage in various locations. I can show you mockups of the facilities, if you’re interested.” 

“Sure, I’d like that. Sometime.” Tawny wanted to keep the woman’s goodwill since she needed Moe’s cooperation and Cassandra seemed to have mastered that skill. “How expensive is it?” 

Cassandra’s chipmunk cheeks swelled with a smile. “I have all that planned out with sliding scales of affordability to fit every budget.” She looked sideways at Tawny. “Even though you don’t have pets now, you might have one in the future. At your age, you can buy into an annuity very inexpensively, ensuring your costs won’t rise with time and inflation.” 

Uh-oh. The arm-twisting had edged up another notch. “Vet bills are so high, I can’t afford a pet, let alone provide for its future.” 

“I’ll give you my card, just in case you find yourself with another Golden.” A sly dig for Tawny’s earlier refusal. 

They turned onto Moe’s lane. Snow had completely covered Tawny’s Jeep, now a squared-off white lump in the road. “That’s my car. Thanks for the lift.” 

Cassandra braked gently but the Porsche still slid before stopping in front of Moe’s driveway. The garage door gaped open, showing the Navigator had arrived in one piece, except for a fresh dent in the rear hatch from striking the boulder. 

“Are you going in?” Cassandra asked. 

Tawny considered. She didn’t want to leave on a bad note because Tillman would no doubt send her back to finish the job. Yet, it had been a rugged day and she still faced driving home on treacherous roads. “Do you think I should? I mean, does he usually get over his spells? Or should I come back another time?” 

Cassandra chuckled as she pulled a business card from the visor. “You mean, does he fester and stew? Yes. He may forget what you did that made him mad but he’ll remember he’s mad at you.” 

Tawny swallowed. “Then I probably ought to try to make peace.” 

“Good luck.” Was that sympathy or irony in her tone? Cassandra offered her card between sparkly gloved fingers. 

Tawny took the card and slipped it in her pocket. “Nice to meet you. Hope your venture is a success. I really can’t face having a pet right now but I do admire what you’re doing.” 

The woman beamed. “We animal lovers have to stick together. Poor darlings are at the mercy of those who don’t cherish them. I do what I can.” 

Tawny climbed out of the car and shuffled to Moe’s condo. The Porsche took off as she knocked on the door. A long minute passed. Cold seeped through her coat and gloves. She rapped harder with the side of her fist. 

The door flew open. Moe glowered. “What?” 

Tawny tilted her head sideways, like her yellow Lab used to do to gain favor. “Could I come in, just for a few minutes?” 

“That’s what you said the last time.” He glanced at his Rolex. “That was four hours ago.” He stalked away but didn’t slam the door in her face. 

She took that as a yes, entered, and slipped off her boots. The calico immediately trotted over, tail high, and rubbed against her leg despite the snow coating her jeans. Tawny picked her up and nuzzled her. “At least you’re glad to see me,” she murmured in the cat’s soft ear.  

Moe had retreated to the sectional in front of the fireplace. Rambo paced behind his owner’s shoulders, watching her. 

Her old Lab, Ruger, again came to mind. He’d been sweet to everybody, except one of Emma’s boyfriends whom Tawny and Dwight had disliked. Every time the boy came to their house, Ruger growled. Tawny and Dwight figured the dog had picked up on their disapproval. 

Did cats have similar telepathy with their owners? Would Rambo hold a grudge like Moe? 

She set the calico down and sidled past the Siamese to stand before the elderly man. “I didn’t mean to upset you. It was disrespectful. But I do know Tillman is concerned about you.” 

Moe stared into the flames, avoiding her. “He’s just afraid I’ll leave my money to my cats instead of him.” 

“Whatever you do with your money is your business,” she said. “But all that aside, there’s still the foreclosure problem. Can we try to straighten that out?” 

He turned his head, pondering, but didn’t say no, a hopeful sign. 

She moved to the dining table where she’d left the file, put on reading glasses, and shuffled through the papers. She heard the leather creak as he rose from the couch and approached. “Do you write a check for your mortgage payment or is it automatically deducted from your bank account?”  

“Automatic deduction.” 

A step in the right direction. “Does your statement show the deductions?” 

“It’s all online.” 

She felt him peering over her shoulder and kept her questions neutral. “Does the bank mail you a paper statement?” 

“All online.” 

“Can we look on your computer to make sure the bank is properly deducting the payments?” 

Silence. Uh-oh. 

She turned from the papers to look up at him. 

A fresh storm gathered inside those dark eyes. “Tillman sent you to find out how much money’s in my bank account.” His tone sounded low and menacing. “You’re supposed to find out what the little prick thinks he’s going to inherit from me.” 

Tawny bit her lip. “I don’t think that’s the case. Would you just let me look at the deductions for mortgage payments to make sure everything’s properly credited?” 

An accusation shot out: “You’re a forensic accountant.” 

She couldn’t contain her hoot of amusement. “Moe, you’re talking to someone who almost dropped out of high school. The only reason I know a little about accounting is because I kept books for my husband’s business. Anything beyond that...” She held up her hands in a helpless gesture. 

Moe squinted down at her, mouth twisted with bitterness. 

Better try another tack. “Tillman drives a hundred and twenty-thousand dollar Mercedes SUV. His practice is doing very well. I’ve been to his house in Billings. It’s a million-dollar estate on the Rimrocks with a view that goes forever—” 
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