
  
    [image: Foolproof]
  


  
    
      FOOLPROOF

      A Teenage Sleuth Thriller

    

    
      
        A. J. LAPE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by A. J. Lape

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN-13: 978-0-9882641-5-1

      Cover by Qamber Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my husband and daughters. Thank you for being the shrink I don’t have to pay for. I love you.
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Chapter One


          

          
            MORAL HICCUP

          

        

      

    

    
      Spoiler alert. I have ADHD…and that carries a shiz-load of fallout with it.

      My name’s Darcy Walker, and my attention span has a shelf life of about sixty seconds. Thank God my neighborhood was full of freaks because boredom had sunk its claws in, and I needed to get my spy-fix—my raison d’être for the French-speaking folks.

      Current obsession? Horace Samuels.

      Horace lived five houses down on Bison Boulevard. Mid-fifties, he looked like the type that killed pigs for a living. His eyes were shifty, he sported a black toupee, and he smoked like a tall-stacks riverboat chugging the Ohio. By no means was he a top seed in the looks department, but he’d somehow landed three wives, outlived two, and number three was on the lam according to a B&W in the post office.

      I called Buffalo Trails Country Club home. A suburb of Valley, Ohio, BTCC wasn’t one of those places a person dreamt of moving into. First off, even the buffalo left; and secondly, the dumb-butt developer ran off with everyone’s money…rumor mill said to Fiji. As a result, hoodwinked homeowners were left with an unfinished golf course and the deed to a home that would be hard to sell.

      Like most cases, tenants embraced the hand fate screwed them with and settled down to a life of gossiping about neighbors. Lucky for me, Horace Samuels had a serious case of DSD—otherwise known as dipshit disease. He had a tendency to go bulldozer on his yard and dig like a mofo. I had no idea the reasoning, only that he loved to dig holes, refill, and stupidly hit the repeat button. Sounded benign enough, but he’d whisper into a tape recorder and swear, dictating notes on his findings. To each his own, I guess, but I had a dark feeling he wasn’t trying to make it to China.

      It was midnight, Saturday morning, on a hot and blistering day in August. Crouched low behind a thick row of evergreens, I tugged out the neckline of my newest T-shirt and blew air inside to dry the perspiration dripping between my Barely-Bs. My T-shirt said “Every day thousands of innocent vegetables are killed by vegans. Help stop the violence. Eat more beef.” I loved that T. My boyfriend bought it, but I didn’t want to think about Mr. Tall-Dark-And-Handsome when my activities were of questionable nature. He was traveling out of state. I was here and off the chain. ’Nuff said.

      A pair of high-powered binoculars dangled from my neck. Pulling them to my eyes, I got my Sherlock on and focused in. Horace was shirtless, bent over a hole about five feet wide. I couldn’t tell how deep the hole ran, but he’d been at it for roughly forty-five minutes of binge eating on my part. Reaching for an open bag of Takis, I tipped my head back and dumped a few on my tongue. Crunching them down, I watched Horace take the spade end of a shovel and tap on something that screeched like metal. After a few taps of what-the-heck, he abruptly jumped in the hole. I then had the answer to how deep the hole ran—approximately five or so feet deep—because when Horace bent over for a closer eval, he was completely hidden from view.

      “Dude’s weirder than shiz,” I mumbled.

      Out of the blue, Horace’s head popped up like bread in a toaster, and he searched the sky with a help-me-God face. My guess was he’d snagged a rock and was still on the lookout for whatever was buried on his property. After a few expressions that looked a whole lot like a greasy politician, he hoisted himself up to the grass and plopped down, nervously fumbling in his back pocket. Removing a tape recorder, he pulled it to his lips and whispered into it. Yup, weirder than shiz, but when someone was a neighbor, common sense said to get along or at the least coexist.

      My father didn’t do the let’s-hold-hands-and-sing-campfire-songs thing. I felt the prickle of ants dancing down my back and realized said father stood behind me in the dead of night.

      Insert a nagging heartburn…

      “Kid, do you try to be stupid, or is stupid just in your DNA?” he grumbled. Ah, stupid…my favorite word. My father wanted me to ix-nay on the oopid-stay. Dude, wasn’t going to happen.

      “Is that a trick question?” I asked.

      Murphy repeated it again, adding on a forceful grunt. I ignored him, tilting my head back and dumping another round of Takis down the hatch. “Cat gotchyer tongue?” he blasted, yanking on my blonde ponytail.

      Murphy Walker is my father, and we’d been on a first name basis since birth. It wasn’t because we had an impersonal relationship. It was because we had a very personal one. He was a playmate, my secret keeper, and ultimately a peer. Although a wonderful father, Murphy had a rap sheet longer than his arm. In his younger years, he’d not only gambled his brains out and been a bookie, he’d been a bad boy with the ladies—the type that made fathers forget the written law and keep one finger on the trigger.

      Things, however, could change on a dime. He was now a single father…reformed…on the up and up…a workhorse because he gave his heart and soul to a company that didn’t always appreciate him. At the moment, let’s just say it didn’t feel wise to have him at my back.

      Ohhhhhh, welllllll…

      He gave my ponytail another swift yank, fisting it in his hand and forcing me to meet his gaze. “I told you I had plans to come out here about an hour ago,” I offered as an explanation. “Don’t you remember⁠—”

      I’d actually shimmied my way down the tree outside my bedroom window while Murphy binge-watched House of Cards. I might’ve told him in my brain, but I remained reasonably certain I didn’t verbalize my intentions.

      Murphy stopped me in the middle of my lie. “Nope,” he muttered. “I don’t remember.”

      “I told you.” I laughed.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Maybe it’s early onset dementia.”

      “I doubt it.”

      I gave that lie a test drive anyway. In Murphy’s words, half a truth is still a lie, and Heaven knew I had an arsenal’s worth of controversial deeds to make him doubt whatever came out of my mouth. But I’d recently endured something bad (a kidnapping), and although Murphy took the word “strict” to another level, he’d given me a free pass lately. I had a feeling that pass had run its course. “I’m sorry, Murphy,” I apologized before guilt could take root. “This is just a moral hiccup.”

      Murphy kneeled next to me, letting out a big ugh. He’d recently lost ten pounds, but the remains of a jiggle tipped the top of his khaki shorts. Naked-chesting it like Horace, he was substantially better looking. Cruising at six foot two, he had eyes the color of gingerbread, curly hair, and the hard-muscled body of a man who could do more harm than good. Murphy’s hands were large enough to palm you to death if he so chose, and his body was powerful and as thick as a tree trunk.

      He lightened up on the third degree. “You’re doing okay, uh…mentally…aren’t you, kid? We don’t talk about what happened much. I’ve just left the ball in your court.”

      Not really, but it didn’t seem like a good time to debate my mental state.

      “Sure,” I lied.

      “Then give me the reason for the moral hiccup,” he grumbled. “Believe me, I despise Horace Samuels, but I’m positive you have a reason that’s going to make total sense on Judgment Day.”

      Most people were nouns. I was a verb. That happened to be my number one defense, but Murphy didn’t particularly look in the buying mood. I figured my best bet for mercy was to capitalize on how much Murphy hated Horace. He’d liked Horace’s second wife and felt sorry for her when Horace had been caught sneaking out at night for a quote-unquote chat with another neighbor’s wife. Murphy’d never forgiven Horace for humiliating her, and when she died after an extended illness, Murphy’s hate fossilized.

      I twisted around in my crouch, trying to unstick my faded jeans shorts that had stuck to my sweaty thighs. The night air was humid, which made breathing feel like an elephant sat on my chest. I pulled air through my nostrils until my lungs completely inflated. “He’s weird,” I explained. “I smell something bad, and I feel like it’s my BTCC civic duty to keep him on my radar.”

      “So you’re the Neighborhood Watch of Buffalo Trails Country Club.”

      I adjusted the wattage on my smile. “It’s a dirty job.”

      Murphy mumbled words about a nerve pill, and then said, “Is this about your boy eventually leaving town?”

      Sigh. My boyfriend was a heavyweight in the athletic department. He was visiting the University of Texas that’d recently offered him a full-ride football scholarship—due to arrive home Sunday night. No, I wasn’t rebelling because he would eventually be leaving town. But let me tell you, the moment he stepped on that plane, I cried like the audience at the end of The Notebook. To put that into perspective, he epitomized every red-blooded American girl’s dream—one so good-looking a girl could get pregnant simply by staring at him. So would I inevitably have some high-powered competition to keep him? Yeah, call it guaranteed…just like change and awkward moments.

      My brain switched into automatic survival mode. “No, I don’t need to pre-book a therapist, Murphy,” I said matter of factly…not yet at least. “This has nothing to do with Dylan.”

      “Then fast forward to the real story, kid. I’m out of time.”

      “If I tell you what I think, you’re going to call me crazy.”

      “You jumped on the crazy horse about thirty minutes ago.” He snorted. “You might as well keep on riding.”

      “Why does Horace go bulldozer? Is he after buried treasure? A time capsule? Dinosaur bones or fishing worms? I’m not judging his pastime, but shouldn’t he care about his grass? Let’s look at this thing practically. What about the ground hogs that live down there? Isn’t it mean to destroy their little condos?”

      Seriously, here was what I thought. I believed Horace Samuels had a massive secret. Exactly what that entailed, I had no idea, but I could taste it like my own spit.

      Murphy gave me his Earth-to-Darcy face, and I cut the rambling. “Although I’m marginally curious, I frankly don’t care why he does nothin’,” he said. “He’s trash, kid, with the conscience of a gosh-danged cobra.”

      Murphy snatched the bag of Takis at my feet. He cocked his head back, draining the bag, Taki dust landing on his chest. He sucked in a breath when his tastebuds hit a massive dose of cayenne pepper. “This snack is literally like opening the gates of Hell and licking the pavement,” he muttered in a cough. “You must feel right at home.”

      “I crave everything that dilates my pupils.”

      “I’d rather pass a gallstone than watch your pupils dilate.”

      Like the moron I occasionally am, I stupidly laughed. When a snicker fell out, Horace jerked his head in our direction with a death stare that’d make Lizzy Borden swing her axe. When Murphy and I pulled the statue routine, Horace hauled himself up to a standing position, cased his surroundings, and finally schlepped back to the house. Once Horace was inside, Murphy mumbled, “Let’s go since he slithered back to his lair. That conversation I had with you about living above the law? It didn’t take.”

      I hadn’t broken the law, I don’t think. Like I said, I merely did my civic duty. “Am I grounded?” I asked.

      The back of Horace’s house was full of floor-to-ceiling windows, showcasing his kitchen. As we watched Horace pop open the refrigerator and remove a bottled water, Murphy glared down into my face. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “You’re going a little overboard.”

      Murphy rubbed his forehead like he attacked a cluster headache. “Nope. I’m doin’ my job. My job is to make you a responsible person. So I will stalk you, embarrass you, lecture you, and then hunt you down like an inbred Rottweiler and do everything but draw blood until the day one of us dies.”

      I giggled, tripping over a baby evergreen and decapitating it to the root. Only Murphy could wax poetic in a time such as this. He tended to like parts of the Old Testament retribution best. When upset, his go-to behavior was mumbling the Lord’s Prayer. As he hit “lead us not into temptation,” I clasped my hands together like I joined him in prayer. Unfortunately, the sky didn’t open up with an “atta girl.”

      “Did I tell you I changed my mind about drawing blood?” he hissed when finished. “Try me, kid.”

      “Spying on him isn’t illegal, Murphy, but I suppose it is frowned upon.”

      “My guess is you’re guilty of two things already…trespassing and vandalism because you killed his tree, and that’s just off the top of my head!”

      My father used to be hell on wheels. Why oh why did he have to change his wicked ways?

      “You know, our relationship would be so much easier if you simply embraced my way of life,” I said. “We wouldn’t have any arguments at all.”

      “Embrace your way of life,” he echoed in a huff. “Kid, you need a hard boot. Maybe a new motherboard. There’s this revolutionary concept called conforming introduced to keep people out of jail. My guess is you need to get used to seeing some bars.”

      I believed wholeheartedly in embracing my dysfunction, discarding the norm where being a regular teenager meant bed at nine and desperate phone calls with girlfriends—instead of the emotionally frayed existence I decided to nurture. One day it would catch up with me, but I’d given up on curbing my urges. “You just want to argue,” I told him.

      “This isn’t an argument! This is me worrying about you.”

      I tipped my head, realizing his come-to-Jesus meeting was probably warranted. “Okay, perhaps you’re right, but I’ve been trying not to, um, lie to you anymore, and when you act this way, it makes me feel like I have no choice.”

      Murphy regularly performed a post mortem wrap-up of the missteps in my life. He called me misguided, smart but heavy on the blonde, with the emotional equivalent of a hound dog off its chain. Once again, I dumbly fought a giggle. “Just do as I say,” he finished. “That’s one of the commandments.”

      “The eleventh commandment is ‘thou shalt do as Darcy says,’” I joked.

      Murphy narrowed his eyes, practically knocking me over with a stare. “Then how about this for the twelfth commandment: thou shalt shut thy mouth lest thy tongue be removed.”

      “Beeth removed,” I corrected him in King James speak.

      Murphy swallowed and looked intently to the sky. “God, help me. This is payback. Sins of the father, and all.

      I loved my father and decided to heel—for the time being. Believe me, he’d had enough to worry about in the last six months, and my return had helped him chill. He understood my urges—accepted them—but my shenanigans had little to do with me and everything to do with Horace Samuels.

      “Message heard, kimosabi,” I told him, squeezing his hand. “No need to birth another gray hair.”

      Murphy placed his hand at the small of my back and not so gently steered me down the hill toward Bison Boulevard and HQ. Here was the thing…Fate shellacked us because right when Murphy hit round two of his lecture, we heard a boom…a crack…and an explosion lambasted the neighborhood in a loud whacking sound. Like God had decided to hit a golf ball and tossed his club when he missed the hole. Murphy and I flew several feet in the air, arms and legs slow-mo’ing it like we ran in Chariots of Fire. A black Hyundai Santa Fe shot up like a geyser and did a front tuck before it came down on its hood. A swing set went vertical, and I never saw its landing. Glass showered around us, and it could be characterized as one of those things where I knew I should cover my eyes, but it was so bizarre all I could do was witness it happening. After a flight that felt like forever, Murphy and I landed right smack in the middle of Horace’s lawn.

      I sucked in a painful breath.

      And another.

      Miraculously a third.

      Murphy was the first to recover, crawling toward me on all fours. He blinked several times, and his mouth moved while he desperately attempted to shake my body back to life. Dude, I’d just made love to the grass and didn’t even have a first date. That would take awhile. When his lips did their thing again, I still couldn’t comprehend the words past the ringing shrill between my ears. It gradually bled into focus that an explosion had occurred.

      My mind took a little boat ride around the situation, vacillating between OMGs and WTFs. Buffalo Trails Country Club had been blown to smithereens. A tree limb lay next to me, and two-by-fours and vinyl siding had come to rest in a pile by my head. The air smelled like a lumberyard—where wood had been sawed and cut into various shapes and sizes. Murphy kicked wood scraps off me, and once he got me to a sitting position, it looked like a nuclear bomb had gone off. Murphy gave me a face like I’d been the one responsible for our neighborhood being leveled. No, I didn’t have that kind of power, but the pungent smell of gas made me fear another kaboom was right around the corner.

      “Mother of pearl,” I mumbled. “Do you smell that?”

      Murphy had already launched into disaster mode, whipping out his cell phone that had miraculously stayed in his shorts, dialing 911. “For the love of Pete,” he mumbled. “Thank God, Marjorie isn’t here.”

      My little sister had spent the night with a friend…a small miracle.

      There was no sign of Horace, and his house was still intact, but his yard looked like a war zone in the Middle East. The earth was upended like a backhoe had sunk its claws in the dirt, tossing it around like shrapnel. A water line had busted, sending spray straight up in the air like Old Faithful. Paper fallout fluttered in the air, mimicking toxic rain. I blew it out of my face, only for it to be replaced by another.

      While Murphy gave the dispatcher our location along with his best assessment of what had occurred, I crawled over to the hole Horace had been digging. A security light struggled to maintain a current, but it provided just enough light for me to peer inside for a look-see. Staring down into the space that had widened in the explosion, my heart stuttered to a stop. Put that explosion in the category of Things Happen For A Reason.

      Bones…more bones…a skull underneath…all without skin.

      I heard ashes to ashes and dust to dust in my brain. Whoever the poor soul had been bought the farm a long time ago because the remains were nothing but bones. Bones, I say, and definitely in the dental record category. I heard a gagging snort and couldn’t tell if it came from Murphy or me. Criminy. Horace Samuel’s home was The Amityville Horror house.

      There must be a logical explanation for bones to be underground…right??

      My eyes swung back around to Murphy. “Christ,” he muttered, standing over my shoulder and lasering in on the remains.

      “Don’t curse,” I said.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Murphy then said.

      “You’re still cursing.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m praying. Were you praying?” he said.

      I 86’d the line of questioning when Murphy went full-throttle on the remains, telling the dispatcher what had been uncovered in the blast, pointing out he’d always thought Horace Samuels to be of suspicious behavior. Once she assured him the first responders were on their way, Murphy went CSI, telling me to make sure I didn’t FUBAR the crime scene. Listen, we couldn’t FUBAR anything because the gas explosion had already done a pretty good job. If Horace was responsible for the body being below ground, I didn’t know his modus operandi, but evidence said he’d been searching for him. So what had KO’d his efforts for so long? That wasn’t the first time I’d seen him dig. In reality, it had been three times. Was it because neighbors grew suspicious? Was he simply that terrible of a digger? Or had he merely been waiting for a decent rain? That actually made sense because we’d had one of the driest summers on record. The dirt was as hard and brown as a cornfield up until a few days earlier.

      I pulled the hem up on my T-shirt and wiped my brow. “Give me your phone, Murphy. I want to take pictures.”

      Believe it or not, Murphy surrendered his phone. I got as close to the edge as I could, realizing with a glance I’d lost my shoes in the blast. Squatting down, I fired off a series of shots. “Shouldn’t this freak you out or something? I mean, I’m used to it. It kinda goes with being Darcy Walker.”

      I had come to grips with the fact something was seriously wrong with me. I didn’t long for new shades of makeup or the clothes in Teen Vogue. I longed to see blood and guts with the promise I was the only one to decipher its mysteries.

      “That’s not the first dead body I’ve seen, kid. I’ve seen several.”

      “Did you kill any of them?” I giggled.

      Stone-cold silence. “None of your business.”

      Darn the tinnitus. I opened and closed my mouth, hoping the noise would go away. No dice. It still sounded like a swarm of bees buzzing between my ears, going in and out of their hives. I shook my head, noticing Murphy doing the same thing, trying to balance out his equilibrium. “Who do you think it is?” I asked. I had no clue who the dead body was. Decay had ravaged the remains, and no way in Hades was it a homeless person. Valley didn’t do the homeless. Heck, the people who looked homeless wore designer sneakers. Murphy took a more scrutinizing look, gasping when the flash on my camera revealed a white construction crew hat that said “Boss” on it.

      One homeowner, one corpse, one piece of damning evidence, mixed with equal parts fate and anger, and you get Murphy Walker on the revenge express. The realization that Horace Samuels had killed or had knowledge of who’d killed the man who screwed BTCC members out of their homeowners’ fees struck me like a Louisville Slugger to the head. The dead body was the developer of our neighborhood who allegedly ran off with everyone’s money. I knew it. And Murphy did too.

      Horace Samuels picked that precise moment to storm out of the house with what just might be the worst sense of timing on record. “What the…” he barked. Key the profanity.

      Horace gazed at his yard…the gaping hole…and dead body parts exposed.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in a nervous swallow. Yup. Guilty as charged.
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      With that reaction, Horace might as well have charged and shouted, Jihad!

      Murphy took one look at him and launched into I’m-saving-the-world mode. He called him a no count peckerwood, the B-word for girls, and several other not so PG expletives that would peel the paint from the walls. All of that occurred in between telling him he’d screwed him out of his hallucination of becoming a scratch golfer. When Horace went self-righteous with a who-me face, Murphy morphed into one of those werewolves in Underworld, growling in the back of his throat.

      “Let me tee up your crimes for you,” Murphy bellowed. “You killed the foreman. You buried the money.”

      “You can’t prove anything,” Horace said.

      Horace showed about as much emotion as the airline attendant who said your flight was delayed. Uh, sorry…not sorry. That response was corroboration enough for Murphy.

      Murphy took one angry step toward him, glaring down at Horace who was about a head shorter than his six foot two. “That’s all but an admission, punk, and I’m your judge and jury. Were you and the developer in on it together? Did you get greedy and decide to take it all? And while we’re on the subject of crime, where is Wife Number Three? She ain’t on the lam, is she? Did you try to downsize your family by blowing her brains out? Poisoning her? Is she in your yard next to this dead body?” he asked. “And dear Lord, don’t get me to thinking about Wife Number Two. She was a nice lady. Did she actually die of an extended illness, or did you scale back your monthly bills with her too?”

      Believe me, that accusation had me side-eyeing Horace.

      “Like I said, you can’t prove anything.”

      Murphy was one sure step from nutso. “I’ll tell you what your future entails,” Murphy snarled. “Prisoner, death row, no visiting hours.”

      “Murphy, I don’t think you get death row for embezzlement,” I whispered.

      He exhaled, his lips twitching with sardonic amusement. “But you do for murder.”

      “What evidence do you have?” Horace said.

      Murphy replied, gritting his teeth, “Bodily remains. Benjamin Franklins everywhere. I’d say you were the smoking gun.”

      It then dawned on me that shredded money was the paper floating in the air. The money had been blown to bits, swirling in the humid night. Talk about your bad luck. I actually laughed.

      Horace’s gold tooth glinted in the light. “Okay, then let’s make a deal,” he said resolutely. “Do you want part of the cash?”

      Oh. My. Stars. Insert some shock and awe. He’d basically admitted Murphy was right.

      “Let’s deal?” Murphy laughed hollowly. “I wouldn’t do business with you if you were the last lowlife on Earth. No act of contrition your punk-ass mind can dream up will ever justify your actions. You’re not getting off scot-free now that Murphy Walker’s on the job.”

      I think he meant Darcy Walker, but hey, we could discuss that later…

      Horace immediately went into eff-you mode, no chance of a peace treaty in sight. The moment he went ghetto, the temperature between him and Murphy plummeted about forty degrees.

      Horace blasted out a line of profanity. “You cocky, mother…” Insert an F-bomb. “I’m tired of you walking around BTCC like you own the place. There’s a reason you’re not married.”

      Godspeed, Horace. You just lit the gunpowder.

      I wasn’t exactly sure how it happened. One minute Murphy told me how the justice system was screwed and needed an overhaul. The next he attacked Horace like a coyote during mealtime. My first response? Let me take out my earrings. I’m gonna throwdown. Second? Murphy had it covered. I should save my breath.

      Horace in some way righted himself, but after a combo punch, Murphy dropped him into a pile driver in one fluid motion.

      Horace staggered to a stand and swung…swung again…getting nothing but air. The man was a mean SOB dickwad, but at the risk of sounding politically incorrect, he fought like a hobbit—swinging upward at a man who merely played with him.

      My eyes went to his testicular region, realizing him to be totally in the raw underneath the ratty robe hanging from one shoulder. Mind you, that was no deterrent to Murphy because Murphy got him in a headlock, beating the ever lovin’ shiz out of him. There was a thud. Punch. Smack. Pound. It was entertaining—a nose broke, they traded profanities, Murphy spit…it had it all. My father didn’t pussyfoot around when he fought. He beat the guy bloody, looking impressively psycho in the process.

      Horace’s coal-black toupee flapped to one side as he futilely tried to avoid Murphy’s fists, but Murphy didn’t blink, flinch, or even breathe. I thought my boyfriend was ice-cold? Fighting Murphy was like trying to wrestle a bear on crack.

      For the sake of argument, even though Horace had been the murderer, I didn’t think the law would look too kindly on Murphy’s actions. For mental health purposes, I decided to overlook the fact he was one punch away from killing our neighbor. I decided he would stop without me intervening. Everyone would make friends. Horace would relinquish the money because it had been stashed safely in his house underneath the mattress. We’d all walk away with the incident as a lesson learned. When they still didn’t hammer out a deal, I realized their battle royale required an intervention.

      While bloodied drool spewed out of Horace’s mouth, I went full-on Banshee. “Murphy!” I pleaded. “Hit the stop button!”

      Murphy still didn’t file-thirteen his fists. Thank the Lord above the sound of first responders rolled into the neighborhood because Murphy’s anger went from zero to sixty, like a demon-from-Hell-on-furlough. First at Ground Zero, however, wasn’t a policeman or fireman carrying a hose. It had been one of my besties, Jon Bradshaw. I’d completely forgotten he had signed up for a ride-along with Valley’s fire department, trying to nail down if a firefighter was his calling after graduation.

      Generously listed at six feet tall, Jon—nicknamed Grumpy—had a stocky build with wavy brown hair and shrewd coffee-colored eyes. Firefighting would suit him…he happened to be strong enough, but he appeared to lack what might be the necessary survival skills. He dropped a JC followed by the S-word. “Mayday, Walker! Mayday!” he barked. When I still stood like a fool, his voice raised an octave. “Engage before he kills him!”

      In the name of everything that was holy, I’d been trying to engage. But I was stuck speculating how easy it would be to sew Horace’s head back on, and the existential debate of whether Murphy had a right to give the guy his just due. No one could characterize Grumpy as an idiot though. He knew the riptide of Murphy’s temper was no place any sane person would ever be.

      Grumpy jumped in. Murphy pushed him away. He tried again. Murphy shoved him even harder. Untangling them was obviously a two-person job, but I had an ADD moment and couldn’t decide if I should go for Horace’s happies (um, testicles) or squash the beef with good old-fashioned hair pulling. I finally joined the fray, thinking I’d improvise, but my attempt at being badass went down a little differently in my mind. I slapped Horace around, yelled at him, but basically resembled one of those mime clowns who didn’t do anything but look stupid.

      Amongst the smell of blood, sweat, and Horace’s cologne he’d bought at Walgreens, Grumpy and I attempted to jumpstart Murphy’s morals. After several failed attempts, Murphy finally plugged into his version of a conscience. Horace lay crumpled to his side in a listless stupor, not even able to cry uncle. Murphy hovered over his body, clenching and unclenching his fists, not giving a shiz that he might have caused permanent brain damage. In my father’s defense, he had a decade’s old axe to grind, but I still wasn’t sure how the authorities would view his actions. The question was solved when a policeman charged up the hill, cuffs in hand.
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        * * *

      

      Murphy’s Miranda rights didn’t join the party once the body was discovered—although one of the more ambitious rookies seemed intent on booking him for his actions. Once we explained to the responding officers what had happened, all attention landed on Horace Samuels and his secrets that weren’t so secret anymore.

      Wasn’t it great how the universe occasionally worked things out? I spied on a neighbor, a gas explosion leveled the ’hood, and the sins of that neighbor were laid bare. I’d say my actions were by divine decree.

      Were you bored, BTCC? Well, you’re welcome. Darcy Walker came to the rescue again.

      At fifteen minutes past two a.m., Grumpy relaxed at the kitchen table with me while Murphy removed two pepperoni DiGiornos from the oven. Regardless of the gas main, the electricity still worked. A miracle for the appetite. Murphy quickly sliced the pies and placed them in front of us, setting three cans of Coke next to them. All of his demons had been exorcised—his bruised and bloodstained knuckles bandaged and on the road to recovery. Grumpy, however, looked like he’d swallowed acid mixed with rat poison.

      “You attract the bizarre, Walker,” he mumbled. And what went unsaid? Your father is one scary, scary man.

      Snagging a piece that had four pepperonis on top, I took a bite, acknowledging what was said…and unsaid. I agreed. The WWE had nothing on my father. And I not only attracted the bizarre, I attracted dead bodies and/or body parts. I’d found a dead body in a dumpster, a head on vacation, two bodies last Christmas, and a corpse fell out of the wall during an earthquake at a dance club I attended. Normal for me…abnormal for the rest of the functioning world.

      “Another mystery solved,” I said, munching the pizza. “So other than the gas explosion, how did the ride-along go?”

      Grumpy quickly finished off one piece and moved onto a second. Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he slid his brown eyes toward me. His khaki T-shirt had a rip, and his jeans were stained with grass—his left kneecap peeking through a hole that probably wasn’t there two hours before. Like me, he ranked low on style, and unfortunately, rolling around on the ground with Murphy and Horace might’ve relegated his threads to the trash heap. “Jury’s out,” he grumbled. “There’s a lot of downtime. Luckily, your gas lines decided to blow up, or I’d still be playing cards at the firehouse.”

      Our home was the standard bricked single-family unit. Believe it or not, it didn’t have many things wrong with it. Three windows in front were cracked, a coach light had blown out, and we’d lost a patch of shingles from the roof. Murphy had actually planned to have a new roof installed next spring, so he counted his blessings because he could turn the damage in as an insurance claim. The biggest horror from my point of view was that our satellite dish had been fried, still not in operation.

      Waaaaaa.

      Other than the obvious, Murphy’s tirade was Endsville, but he tended to hold a grudge. If Valley PD didn’t get things right with Horace Samuels, my father would find a way to ruin the rest of Horace’s so-called life.

      “We gotta figure out something, Walker.” Grumpy sighed heavily, referring to the fact it was senior year, and we had no long-term plans. “I’m actually getting stressed.”

      If you listened closely, you could hear the oo-oo ah-ah of the monkey on our backs. I’d been strung out for the past three years, but lately I merely sucked up air. Why? I stared at a life of flipping burgers, digging ditches, or embalming the elderly in a mortuary—an end result of my attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder. As the ADHD, I felt like I was constantly digging myself out of a hole someone else dug for me. I didn’t have many success stories in the classroom, and our fourth and final year of high school began Monday. I had visions of Grumpy and me carpooling to our dead-end jobs in some clunker Chevy. I prayed that was a bad daydream and not a foreshadowing of things to come.

      Grumpy was a charter member in my secret brotherhood—a group of misfits I’d initiated into my own personal mob. In my brotherhood, we had a creed…and the creed was until death. We’d lie, cheat, spy for one another, and take the offense to the grave. The first inducted into my secret society, Grumpy might be the most reluctant. We became blood kin when we rode his dirt bike freshman year, hit a pothole, and sailed over the handlebars. After we lay motionless for a good thirty seconds, I spied his road rash, got the bright idea to symbolically mix it with mine, and we were mated for life. He walked away fine. I, however, broke my wrist—the first of many incidents that required medical attention.

      “Picking a college and paying for it isn’t my only problem,” Grumpy said, letting out a frustrated breath. “I need a girl, Walker. I’m lonely. And I get really, really stupid when I’m lonely.”

      I wholeheartedly concurred.

      If I had a bizarre take on recreational activities, Grumpy’s was just as bizarre in women. It was one crisis sitch after another. “I’m a little tapped out with the current meat market,” I told him. “Any ideas?”

      When Murphy got up to snag another can of Coke, Grumpy leaned toward me, expelling a laugh completely devoid of humor. “Yeah. I got a flier in the mail for speed dating. It’s downtown tomorrow…er, tonight, since it’s already Saturday morning. Will you go?”

      I’d rather dive into shark-infested waters, to be honest. I ripped off a piece of cheese, tossing it in my mouth. “I have a boyfriend. Can’t Finn go?”

      Finn Lively was brother number two in my secret brotherhood. He was sort of a manwhore, so I couldn’t imagine him not jumping at the opportunity. Besides, to the best of my knowledge, he lived free as a bird. He and his girlfriend had just broken up when PDA pics of him and his former flame, Gucci Grayson, showed up on social media. The current squeeze viewed that as a major trust breakage and went fifty shades of cray on him.

      Grumpy evidently didn’t know the name of the girlfriend either. “He and what’s-her-name broke up, Walker,” he explained. “He has to at least act like he’s remorseful because I think he’s kinda scared of her. He goes for the unstable ones. Gucci keyed his car last year. He thinks what’s-her-name is capable of worse. Sad that I can’t remember her name, but there’s so many his love life is like a darn revolving door. Anyway, are you in?”

      I began the moral debate…

      Murphy closed the refrigerator door a little harder than probably warranted, turning around. “I heard everything you two said,” he grumbled. “Reality check, Darcy. You have a boyfriend, and I can tell by the silence hanging in the air you’re going to do this speed dating thing with Romeo over there.”

      I hadn’t decided yet, but I admit it sounded intriguing. Plus, I felt like I owed Grumpy an HEA simply because I’d screwed up so many times before. “I’m not in the market to upgrade, Murphy. Besides, I don’t think you can wave a magic wand and upgrade Dylan Taylor.”

      My boyfriend was a substantially good-looking guy, and the world was a better place for it. Anyone else would be a substitution. Who would want to mess with that?
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        * * *

      

      Read my lips…I’m an idiot.

      I spit the Crest White Strips in the wastebasket and dropped two quarters in the “stupid jar” before Murphy issued an executive order. Where some had a “swear jar,” Murphy had a “stupid jar” on the countertop. My sister and I placed fifty cents inside when we did something inexcusably dumb. When full, we’d unload it to the charity of our choice. And let the record show, I deserved a tax write-off for all the goodwill I’d delivered lately.

      While I waited for Grumpy to materialize, I glanced in the mirror by the front door, blowing an errant strand of dirty-blonde hair from my face. I’d added long extensions, colored bubblegum-pink at the tips. Thinking the look was totally fleek, I pulled my hair up in a high bun, trying to stay cool. An epic battle ensued…me versus my insecurity. My looks were okay enough, but not as okay as I’d prefer—especially when my boyfriend looked like a naughty dream. I had almost-green eyes and a dimpled chin. I’d grown an inch (egads) and stood at five-ten, weighing a buck-thirty with a thirty-six inch inseam. My butt was round enough, but it might be an “at risk” butt—bubbly at present, but that thing could fall by the time I reached thirty. My stats sounded reasonable on paper, but like most girls, my self-esteem was wobbly. I always found things I could improve upon, even with the obligatory lip gloss and mascara. Surprisingly, I had a dedicated boyfriend…one so monogamous it gave me semi-hope in the fairytale.

      Rolling cherry lip balm on my mouth, I decided to keep on keepin’ on and gave an experimental smile. Straightening my silver tank, I sniffed my armpits for good measure and was rewarded with a whiff of Lady Speed Stick. Stepping into a pair of flip-flops, I repositioned my black shorts right as the doorbell rang.

      My seven-year-old little sister, Marjorie, was home. She ran down the stairs to answer the door since Grumpy was one of her favorite people. Throwing the door wide, she extended her hand for greeting…stark naked in her birthday suit.

      Marjorie grinned, speaking with a lisp. “Hi, Jon, I haven’t theen you in a while.” Grumpy gasped and turned white as a ghost, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. But seriously, the child was tiny. She barely weighed forty-pounds. It was more bizarre than obscene.

      He quickly shut the door, so her modesty—or lack thereof—would be preserved. “Honey, you forgot your clothes,” he said softly. “I thought we’d gotten this thing squared away.”

      Grumpy had been working part-time at Bath & Body Works, stocking shelves at nighttime. I must say, it had its perks. He brought home damaged merchandise, and I wound up with most of the kitty. He’d brought a bag with him. Taking it from his hand, I yanked out a bottle of Cucumber Melon body spray whose pump didn’t work. Twisting it off, I dotted the scent on my fingertips and tapped it on my pulse points. “What do you mean you got things squared away?” I asked, smelling my wrists. “You’ve seen her au naturel before?”

      He pinched the space between his eyes as I picked lint from Marjorie’s fire engine-red curly hair. Nicknamed M, surprisingly Grumpy had a sweet side with her. After a few breaths, he lost his tough exterior and snatched a blanket from a nearby chair, throwing it around her shoulders. “The whole time you were on vacation she’d rip her clothes off for no good reason,” he explained.

      Grumpy still referred to my kidnapping as a vacation. Frankly, he’d taken it better than most, but the deal with M being naked didn’t shock me. She only stripped when she wanted something and used nudity as a bargaining chip. During my “vacay,” my guess was the catalyst had been for me to return home. Right now? God only knew, but I’d heard grumblings earlier that she wanted explicit songs on her iPod, like me.

      “I’ve got a problem,” Marjorie told him.

      Grumpy expelled an audible sigh, sliding his eyes to me like he’d clued in I held part responsibility. “It seems to me clothing might be top of the list,” he said.

      “Well…” she began. Holy bejeezus. Her ‘well’ lead-offs were filled with unnecessary adjectives and modifiers that sucked up valuable time. After five minutes of her claiming Murphy was an unreasonable father because he wouldn’t let her express herself via nasty songs, Murphy thundered down the stairs—smelling of cigar—speaking to someone on the phone as he pointed an angry finger in Marjorie’s direction.

      He clutched the phone so tightly his knuckles blanched white. “Hello, Apple Store,” he grumbled when a representative came online. “My seven-year-old is angry she can’t get explicit songs. Since my sixteen-year-old can, I felt I should call and make sure the seven-year-old is a ’ho-bag too.” A pause grew where Murphy took a long puff of cigar and exhaled. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m calling because I can’t figure out how to remove the parental control function on her account.” An even lengthier pause. “Yeah, you heard right the first time. I’m willingly allowing my seven-year-old to hear words too mature for her ears.” He locked eyes with Marjorie, appealing to her sense of decency that obviously had corroded. “Put your clothes on, kid,” he said gently, but Marjorie didn’t budge. My father rarely disciplined my little sister, although she could probably use a healthy reminder of “who’s boss.” His lack of discipline went back to the fact she was no more than a couple of months old when my mother had been taken from us. Marjorie had never known a mother…other than me, of course. And let’s be honest. I wouldn’t exactly term me a role model on how to live your life. “Yes,” Murphy said to the Apple people again. “I want the parental controls removed because it’s the only hope I have of getting her to wear her clothes.”

      I gave my two cents’ worth. “In her defense, the explicit songs are the best way to truly enjoy the artistic expression the artist was trying to convey.”

      Murphy snorted, pointing his cigar in my direction. “Hester Prynne over there is as pure as the driven snow,” he said sarcastically. “And let me say, thank you, Hester, for having my back.”

      Grumpy rewarded me with a grunt. “You’ve corrupted a little girl, Walker. I feel like I should call child protective services.”

      Grumpy and I stepped outside at half past six, Saturday evening. The speed dating thingy started at seven-thirty, downtown at The Queen City Hotel. Glancing to the sky, the rolling clouds promised rain. Perhaps thunder. I’d never been a claustrophobic person, but I hadn’t exactly been treated humanely while kidnapped. The psychopath who abducted me buried me alive. I survived it then like a champ, leaving that hellhole thinking myself to be the reincarnation of Wonder Woman. Problem was, I discovered those were survival instincts one’s body employed so you didn’t make a bad experience worse. Once out of danger, the body would often react with the delayed (and appropriate) emotion it wouldn’t allow you to experience in real time.

      The psychological fallout was I tended to feel caged in while inside a car, compounded tenfold when a storm raged outside. Too many things hit me at one time—cars on either side, a relentless rain pounding whichever way you turned. My heart raced, my breath thinned out, and no matter how ridiculous I knew my actions were, I couldn’t turn off the panic.

      I guarded that secret and shared it with no one, not even Dylan…so much for being a superstar.

      I gripped the oh-shiz handle located on the roof of the passenger side. I inhaled deeply, exhausted without having exerted a muscle. Trying to marshal my nerves to heel, one glance at Grumpy, and I realized my secret was safe. Grumpy had that look about him like he fully assumed he’d hit the dating lottery. I didn’t put much stock in his chances. Sure there would be genuine people there, but just as likely he might pick up a desperate psycho.

      Grumpy reminded me of that proverbial girl who was in love with being in love. I told him that, in a nice way, but he never acknowledged my words. The love of his short life had been Clementine Miriam Rabinowitz. When she dumped him last year, it was tantamount to a romantic tragedy in a Brontë novel. From my estimation, Clementine didn’t have a clue Grumpy existed anymore. None of us knew the details of the breakup, only that Grumpy’s face molded into extreme pain at the mention of her name. I had a feeling it could be because Grumpy was as Gentile as they came, and Clementine’s family leaned toward kosher breeding.

      I recycled the subject, wondering if he should call and see if the status of their coupling could change. He released a slow breath, his response the same. “It’s complicated.”

      “How is it complicated?”

      “If I could uncomplicate it, I would, Walker. Leave it alone.”

      “Well, aren’t those dating sites working out?”

      After Clementine gave him the heave-ho, I spent one evening making him a profile on dating websites. Evidently, he hadn’t gotten many takers. “Tinder and Zoosk ain’t gettin’ it done,” he grumbled. “As a matchmaker, you suck.”

      “I made you an awesome profile!” I said defensively.

      “You falsified my stats!” he bellowed. I automatically chuckled but swallowed it down. “I’m not six foot four, two hundred and forty pounds, and I don’t have jet-black hair or possess an ass you want to do bad things to. I’m not Taylor, Walker, and I meet these girls, and they wonder why I’m a liar.”

      My eyes twisted up in a grimace. “Well, how about BlackPeopleMeet dot com?”

      Grumpy was in no mood to bargain. “Newsflash, Walker. I’m not Black.”

      “But you said you found the sisters of color attractive,” I said, confused.

      “I think they’re hotter than Mercury, but they’re stunned when I show up, and I’m whiter than the stripes on a zebra.”

      Eh, I might’ve gone a little crazy with Photoshop. I mentally commanded him to chill, but it mimicked hitting a brick wall at full-speed. “Should I go back to Ivy?” he surmised. “She called today. She said she was sorry for the way she treated me and missed our physical connection. I realize people say the physical eventually fizzles out, but we could be the exception.”

      *head, desk*

      I certainly hadn’t expected him to bear all in an episode of Dr. Phil, but I’d asked…and nearly puked in the process.

      Problem was, Ivy Morrison was about as reliable as a daily horoscope. He’d had a couple of months’ thing with her during my sabbatical, but they had an agreement: she could see other people; he couldn’t.

      (cough, BEEYOTCH, cough).

      “Let me do the thinking, Grumpy. I swear, I’ll figure it out.”

      Grumpy stared blankly at me for a few seconds and then grunted, “Whatever.”

      I’d inflated his particular stats for a good reason. Grumpy had an unrealistic assessment of his skills in wooing the opposite sex. Was he cute? Sure. Did he have much to offer once on the date? Yes and no. On rare occasions, he smiled. But the reality was he froze up because he didn’t think he had anything of merit to say. I’d hoped he’d score a good-hearted girl who’d see past the nerves. So far, I’d failed.
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      A Big Mac later, Grumpy and I stood inside The Queen City Hotel, debating whether to go inside or hit the elevator and look for a barstool. It wasn’t exactly what I’d term a good time, but Grumpy had dragged me into the dark and depraved world of desperate and lonely people. On top of that, the last time I took a trip downtown without my boyfriend—on a “job” of sorts—it didn’t end so well. It set off a series of events that led to my eighty day forced time-out, if you know what I mean.

      I felt like I cheated on my boyfriend, although I’d told him the specifics via text message earlier. Welcome to the new me: Darcy Walker, total transparency in the communications department. Well, semi-transparency might be more like it because I left out the part about being a participant myself. I’d led him to believe I’d be a mere observer while Grumpy prowled for a significant other, verification I stood light-years away from full-disclosure—a real slap in the face since Dylan said he’d be home in twenty-four hours and would cook for me.

      Seriously, that was some righteous lovin’ for ya.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t always deserve it.

      Grumpy and I followed the white placard sign on an easel that said: Speed Dating. Find your soulmate in Conference Room B, Lower level. First thought? Bad. Idea. Second? Crap, I couldn’t get past the first.

      The ride down the elevator was nerve-racking for Grumpy as he asked ad nauseam, “Do I look okay? Say I do even if I don’t.” He peered into the mirrored walls lining the elevator, straightening his white golf shirt and faded khaki shorts, futilely fluffing his unruly hair. He’d OD’d on Old Spice Wolfthorn—SOP for him.

      “You look great,” I told him for the third time, patting him on the back like you would a dog. “A total stud. I’m sure you’re going to leave this place with the pick of the litter.” Unfortunately, I questioned what the litter would look like because how could you make an eternal connection in a hotel conference room? The whole concept was ridiculously forced and couldn’t feasibly end in anything but more disappointment, but to each his own…regrettably, that meant I’d probably be left picking up the pieces.

      When the elevator dinged, we stepped out the doors and filed into the crowd. The carpet on the floor was blue and green with big palm leaves, a conference room style that tried to make the place more visually appealing than it actually was. Grumpy immediately separated from me, attempting to appear single and ready to mingle. I painted on a smile and theoretically declared open season on the opposite sex.

      Stepping inside the brass double-doors, it actually was no different than high school. Females looked girls up and down with a sneer, trying to figure out if they were formidable competition. Many had dressed like me. Others wore sundresses a size too small, their mammary glands exposed and inflated beyond norm with boob jobs. Ages were all across the board—mostly teens—but there didn’t seem to be any divide between who was a cradle robber and who wasn’t. Desperation knew no age boundaries, I guess, and the powers-that-be certainly weren’t checking for jailbait.

      I’ve got this, I told myself. I could chat…act interested when I would rather do something else. Heck, I’d done that for eleven years in school. Half of the problem was guys were from Mars…girls were from Venus. Some couldn’t cross that male-female gap. Me? I merely channeled my inner-bro and went with it.

      Grabbing a complimentary coffee and filling out a nametag with the letter D only, I barely got two gulps down when a male host instructed the females to grab a table with a number on it. The guy was too perfect and starched, not a brown hair out of place. He said the guys would rotate every five minutes—all the time needed, the host assured us, to make a love connection. At the end of the night, daters would log onto a computer program and simply tick the yes or no box along with their telephone number if interested in taking things further. All daters would have their results within twenty-four hours. Highly business-like and highly impersonal. I slid into number thirteen, figuring that to be all the luck I’d need to nuke the excursion and return to my boyfriend, speed-dating virginity intact.

      Speed Dater Number One fell into the chair and introduced himself as Jake. Just Jake. Jake looked like the kind that sacrificed virgins in his spare time. He was penguin-short, had a mole the size of a dime above his lip, and his body was shaped like a square. To top off the inbred look, his brown hair had been cut in a lopsided DIY buzz cut. First impression? No wonder you’re single.

      He muttered, “I like your shirt.”

      Ugh, I didn’t drink, but I sure as heck could use a shot of liquid courage. I squirmed around, repositioning myself. “Thanks,” I replied, self-conscious he checked out my Barely-Bs. “So tell me about yourself, Jake.”

      “I want a gas station.”

      “Oh, like you want to own your own business someday?”

      “No. Too much trouble. I’d only like to pump gas. People need gas.”

      Dream big, people. Dream big. Just my two cents’, but I couldn’t swear to the fact many places even had attendants anymore.

      “So what are you looking for in a relationship?” I asked, changing the subject.

      “Let me see your elbow.”

      “Huh?”

      “Let me see your elbow. I’m into elbows.” Weird request, but I didn’t know what I’d signed onto with a speed-dating thing anyway. I held out my right elbow, and when he did a little circle motion with his finger, motioning to show him the left, I obliged. “Nice. You’d be surprised what you could do with an elbow.”

      Eeeuw. My stomach turned over. “You know that’s weird, right?”

      “It’s only weird if the other person doesn’t like it. I’m going through a dry spell at the moment. I can’t find the perfect elbow.”

      Listen, he could walk his freak all he wanted to as far as I was concerned, but if he lasered off that mole, his dating life might perk up. After five minutes of him breathing with his mouth open, the whistle belted out a ring and he exited my table.

      Speed Dater Number Two had a name of Hugo. As soon as I introduced myself, he complained more than Murphy did when his fantasy football team hit a rough patch. “My mom made me come. She said I need to form relationships with girls. Said I need to live a little and not sit in front of my X-Box all day long.”

      I swallowed down another sip and practically bit my tongue in two, trying that think-before-you-speak thing. “She has a point,” I said with a smile.

      Hugo frowned, muttering, “I hate her.” Hugo wasn’t exactly your dream date. His blond hair was unkempt, and his black oxford had faded to gray. Plus, he could use a trip to the dermatologist.

      While Hugo waxed on about his mommy issues, I stole a look at Grumpy. A Lucy Hale brunette look-alike was besotted at table number six, and Grumpy’s mouth ran a mile a minute. I took that as a good sign. She offered him some hard candy that she’d placed at her table—no one said we could bring props—but he politely declined and inked her number on his palm. When the whistle rang, he glanced over at my table with a look like, She’s the one. Dear Jesus, I’d heard that before but conjured up a smile of approval anyway. Once again, when the whistle rang, it came none too soon. As I spied the seat Hugo had been sitting in, I discovered he’d already cut and run. In my defense, Hugo was kind of like white noise—one didn’t notice him unless pointed out. Nevertheless, it stung to be discarded without so much as a goodbye. I fluffed my hair and stuck my Barely-Bs out to C-range for optimum exposure.

      Daters three through seven were an even bigger bust, but I had to admit the five-minute conversation was definitely enough time to decide whether I wanted to get to know someone better. At that point, my competitive juices started flowing because no one had asked for my number, and although I remained blissfully content with my boyfriend, I was bound and determined to not be Dylan’s charity case.

      Stealing a glance over at Grumpy, I found him true-to-self, stumbling over his words while anxiously glancing over to table number six, the chick he’d hit it off with. When my eyes circled back to her, however, I realized she had been engaged in a serious convo with the guy who’d taken Grumpy’s place. After a closer look, it felt like someone stabbed me in the eyeball…Adam Neeley. Talk about a walk down memory lane. Adam Neeley was a member of a former gang at Valley High School called the Northside 12. When I followed the group one night, I actually witnessed Adam getting “jumped in.” The scrawny Adam of two years ago was not this season’s Adam however. He looked gigantic, and by the puffy cyst-like acne, I’d guess he had a little bit of help from anabolic steroids. Did I consider him dangerous? The jury was still out. When his gang wound up in prison for their antics, Adam’s guilt had never been proven…but then again, neither had his innocence.

      “Hi,” someone said, jarring me from the Adam eval.

      “Hi, yourself,” I said back, and believe me I had to remind myself to not rudely stare. The nametag said, Trevor Slone…your soulmate in a sea of shiz (only he added the T). Classy guy. Trevor looked like he belonged in a circus. Unusually short, his head was bald, and he had sharp implants where his eyebrows should’ve been. Tattoos of females and swirly designs colored both arms and legs but stopped at his neck. To pile on the bizarre, he had muscles on top of muscles but was the type that overworked his top half so much that the bottom seemed tiny.

      “Nice tats,” I said.

      He nodded to the blonde on his left deltoid. “Natalie,” he said, “and underneath her are Ava and Nora.” Motioning to his right deltoid, he introduced “Mila,” and then he touched a big purple flower beneath. “This was the witch.”

      “Sisters?” I asked.

      “Ex-girlfriends.” Dear Lord, I had a spasm in my neck artery. I had a feeling that blank space across from “the witch” was reserved for the next victim of his odd fetish. And furthermore, what the heck did the unnamed witch do to have her face replaced with an orchid? “You’re Darcy Walker,” he said, clumsily dropping into the seat. My skin crawled a little that he knew my name. And I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt Grumpy would never give up a detail that personal even if he offhandedly shared a few words with another speed dater.

      I decided to answer. “Guilty as charged.”

      Trevor leaned forward, absentmindedly stroking a spike that should be his eyebrow. “Your picture was plastered all over town last spring. So you survived some sort of fight club deal?”

      Once again, I played along. “I wasn’t the main attraction, but yeah, the guy who kidnapped me held several prisoners captive for his own pleasure. All that matters is I’m living and breathing.”

      “Kidnapped.” He whistled low in his throat.

      Eighty days was definitely one heck of a TO, but I didn’t want to discuss it with Circus Boy. As far as I was concerned, it had merely been a dark day in the Darcy Walker Playbook. If I were to be honest, there had been dark years in my playbook. My mother had been murdered when I was nine—right in front of me—by a psychopath who couldn’t get over the fact she didn’t love him. He ordered my abduction, but thankfully had been killed during my rescue. His crony had been locked away for life in a maximum-security federal prison. I’d be lying if I said that my sense of self hadn’t been savaged in the process. “So tell me about yourself, uh, Trevor.” I fake smiled.

      Trevor erroneously took that as a green light, thinking I’d be enamored of his fighting skills. “Oh, I can fight,” he bragged. “I could’ve won that whole thing.” Maybe he was a one-punch-and-done kind of fighter, I thought…or more than likely, he lied. I did, however, notice his knuckles had been bruised.

      “How did you hurt your knuckles?” I asked.

      Trevor rolled his eyes and twisted his right hand up for perusal, snorting. “My job gets tough. I move a lot of stuff.” The diversion didn’t work because after one deep breath, he moved back to the Q&A on the fight club. “Rumor says some teenage guy saved your ass. Is that true?”

      Dude was a blowhard. And yes, a teenage guy saved my a-s-s. In fact, two teenage guys. One I dated. The other, Ben Ryan (who’d been kidnapped along with me), fought on a daily basis to keep us both alive. To borrow a Facebook term, Ben’s and my relationship was complicated…is complicated, I should clarify. He had been a mixed martial arts world champion for five consecutive years. Not too shabby for someone who wore dimes in his penny loafers.

      My release back into civilized society had not totally been at Dylan’s and Ben’s hands. A local cop and reporter assisted Dylan’s detective grandfather, plus my own mob connection…Jaws (and his brother)…had a hand in our release. Jaws, however, had been MIA as of late—a fact that hurt my feelings, if I were to be frank—when we’d nightly dueled in online games when I’d first been released. All I knew was one day he was kicking my butt in Trivia Crack, and the next—poof—he was gone.

      “I was glad to be able to return home,” I said diplomatically.

      Trevor leaned forward, scoffing. “Not what I heard. I heard that old dude kidnapped you, but then you liked it and stayed of your own free will, like a Sister Wives sort of thing with the other girl prisoners.”

      It took a monumental effort, but surprisingly I didn’t smack him. He smelled of a concoction no one should legally be allowed to consume—something I found odd if he intended on landing a date with a girl who didn’t intend on sucking face with a bottle of Jim Beam. At a closer look, I realized he hadn’t just taken a shot of bourbon. His pupils were dilated, his skin was dry, and his lips had sores on them. And he was long overdue on preventative dental work. Ugh, Drugs R Us. If he had nosebleeds, my guess was Trevor could be having an affair with crystal meth.

      By my estimation, we only had two minutes left, so I allowed him to toot his own horn. “I’m tough,” he said. “Do you know how tough I am?”

      I could smell his brain cells burning. Trevor needed the love of Jesus in his life and possibly a daily Xanax. “That’s awesome, Trevor.”

      “Yeah, well I’m awesome. Tell me I’m awesome. If you don’t, then you’re not my type. In fact, you’re a…” blankety-blank, blank, blank, my mind censored.

      Yes, my conscious mind successfully blocked most profanity. No judgment on the regular cursers—it’s just that I had so much sin elsewhere I could bathe them in bleach, and it still wouldn’t wipe me clean. I figured a clean mouth was the least I could offer the universe. Unfortunately, I probably didn’t gain any points.

      Problem was, Trevor had a lethal combination of ignorance and arrogance…and he called me three really dirty words. Here’s what I said. “I’m going to do something tonight that my future self is going to thank me for. I’m going to tell you to go to the bad place, Trevor, and say no to drugs on the trip south. Otherwise, your next stop is the vegetable section of the grocery. Your life’s a mess, buddy. Clean it up.”

      Trevor didn’t take the say-no-to-drugs speech quite as open-mindedly as I would’ve preferred. “You know what your problem is?” he barked.

      “Right now, it’s you,” I said.

      “No, you need a man,” he said, finishing with a scan of my lady bits. Trevor, the idiot, believed my V-card was negotiable. When I didn’t respond, he said he wished I’d drop dead, even cursing me like Babe Ruth supposedly cursed the Boston Red Sox. He topped off the tirade that I needed to go eff myself. Seriously, Trevor?! Not. Cool. Hear-hear to freedom of speech and expression, but I didn’t do anything to warrant the guy being crass, vulgar, and downright rude.

      I gave him my patented eat-dirt-and-die face. “Don’t talk out loud, Trevor. You’re just proving how dumb you are.”

      “You’re the dumb one,” he roared.

      “Go suck it,” I muttered to myself. Why in God’s name hadn’t that darn whistle blown? I searched for our host, but he’d gone AWOL.

      My cell phone was on the table. Right then, it jingled out “Talk Dirty to Me,” the ringtone for my boyfriend. Trevor picked it up, glancing at Dylan’s smiling mug. “Who the hell is this a-hole?” he said.

      I flipped him the bird in my mind. “Watch it,” I snapped. “He’s my…best friend.” No clue why I’d opted to lie. I didn’t care if I offended Trevor. In fact, I longed to goad him.

      “Right,” he said sarcastically. “I don’t believe that guys and girls can successfully be best friends. Just like that 90s movie. When Harry Met Cindy.”

      “Sally,” I corrected him.

      “Who’s Sally?” he said. Ugh, I let his lack of movie trivia slide, and actually the year was 1989. Don’t ask me how I’d remembered that. I’d given up understanding my brain years ago. “So what’s your story?” he asked.

      God help me, I relayed the story of myself B.D.—“before Dylan” and I became a couple. “I’ve gone back and forth wondering if my best friend and I could be more than friends,” I said reluctantly, “but I honestly feel like he’s out of my league. A slew of girls like him, and although I’m competitive, I don’t long to be competitive with my heart.”

      He twisted a spike above his left eye. “Maybe you don’t love him. Maybe that’s your reason.” Something ballooned in my chest every time I hung around Dylan, just like How the Grinch Stole Christmas. He made everything come alive that had long been dead.

      “I love him very much,” I said.

      “Hmmm. I could kick his ass if he were here.”

      The best defense is a strong offense, and Dylan could definitely offend, when necessary. “I’ll make sure to tell him,” I muttered. “He’s clearly an overachiever in the fighting department.”

      Round eight moved at a glacial pace. Desperately turning and glancing over my shoulder, I zeroed in on our idiot host, chatting with two girls in the back of the room getting coffees…one of them the chick who Grumpy appeared to be ga-ga over. “Men,” I said with a snort. I cupped my hands around my mouth, yelling, “Blow the darn whistle, moron!”

      Idiot Host jumped like he’d had boiling water thrown in his face. He fumbled around with the whistle on his neck, pulling it to his lips and blowing like an air horn. “Thank, God,” I said, but unfortunately, Trevor didn’t move.

      The room began to quietly murmur, like something profound had happened or was about to. As with any sociological situation, one could immediately tell when an alpha male made an appearance. He didn’t necessarily have to make a move or take a stance on anything. He merely showed up and flexed his muscles or attitude. Whoever the guy was, every girl in attendance started primping and glancing his way. Only one guy I knew had the effect that could melt the panties from your body. Yup, Dylan was somewhere close…his pheromones arrived before he did.

      I next heard Grumpy mumble, “Busted,” and burst into laughter.

      “Well, hello, beautiful,” I heard a rich baritone murmur. “How’s my girl?”

      My pulse sped up, and sweat instantly bloomed into a mustache. As I sheepishly craned over my neck, desire stampeded through me, and my thoughts turned to mush. Enter my boyfriend…all six foot four, two hundred and forty pounds of Greek god real estate. His jet-black hair was messy, and his amber eyes twinkled with a what-are-you-up-to stare. They hovered over a smile framed by two deep-set dimples, housing a giggle that could bring you to your knees.

      Um, thank you, Mother Nature. This time you got it right during creation.

      Pressing my hands together with my palms touching, I gave a slight bow. “Uh, namaste,” I said, the Hindu way of our minds meeting.

      “Having a good time?” he murmured.

      “Totes, baby. Just totes.”

      “Totally, huh? So what are you doing, Miss Totally?”

      I stared at the floor, wishing it would swallow me whole. “I’m looking for a manhole. It’s integral to my escape plan.”

      “Ah,” he murmured. “I like a girl that thinks ahead. So who’s your friend?”

      Sporting a gray golf shirt and black shorts, Dylan’s dark tan was worthy of a suntan commercial. My God, I licked my lips, doing the mouth-breathing thing when I spied his chiseled biceps. “I’m talking to Trevor,” I said, sliding my gaze to Trevor who slowly sized Dylan’s body up, mentally comparing it to his.

      Dylan didn’t acknowledge Trevor at all. “Talking to Trevor,” he echoed.

      “You know, conversing in a mutually shared language.”

      “Conversing in a mutually shared language,” he said, repeating with his darn mockingbird mouth.

      “Yup.”

      “You’re lying,” he said.

      “Nope.”

      “Yeah, you are. Your lips are moving.” Dude went Meghan Trainor on me. Besides, I didn’t lie to Dylan. I only distracted him…liar, liar, pants on fire, that angel said on my shoulder.

      My boyfriend found an empty chair and pulled it up beside me. With the grace of a panther, he slid inside and casually laced his fingers together and left them on the table. “So, give me the VIP treatment, um, D,” he smirked, eyeing my name badge. “All of it.”

      My eyeballs were stuck on rewind, gazing over his gorgeous mug. “Oh, right,” I said when he repeated the phrase. “Sssso tell me about yourself,” I sort of mumbled, sort of slurred.

      “My name’s Dylan Taylor,” he said smoothly. “I’m a senior at Valley High School in Mack County.”

      “What are you looking for in a relationship?” I asked.

      He grinned devilishly, offering a dimpled smile that was totally off-the-hook in the hot-boy department. “One hundred percent honesty. I’m the type that needs the security that when I leave town, my significant other isn’t doing something that would jeopardize her well-being…not to mention the sanctity of our union.”

      I gulped. Who the heck talked that way? Was that on one of those relationship calendars from Hallmark? Admitting his words were hot probably set the women’s movement back twenty years, but a girl occasionally liked it when a guy played the chivalry card. “What if she accidentally did those things?” I winced.

      “Are you saying the things she does aren’t premeditated?” he murmured.

      I sent out a BOLO for my vocal cords, but of course my response was fashionably late.

      Dylan gave me that look…that look that said he knew me better than anyone else, and a look that said he knew how to…well…how to drive me out of my mind with bad-girl thoughts. “Stop it, Dylan,” I whispered. “I can’t breathe when you look at me that way.”

      Cue the smug grin. “And yet you’re here wanting a date.”

      “It’s not,” I stuttered, “it isn’t…oh crap…I don’t know…”

      Dylan spun the tables on me. “Let me ask you a question,” he said, still smirking. “What is it you want in a relationship?”

      The answer came easy. “I could say hearts and flowers, but I’d be lying. I just want a best friend.” 

      That air crackled between us—ripe with hormones and a love so deep it had no bottom. Dylan reached for my hand, tenderly squeezing it in his. “I can do that, sweetheart. I’ve got you covered.”

      And just like that, Dylan gave me carte blanche to continue on. He should run in the other direction…he really should…but Dylan appeared to be as addicted to our chaotic union as much as I was. “So why are you…how are you even here?” I asked.

      A slight frown. “You were supposed to call me, and I’d cook for you.”

      I frowned deeper. “I thought that was tomorrow…when you got back.”

      “No,” he exhaled. “It was tonight. Did you not see my text?”

      “I’m working,” I explained.

      “And this is what you consider work?”

      Listen, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. Unfortunately, Grumpy didn’t offer payment for my services. “Yeah,” I mumbled. “I’m Grumpy’s wingman.”

      Dylan giggled and narrowed his eyes in Grumpy’s direction. Grumpy was back at table number six, grinning from ear to ear. Dylan sighed, shaking his head, rubbing his chin with his left hand. He stopped and then massaged it again, even harder. “Finn told me you were here.”

      Ah, I’d smack Finn later. “So give me the lowdown, Dylan,” I said, changing the subject. “How’d the trip go? Are you going to take your five-alarm abs to Texas?”

      He remained noncommittal, shrugging. “It’s Texas. Great steak and barbecue.”

      “So did you decide?”

      Still stonewalling. “I’m trying to decide what to do with my girlfriend at the moment. Why don’t you lean across the table, and let me taste your mouth, sweetheart? Maybe you need an introduction to who I am.”

      The challenge was in his voice. He knew his power…and liked it.

      Blushing like the virgin I was, I leaned forward for a taste test but was stopped by Trevor who finally logged into the convo. “Who the hell are you?” he asked Dylan. “I’ve suffered through I don’t know how many boring tables to get to her, so back off. We have plans for this evening.”

      Dylan never broke his gaze with me. It was a hungry gaze…a look that said I missed you, but if I had a pillow, I just might suffocate you with it.

      I burst into giggles when we had one of our infamous silent exchanges.

      Do you have plans with this guy? he said silently.

      No, I’m actually glad you’re here, baby, I answered back in his head. I could use a little hit of your boyfriend-meth. Things were getting a little…um, bizarre.

      Dylan’s jaw clicked, my personal bodyguard instantly on duty. That time he answered aloud. “I’d caught that vibe,” he said, glancing to Trevor.

      His hyper diligence was due to the fact we’d only started dating when I’d been kidnapped. Dylan still hadn’t gotten over the incident. Add on the explosion the night before, and a body that still hadn’t been positively identified, and he was all kinds of troubled. Dylan had a tiny “v” between his eyes that became pronounced when he was angry. I never noticed it much, probably because I’d been too busy looking at his lips. The thing looked like it would pop like a fat balloon. “Your ‘v’ is angry,” I told him.

      “What?” Dylan said, narrowing his eyes.

      “You have a tiny ‘v’ between your eyes that balloons when you’re angry.”

      “I don’t have a ‘v’.”

      “Yeah, you do, and it’s angry,” I explained.

      Trevor was flipping nuts, complete with a Napoleon Complex. He made verbal and visual gestures like Chewbacca—not understandable at all—but finally ordered Dylan to leave, angrily grabbing his wrist. “Did you hear me, punk?” he barked. “I said D is with me. Unfortunately, she might need to be taught a lesson when we’re alone.”

      As God as my witness, Trevor gave me a face like the old ball and chain had gotten out of line. Dylan dipped his eyes to Trevor’s hand, firmly gripped around his wrist, his patience rapidly unraveling. “I’m going to ask you one time to remove your hand,” he said, “or you won’t be using it again.”

      “Trevor,” I said, “you might want to listen.”

      Trevor expelled a loud snorting sound. “You can’t square off with me,” he said to Dylan.

      “Oh yeah? You’re just an appetizer,” Dylan said. “Trust me, I’ve had worse and take note I’m the one still standing to talk about it.”

      There was a fine line between being protective and territorial. Dylan, I think, didn’t necessarily understand the difference. Unfortunately, sometimes those lines were discovered in life only by crossing them, and Trevor was the test subject of that theory. He went for a three-peat on his order to Dylan, but that was where things got real ugly, real fast. Dylan grabbed Trevor by the back of the head and slammed him facedown to the table with a sickening crunch. All of that without leaving his freaking seat. Trevor lay there with a moan, blood spurting from his nose like a cut carotid. Trevor’s mouth wrote checks that his body couldn’t cash. Still not offering up a counter attack, he obviously sucked at fighting and folded like a cheap suit.

      P.S. Trevor. Next time you want to pick a fight, you might want to steer clear of someone who is totally alpha.

      P.P.S. Told you so.
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