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      Dedication

      
        
        To my favorite superhero Irrational Man for your lavish and irrational love. You can leave the cape on.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A humorous mystery laced with romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        Join Lucy’s newsletter list to get alerts about the next release.
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      For desperate people, a job sometimes can step up and say “Hello. I’m a bad idea. Do you want to play with me?” And since Madison Cruz was desperate, her answer was, “My mother warned me about ideas like you. But she was just messing with my head. So yeah. Let’s play.”

      Madison knew that even bad ideas had their merits if you looked for them. But bad ideas also had consequences. She covered her face with her hands, peeking between her fingers. Watching the wrestlers rehearse, she finally realized what she’d stepped into.

      “I’m about to get my ass kicked, aren’t I?”

      “Don’t look at me,” said Spenser, “I already told you this wasn’t smart.”

      They sat at a beat-up old cocktail table in a bar called Sound Beating, watching the rehearsal for Bruise Boys, a wrestling show played for laughs. The eager young men were fun local guys who loved to play rough with a wink at safety. Their local flavor was part of the charm, but right now the prospect of being tossed around was not charming Madison.

      She lifted her shiny dark hair, fanning the back of her neck with a happy hour menu. The August heat wasn’t helping.

      “I disagree,” said ExBoy, sitting at her left, “Why would anyone want to kick such a fine ass?” He grabbed her backside with a firm squeeze. “High quality.”

      She slapped his hand away with a loud smack, forcing herself to pay attention to the rehearsal in front of them. But her body responded to his touch, and while she tried to hide that fact, she suspected he knew damn well his effect on her.

      Xander Lucious Boyd, nicknamed ExBoy, had the kind of good looks that she took as a warning. His golden hair, blue eyes, and dark honey lashes made her suspect there was Scandinavian blood at work here. Other than stolen kisses, they hadn’t yet sealed the deal.

      Another wrestler got slammed into the floor, pretending grave injury right on cue.

      Madison looked around for the waitress, eager for their drinks to arrive. She’d brought empty beer cans to use as props in the show and had them set out on the table. But it was real drinks with real ice that she waited for.

      She’d ordered rum and Cokes, happy to avoid the caustic whiskey Sound Beating had a reputation for. Maybe they were trying to match their whiskey to their dilapidated décor.

      She wrenched her attention back to the rehearsal.

      “Okay, I’ll rephrase the question. Am I about to get my fine ass kicked?”

      “Really, Madison,” began Spenser, “I wish you hadn’t accepted this gig. It makes me nervous.” Spenser pushed her blond hair away from her face as she searched in the camera bag in her lap. With an exasperated sigh, she pulled the bag up on the table, looking deeper inside.

      “That makes two of us, but I need the rest of my rent.” Madison gently knocked her head into Spenser’s, peering into the camera bag with her. “And if you happen to find any groceries in there I’d be happy to take them off your hands.”

      Spenser pulled out her camera, looking through the viewfinder. “When have you not needed groceries?”

      “Six years ago.”

      “High school.”

      “Pretty much. I can’t believe groceries still feel like a luxury. I need higher paying gigs.”

      “Or a blindfold and a cigarette,” said Spenser, giggling. “Isn’t that what they give a condemned man in front of the firing squad?”

      “But I don’t smoke.”

      “And you’re not a man.”

      “I like that about her,” said ExBoy. Damn, the way he gazed in her eyes was too distracting. She caught herself looking at him longer than she should and jerked her face back in the direction of the stage, wondering if her cheeks were pink.

      “How do you do that?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “You look at me like your eyes are light green jewels on display.”

      She blinked. “You love to rattle me, don’t you?”

      He smiled. “I was just—”

      “I need to pay attention to this rehearsal so I don’t get killed.”

      “What are you afraid of?” he said. “They asked you to throw empty beer cans, and a chair.”

      “They also asked me to improv with them. They said I would be safe,” said Madison, “but look at them!”

      This kick-ass wrestling show, fueled by soap opera back stories, was unlike anything Madison had ever been involved with. Each guy invented a character for himself complete with stage names such as Dewey Decimator, Sparkle Pecs, Dizorder Lee, and of course Spenser’s boyfriend, Atomic Waist.

      ExBoy’s enthusiasm was shameless as he watched the guys throw punches and slam each other onto the floor. He smirked and nodded, leaning forward to rest his stubbled chin on his fist.

      “Don’t they seem a little carried away to you?” asked Madison.

      A waitress with rainbow hair arrived with a tray of rum and Cokes. Madison pulled her big black tote bag out from under the table to get her purse.

      “Don’t worry,” ExBoy said. “They know what they’re doing.”

      That’s when Sparkle Pecs crashed down onto their table like an explosion.

      Madison and Exboy sprang from their seats, but Spenser had her face behind her camera and didn’t see it coming. ExBoy’s wooden chair hit the floor a split second before Madison’s chair bounced away. Her purse rocketed across the room. Spenser’s whole body jerked to the crashing sound, and she nearly dropped her camera. Nearby chairs mutated into raucous dominos while the empty beer cans popped upward to differing heights before falling to the floor, a hollow metallic chorus in an out-of-sync rhythm.

      The table lurched, dumping Sparkle Pecs into Spenser’s lap.

      The waitress, looking quite bored, still stood there with her tray of drinks, not a drop spilled. Her hands occupied, she blew a stream of air upward to chase a rainbow strand of hair, hot pink, out of her eyes.

      “Sparky, you idiot!” Spenser shoved Sparkle Pecs off her lap onto the floor. He sat up rubbing his head but wearing a smug smile. His long, light brown hair was cut like a grown-out mohawk that he didn’t bother to gel up anymore, letting it hang limp to one side.

      Daniel bounded across the stage over to the chaos, his jeans and baggy t-shirt disguising his physique. One last chair fell over and a can rolled away as Spenser yelled, “Daniel! So help me, if he’s broken any of my gear—!”

      With medium olive toned skin, Daniel, aka Atomic Waist, had thick Italian hair growing back so fast he already had a shadow on his scalp after having shaved his head that afternoon. He didn’t have leading-man good looks, but at six feet six inches tall, with an amazing build, he was hands-down the muscular beefcake of the show.

      He grabbed Sparkle Pecs, saying, “That’s my woman, moron,” as he pulled him up, easily tossing him back onto the stage.

      ExBoy nodded his approval. “And it’s only rehearsal.” Looking over at Madison he said, “I can’t believe you get to be in the show.”

      “Neither can I,” she moaned.

      Sparky called out, “Sorry, Spenser. But you have to admit, the audience is going to love that move.”

      “Pick some other table,” Daniel growled.

      Getting down on the floor, Madison and ExBoy crawled around looking for scattered pieces of Spenser’s gear. They found a carrying case and snatched up a few spare camera batteries.

      “What’s the matter?” ExBoy asked.

      “Just fighting my own stereotype is all.” Madison lowered her voice, reaching for a small USB cable. “I’m a girly-girl who’s scared of all this stuff.”

      “But you’re not in the wrestling part,” he smiled.

      “Look what just happened with that table. I could get hurt in front of my family.” She grabbed a collapsible tripod and a lens cap. They stood up.

      ExBoy’s smile was gone. “Your family?”

      “I invited my grandpa and my mom,” she said.

      His face seemed frozen.

      “What? You already met Grandpa at least, a few weeks ago when I moved into my apartment,” she said. Then she added, “You two carried my couch together.”

      “Yeah. I know,” he said, turning his head. His eyes focused in the distance.

      The bored waitress said, “Table, please. Someone?”

      The wrestlers scrambled, setting the table upright and grabbing all the chairs off the floor, putting them back neatly by each cocktail table. The waitress set the drinks down one by one from the tray, which she then tucked under her tattooed arm. Madison found her purse, dug around, and gave the waitress an extra big tip to help smooth any ruffled feathers.

      The waitress leaned into Madison, her smoky eyes taking on a conspiratorial look behind the rainbow hair. “There’s a big old guy at the door. Says he’s Vincent Cruz, your grandfather. Do you want us to let him in before the doors officially open?”

      “Yes, please. Oh, and was my mother with him?” The waitress shook her head and said, “I didn’t see anyone with him.”

      Madison deflated but caught herself, and recovered. “Look, I want him to have a nice time, so could you tell him anything he wants is on the house but charge it to me? It’ll be my secret.” It was her last few dollars, but she knew she’d be paid after the show tonight.

      “Family secrets,” the waitress said, nodding as she turned to go. “I like it.”

      Dewey Decimator, his dark brown hair pulled up in a samurai-style ponytail at the top of his head, said, “That was bullshit, Sparky. I’m supposed to be the one who goes flying into the table.”

      “You could do your big flying leap and land on top of me,” said Sparky.

      Dewey Decimator stared for a moment and blinked. “You’re right.” He rubbed his hands together, thinking. “Then we could pick up Madison’s chair while she’s still sitting in it. We’ll throw her at Atomic Waist!”

      “Wait, what?” Madison looked up.

      “Dewey, you’re an artist,” Sparky nodded.

      “Well, you taught me, bro,” said Dewey.

      “Did I just become a crash test dummy?” said Madison.

      “No, seriously dude,” said Sparky, “your skills are scary.”

      Dewey beamed. “Thanks.”

      “Hello?” said Madison.

      A deep chuckle erupted from Atomic Waist. “Picking up a girl and throwing her at me might be a bit over the top, don’t you think?” he said.

      “That’s what we’re here for, dude,” said Sparky. “Over the top entertainment.” He grabbed Dewey’s samurai ponytail with one hand and pulled back a balled fist with the other, pretending to take aim. Dewey smiled and held up his middle finger at Sparky.

      “Don’t try to make her wrestle,” said Atomic Waist. “She was brought in for a different kind of comedy—as a side character.”

      “This will be fantastic,” said Sparky. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You guys said this would be improv!” said Madison, looking back and forth from Sparkle Pecs to Dewey Decimator.

      “That’s right,” said Dewey. “We were told you’re really good at winging it.”

      “Sure I can wing it. But getting physical with you animals wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Yes it was,” said Dewey.

      “Not like that, it wasn’t! I’m supposed to act like a drunk customer out of control, distracting Atomic Waist while you get the drop on him. You said to improvise and try to get you guys some laughs.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Dewey. “We do this kind of thing all the time. No one gets very hurt.”

      “Very hurt?” squeaked Madison.

      Sparkle Pecs remained excited. “Aw, c’mon, Madison, this will be fantastic! They’ll be blogging about it all week.”

      “Yeah, while I’m in the hospital. Look,” she said. “I’m not a sack of potatoes you can throw around. This is not what I thought it would be.”

      “I’ll be a sack of potatoes,” said ExBoy. “Fresh potatoes.”

      “Well what exactly did you think this would be?” asked Dewey, his hands on his hips.

      “I was hired to do improv,” she said. “I’m supposed to jeer and throw empty beer cans at Atomic Waist so he’s distracted with me while he’s raging at the audience. From there I improvise to get some laughs. Nothing was ever said about throwing me!”

      “It is improv. We make up a lot of it on the spot to keep it fresh,” said Sparky.

      “Oh, please. You’re doing fight choreography at best, with improv thrown in. You want improv, I’m your girl. I could be drunk for real and do a better job. But I’m not going to experiment with improvised fighting. Forget it! I’m out!”

      “You can’t be out!” said Sparkle Pecs. “They’re opening the doors.”

      Madison turned her head quickly. Sure enough, the first few patrons were paying their entrance fees at the door.
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      “I don’t care if the audience is in their seats. If I can’t feel safe, I’m not doing it!” declared Madison, crossing her arms, her face like a rock.

      Atomic Waist jerked his head, mouthing a silent curse. He shook his head as he said, “Didn’t I say this would happen if you guys got carried away again?”

      Dewey started, “But—”

      “Didn’t I? And there’s no time to fix it now.”

      Dewey Decimator rolled his eyes as he turned away, pacing the stage, studying the floor with hands on his hips.

      ExBoy leaned in, whispering, “You get me hot when you’re tough.”

      She whipped her head toward him with a flinty look.

      He flinched. “Or not.”

      There was a brief silence in the room broken only by the murmurs of people being admitted into the barroom. With a long heavy sigh, Atomic Waist rubbed one hand down his face and turned to Madison.

      “I’ve seen you on stage, Madison. I know this could work. So I’m hoping that if you at least watch the show tonight you might change your mind for next week.” He turned, walking backstage, and called, “Come on, we have to get ready.”

      “I’m sorry,” Madison said, wishing there were a way to fix it. She hated leaving them hanging. Her rent would be hanging now, too. Bye-bye immediate paycheck.

      “But what are we going to do now?” Sparkle Pecs pushed his limp mohawk back as he called out to Atomic Waist.

      Atomic Waist’s voice echoed back once more, “Wing it!”

      Madison watched them head backstage as Sparkle Pecs and Dewey Decimator kept glancing back at her, then arguing with each other.

      “You had to go and land on their table,” said Dewey.

      “You were the one who said to throw her!”

      The summer heat in the barroom added a sense of urgency as the consequences of her lost income sank in on her. So much for the undiscovered merits of a bad idea. She turned to the cocktail table, dug out her tote bag once again, and put the empty beer can props back into it. No one said a word to her as she packed the props away, throwing the big tote bag back under the table.

      Reaching for that icy cocktail, she plopped down in her chair and sipped her cold drink. Rum and Coke was Madison’s favorite cocktail and the chilled fluid felt good going down her throat. But it didn’t ease the situation.

      ExBoy emptied most of his drink in one long draw and looked around the room. Madison could see those blue eyes calculating. He took the last sip then stared at the ice in his empty glass, not moving. The longer he stood there, the more his eyes creased.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” she asked.

      Shaking it off, he turned his smile back on as if it never had left. He set the glass down.

      “I’ll have to catch the show some other time. I gotta go.” He headed toward the back door. The way he could both show up and disappear without much warning still caught her off guard.

      She looked at Spenser, who had her camera all set up on the table, waiting for the show to start, and said, “I guess it’s just you and me now.”

      “What’s with him?” Spenser swung her head in the direction ExBoy had left, and added, “And what’s with using the back door?”

      Madison shrugged. “Wish I knew.”

      “Are you guys officially a couple yet?”

      A rueful chuckle escaped Madison. “No, and I don’t think we should be. Forget that he comes and goes like a tormented superhero; he’s just too hard to figure out.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “What? I don’t like it when you say uh-oh,” said Madison.

      “He sounds mysterious and brooding. Hard to resist.”

      “Oh, spare me! He’s just…hot as hell, that’s all.”

      Spenser nodded. They clinked their drinks, and each took a swallow.

      “I’m glad you quit the gig tonight,” Spenser said. “I made Daniel promise me he wouldn’t let anything happen to you. I don’t worry much about him, though. He’s so big, all those guys just bounce off of him.”

      “Tell the truth,” said Madison, curious. “Do you call him Daniel or Atomic Waist when you two are alone?”

      Spenser smiled. “Mr. Waist, Atomic Toy—”

      “Okay, that’s enough—”

      “Satin Buns—”

      “You can—”

      “Tasty Waisty—”

      “Stop!” Madison tried slapping her own face, but it was too late. She had a visual. Tasty Waisty?

      The barroom was getting noisier as people arrived, finding seats and ordering drinks. The crunchy thump of cheap wooden chairs dragging across scuffed wooden floors mixed with bursts of laughter at different tables. The tone of people’s voices took on a new quality of bass notes and sharp spots as the size of the audience grew from a gathering of small groups to a crowd.

      A local DJ’s mix of breakbeat music started in the background.

      Madison jerked upright. “I almost forgot my grandpa. He’s here somewhere.”

      She turned in her chair to look for him, leaning to one side, scanning all the patrons gathering around tables and chairs.

      “Haven’t seen him much this last year. Somehow time gets away.” She craned her neck. “And now my mother is back in Seattle.”

      Turning back around to face Spenser, Madison knew that more than any of her friends, Spenser would understand the significance of what she was about to say. “The FBI finally approved her transfer. So she’s working in their Seattle Field Division now.”

      Spenser looked up in quiet surprise. “Have you seen her yet?”

      “No, but we talked on the phone.”

      Spenser hesitated, then asked, “So how’d that go?”

      Madison shrugged her shoulders. “It was nice. But weird.”

      “Why was it weird?”

      “Because it was nice.”

      Spenser sat quietly, watching Madison. “This is kind of big news. You seem to be taking it all so well.”

      “You mean like a grown-up? You can say it.”

      Digging through her camera bag again, Spenser pulled out an elastic hair band. “Well, you actually are a grown-up now.” She pulled her blonde hair up into a ponytail. “But you can’t beat yourself up for behaving like a kid when you were a kid.”

      “I invited her and Grandpa to come tonight, but I guess she didn’t show.”

      “You’re not surprised, are you?”

      Madison sighed. “No.” She propped her elbows on the table, bringing a hand up to run fingers through her hair. “What was I thinking? She’s never approved of what I do, and she’d hate this place.”

      “Little Freudian slip on your part?” Spenser pulled her hair through the last twist of her elastic hair band, the ponytail turning out crooked. “You know, like a declaration that you’re going to be yourself and all that?”

      “No, I wasn’t trying to…” She stared at Spenser a moment, the thought sinking in. “Well maybe. So I guess she’s being herself, too, and refusing to come.” She stood, adding, “Situation normal.”

      Madison’s gaze searched all the way into the back of the barroom until she finally saw her grandfather. Sure enough, he was sitting near the back like a big sentry at the door. “There’s Grandpa,” she said.

      In his late sixties, Vincent Cruz was six feet two inches tall and still robust from the hard toil of his landscaping business. His rolled-up sleeves exposed strong forearms, but his face was leathery and lined like an old treasure map still unsolved. His five o’clock shadow was barely perceptible, but Madison knew it was fierce enough to sand these old tables smooth again. Although he had some hair, he opted to shave off what little he had left, refusing to do a comb-over. He’d finally sold his business and retired last year, but couldn’t seem to keep his hands out of the soil.

      Madison wished she hadn’t forgotten he was here, but she doubted he had noticed. He seemed more interested in everyone who entered, checking out each person as they walked through the door as if they needed to pass his inspection. It wasn’t like him.

      Madison asked Spenser, “Do people worry more when they get older?”

      “I don’t know,” said Spenser. “Why? Is he worried about something?”

      “Hard to say. He won’t admit if anything’s wrong.” She pushed her chair back under the table. “I need to tell him I won’t be performing tonight.”

      Threading her way through the crowd, she squeezed sideways between the backs of old wooden chairs holding excited people, making her way to the more open space where he sat. Through the force field that was his presence, she slipped easily into the space that others seemed too intimidated to occupy.

      His face lit up as she approached and he pulled a chair up next to his. They did a well-worn private handshake in which they’d bump fists, press palm to palm, lace their fingers together, and bend their hands downward, pretending to crack their knuckles while they each made a loud cracking sound effect.

      Madison said, “How’s my hero?”

      “Fine. I think that pretty waitress over there likes me,” he said, nodding. “Keeps offering me drinks.”

      “You should take her up on it.”

      “Nice try,” he said. “I already told you not to be spending your money on me. I just wanted to see your show.”

      “I won’t be performing tonight after all.”

      “Heard that discussion all the way back here.” He smiled and knuckled her chin. “My tough little girl.”

      “Disappointed?” she asked.

      “Well, I did want to see you wipe the floor with those young fellas. Show them how it’s done.” Madison was relieved to see that old twinkle in his eye. “Their loss,” he added. “So I think I’ll get going.” He stood.

      “You don’t have to go. You just got here.”

      “Sweetheart, you were the only reason I had any interest in the show. That, and I was hoping to see you and Ann together again. It’s been so long I don’t even have a photograph of the two of you that isn’t old. But she called a little while ago and said she has to work late.”

      “She probably didn’t want to come.”

      “Well,” he looked around the room with a soft chuckle, then back to her face. “This might not have been the best time and place for a reunion.”

      Madison twisted her lips to the side as if she were giving that some hard thought.

      “Don’t give me that, you stinker. You did it on purpose,” he said.

      “Nuh-uh! Spenser says it was Freudian.”

      “Whatever it was, it was bullshit.”

      Madison’s shoulders dropped. She exhaled.

      “Why don’t you give Ann a call tomorrow,” he asked, “and offer to go meet her for coffee?”

      Madison looked across the room. Where was a distraction when she needed one? Spenser? ExBoy? A barroom brawl? “I just want to stay out of trouble,” she said.

      He laughed. “Since when do you stay out of trouble?”

      “You know what I mean. She’s never approved of the choices I made even though she was never around.”

      “She was just a baby herself when she had you. Give her a chance.” He took her hand in his, saying, “I raised you both, and I have every confidence that the two of you can pick up the pieces.”

      Madison sighed. “All right. I’ll arrange it.”

      “It’s just coffee, sweetheart. It’ll be a good start,” he said. “She really misses you.”

      Madison said, “When I talked to her on the phone, she did say one thing that worried me. She said you may have had some personal information stolen?”

      He studied the tabletop. “Ann told you about that?”

      “Yeah. She said the University of Washington was hacked. It must have been bad if the UW called the FBI. She said they got into the archives of old employee records. Weren’t you one of their gardeners?”

      “Ancient history,” he insisted.

      “She’s just trying to warn you, Grandpa. Some people steal social security numbers to open credit cards with.”

      “Okay. I heard you,” he said.

      As they hugged, she said, “I promise I’ll try to make it work tomorrow.” He hugged her even harder after that and left.

      Returning to her table, Madison pulled her mobile phone out of her purse and looked through the pictures she kept on it. Grandpa was right. The most recent photo that Madison had of her and her mother together was so old Madison had been in junior high—a painful time of her life. She gazed at the surly image of her young self and wished there were a better picture.

      I should hire Spenser to do a portrait of us together. Her heart grew lighter at the thought. Grandpa would love that! The more Madison thought about it, the more excited she got at the idea. Mom would love it, too. In fact, she’d like that it was my idea.

      She knew Spenser would not ask to be paid, so Madison needed to raise the money first, then present it to Spenser and insist that she wouldn’t let Spenser do it unless she let Madison pay her. More money issues but I have to find a way.

      “Are you okay?” Spenser asked.

      Madison said, “Other than mommy issues, boyfriend issues, and wondering where I’m going to get the rest of my rent? I’m fantastic.”

      Spenser stuck her lower lip out. “Can I beat up your mean mommy for you?”

      Madison gave a short laugh. “My mom could kick your ass.”

      Spenser giggled and said, “Special Agent Ann Cruz could kick both our asses at the same time.”

      “And look good doing it,” said Madison.

      “While holding a drink and not spilling it,” said Spenser.

      “Or wrinkling her pantsuit.”

      “Or smearing her lipstick, or…”

      The waitress returned, but this time she brought a tray with four shots of whiskey and a note. Madison picked up the note.

      It said: “You said you could do it drunk and still do a better job. So put your money where your mouth is and we’ll follow your lead. Double or nothing.”

      Madison’s eyes widened and her heart rate sped up a fraction. Rent and groceries. No, more than that. The portrait!

      She spotted Dewey off to the side of the stage watching her. He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head, his dark brown samurai ponytail peeking around the side. She stared at the center of the empty stage, calculating the merits of this bad idea.

      She wadded the note, slamming it down onto the table. Snatching one of the shot glasses, she toasted Dewey, making sure he saw it, and raised the shot glass to her lips. When he smiled, she threw it back.

      The flood of fire on her throat bent her over, one hand flying up to cover her mouth as she coughed, while the other hand flapped in the air as if she were waving a manicure dry.

      Sound Beating’s whiskey experience was well earned, with a formula strong enough to melt plastic and bring a corpse back to life. It carved its initials in your throat. This whiskey asked who’s your daddy.

      She caught a glimpse of Dewey laughing at her.

      “What are you doing?” Spenser asked her. Madison didn’t want to give her a chance to talk her out of it so she grabbed the next shot and threw that back, too. More burning, and gasping as her eyes watered, her shoulders scrunched up, and her face contorted in sympathy with her stomach. Her pores opened.

      “Madison, what the hell?” Spenser grew alarmed, rising from her chair.

      Madison couldn’t talk, more little coughs escaping her, so she frantically dug around inside her purse. Spenser grabbed the wadded up note, trying to open it.

      Madison whipped her car keys out of her purse, thumped them down on the table next to the camera in front of Spenser and grabbed the third shot, throwing it back.

      The burning eased up on her throat and her eyes took it better this time, but now her stomach lurched. She felt shaky. She sniffed hard, trying to clear some of the runniness in her nose.

      Spenser’s lips formed a hard line of annoyance as she read the note. She threw it down and reached for Madison’s last shot.

      “Nnno!” Madison’s raspy voice finally showed up as she dove for the last shot.

      “Don’t be an idiot—” Spenser said, grabbing the glass at the same moment, launching the girls into a tug of war.
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      Madison knew Spenser’s instinct was to be neat and not spill anything, so she bent over the table trying to sip from the shot glass as Spenser pulled it out from under her.

      “Spenser,” Madison dropped back into her chair, “they said they’ll follow my lead. If they do, everything will be fine. Please understand,” she begged, “I can’t face my mother with my rent overdue. She has a way of finding these things out!”

      “God damn it, Madison! It’ll serve you right if you break your neck!”

      “I know, but…will you send flowers?”

      Spenser covered her face in her hands, expelling her breath. Her voice came out muffled.

      “Yes, but only the kind of flowers you hate. Which ones do you hate?” Dropping her hands she fixed her eyes on Madison, her cheeks pink, and Madison knew her dear friend was having a hard time remaining humorous with this one.

      “Venus flytraps?”

      “Fine! When you break your neck I’m bringing a bouquet of Venus flytraps.”

      They were silent.

      Spenser said, “I’m sending a note ordering Daniel to tell the guys he’ll kill them if they don’t follow your lead as promised.”

      In a small voice Madison said, “Thank you.”

      Feeling her pores opened and the crowd’s body heat adding to the heat already in the room, she picked up her rum and Coke and pulled out an ice cube for relief. She crunched on the ice, taking in the room.

      It was very carefully painted and arranged to appear indifferent to design. Even the low hanging pipes over the stage, instead of being painted to blend in or disappear, were made into a feature looking like battered industrial chic.

      Spenser worked with her camera gear again, giving Madison the impression that she was just trying to look busy. Madison tried to think of something to talk about to ease the situation, at least till the show started.

      “You know you’ve barely come up for air since you met Daniel,” Madison said. “You two are pretty mushy.”

      “Just the way I like it. How’s the new apartment?” Spenser said with a smirk. “All settled in?”

      “No. Still living out of boxes. And stop mocking me.”

      “I didn’t say a word,” said Spenser.

      “That wasn’t your voice in my head just now?”

      “No. You have me mistaken for some other voice.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I thought that was your voice telling me that I’m a sorry-ass procrastinator.”

      “How did you find such a nice place for rent that cheap?” Spenser asked.

      “ExBoy found it for me. I owe him for that.”

      The breakbeat music shifted in style and volume, meaning the show would start soon. The anticipation in the room ratcheted higher as conversations and laughter picked up. The increased thumping rhythms added to a growing unease within Madison.

      “When are they going to start this stupid show anyway? The sooner the better before all the whiskey really does hit me.” She pulled the empty beer cans back onto her table, in preparation for the moment she’d need them.

      “I’d better be ready to jump when they do,” said Spenser. “I need shots of all the action.”

      Madison assumed most of the shots would be of Atomic Waist. He’d been wearing normal clothes when Spenser introduced him a few months ago. But tonight, Spenser said he would be wearing …um… a tight little sparkly, spangly, bathing-suitie kind of thing, denoting his evil character’s vanity. It was just so wrong, because it was so right. Oh, and wrestling shoes. But she doubted anyone would notice the shoes.

      Thinking of how to tell her mother about the portrait idea Madison leaned back, mumbling, “She could’ve at least shown up.” She rubbed her eyes, then looked up at the low hanging pipes over the stage.

      Unblinking, Spenser said, “You must have known that someday you were going to have to deal with this.”

      “With what?”

      “Getting to know your own mother. Seeing her through your adult eyes.”

      Madison blinked, thinking about that idea. “That would be different,” she said, as a nice little drowsiness came on.

      Right then, as if on cue, her cell phone began to play the theme music to the movie Jaws, which meant her mother was calling.

      Right when the wrestling show started.

      Whistles and clapping exploded as the stout and sturdy MC strutted onto the stage holding a microphone with a long cable. Madison looked from the stage to her cell phone.

      Now she calls? Now?

      She tossed the phone unanswered into her purse under the table and let the show sweep her away.

      The gravel-voiced MC yelled, “Oh, yeah! Oh, yeah! You hot writhing hunk of underbelly wetness!”

      The crowd catcalled back, drumming their hands on the tabletops, making it sound like thunder in the room. It penetrated, filling her with excitement.

      The MC paced back and forth on the stage like an animal searching for a way out of his cage, the microphone cable snaking along with him. “But it’s not the rain that’s made you wet!”

      His voice dropped to a low urgent purr as he pressed the mic to his lips. “It’s that fevered anticipation. Your hot breath on our windows.” His voice turned to a gravelly whisper. “That bad dream moment when you’re scared and tangled in your sweaty sheets.”

      He returned to yelling. “Scared that you might miss out on Bruise Boys!”

      The crowd hollered out their enthusiasm, banging on the tables and floor.

      Cool but coiled, Madison waited. Determined to win this bet, she listened to every word, watched every move, searching for the right moment to get involved.

      Someone threw an empty beer can onto the stage.

      She looked around, spotting a guy at a table nearby chucking another beer can. She put her arms protectively around the cans on her table, resisting the urge to start too soon.

      The DJ’s head bobbed as the throbbing beat of the music picked up a notch, dueling with Madison’s heartbeat for dominance.

      “I am Dizorder Lee,” the MC continued, “your host for this evening! We’re so glad you untangled yourselves and got here! All the suits have gone night-night.” He made a loud kissy sound into the mic. Almost as one, the audience sent kissy sounds back. “And the real fun can begin! Our first bout has some interesting guys you’re going to love, and one conceited asshole you’ll love to hate. First up we have Dewwwey Decimator!”

      Dewey strode out, waving to the audience. He brandished his fists at every table near him.

      “Dewey was fired from the library when he went postal with his fists, punching everyone in sight when all the late book returns hit in one day!” The crowd waved their own fists in the air in salute to Dewey. “He’s our kind of guy!”

      Dewey, his lanky build belying his serious strength, jogged to the side of the MC, nodding and pointing at random people in the audience.

      “Next! We have none other than…Sparkle Pecs!” Sparky danced out in a fighter style, stopping to make muscle poses and show off his strong chest with glitter rubbed all over it.

      “Sparkle Pecs spent many bored years as a vampire until he dedicated his undead life to fitness! The result: he has almost cured himself! That’s right! But be careful. If he starts to lose a fight, he’s tempted to resort to what he knows best.” The MC turned to Sparky and said, “Don’t make us muzzle you, Sparky. Fight fair.”

      Sparky reluctantly agreed, nodding his head, and bounced over to stand next to Dewey Decimator.

      Dizorder Lee shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you about this next guy. He gives the fine sport of wrestling a bad name. He’s disgusting! Coming out here half-naked all the time! He makes me sick! And I think we should all—”

      Atomic Waist ran out on the stage in a fury, grabbed the announcer by the neck and punched him full in the face with his huge fist, then repeatedly pounded on the top of his head. If Madison hadn’t seen it in rehearsal she would have wondered if it were indeed real.

      The crowd gave a loud moan on first impact, shouting and booing as Dizorder Lee collapsed on stage, knocked out. His microphone and long cable draped over his belly.

      Dewey Decimator and Sparkle Pecs in the background were too engrossed in a fierce battle of Rock Paper Scissors as they walked off the stage. They didn’t notice what Atomic Waist had just done to poor Dizorder Lee.

      It was ridiculous fun and Spenser jumped up, booing and laughing with the crowd. Grabbing her camera off the table, she ran off to find better angles to shoot from.

      Atomic Waist held his fists up high in the air as he flexed and roared his rage at the crowd. They roared back, begging for more.

      Damn! His real name was Daniel, but Madison had to admit the stage name Atomic Waist was a much better fit for him.

      Recalling when he and Spenser first met, Madison thought it odd that instead of carrying on about that manly body, Spenser had talked about him having an adorable face, with the way his eyebrows drooped at the outer corners like a hound dog puppy. He always looked like he was happy in an apologetic way. Studying him now, Madison decided his face was as exciting as wilted lettuce. But he was built like a thunder god and when he smiled, Spenser fell apart like she was twelve years old again. Must be the goofy smile.

      Tonight the storyline that the wrestlers had planned involved Dewey Decimator discovering that his collectible action figure toys were found in Atomic Waist’s locker. And Atomic Waist would refuse to give them back—the bitch.

      Madison marveled at how much the downtown crowd loved guys coming out on stage in a dive bar and pretending to beat the shit out of each other over imagined offenses. She had the best seat in the house, right next to the stage, and her instincts told her it was time to spring into action.

      They want to wing it? They want improv? She started throwing the cans at Atomic Waist.

      “Panty Waist! Hey, Panty Waist!” She threw as hard as she could. The empty cans kept flying and bouncing off him. “C’mon! Are you afraid of girls?”

      A look of surprise, then fiendish delight, spread across his face, as if he’d just noticed a little bug that needed squashing. He turned his body and his roar of rage in her direction.

      Her nerves went on full alert for a second, but all that did was adrenalize her. Adrenaline was good.

      She tore off her shoes, her long lean figure climbing up onto her table, pulling her chair up with her. The crowd started hooting and clapping their approval as she stood on top of the table, waved the chair in the air, then threw it at him.

      He ducked it easily, crossing his arms as if to say, “Is that all you got?”

      Sparkle Pecs snuck back out from the side of the stage while Atomic Waist’s attention was on Madison. Cheers grew for Sparkle Pecs as Madison pulled up another chair on top of her table and sat on it, chucking the last of the cans at Atomic Waist’s head.

      Several people in the audience shouted, “Go! Go! Go! Go!”

      He curled his finger at her like, “Come here.”

      Her answer was to throw the second chair at him, but this time he caught it, held it with both hands, and ran across the stage toward the table she stood on.

      Sparkle Pecs lunged at Atomic Waist from behind at the exact instant Madison leaped off her table onto the chair Atomic Waist held in his big hands. She used it as a stepping off platform to plant her foot on his shoulder and spring up into the maze of low hanging pipes over the stage.

      The momentum of her spring threw both Atomic Waist and Sparkle Pecs off balance. They crashed together onto the floor of the stage next to the MC. The chair bounced and rattled off the edge of the stage while the audience went crazy with glee.

      Madison hung on, feet dangling, and swung her strong legs up to wrap around the pipes, pulling herself up to a sitting position.

      The MC returned to consciousness, and began crawling away on hands and knees.

      Dewey Decimator chose that moment to burst onto the stage, facing the audience, his face contorted with great drama. “My action figures are missing!” he wailed. “What kind of an insane world do we live in?”

      Atomic Waist stood up and grabbed Sparkle Pecs by his grown out floppy mohawk. He dragged him along as he crossed the stage toward Dewey. Sparky desperately scrambled on his knees, trying to wrench the big hand from his hair.

      “When the dignity of a man’s property is not honored,” Dewey pointed a finger in the air, “we have gone down the road of anarchy, of mobocracy, of—”

      Atomic Waist grabbed Dewey by his samurai ponytail. Sparky managed to get on his feet, taking a swing at Atomic Waist. He missed, hitting Dewey instead. Atomic Waist then swung his victims roundhouse style into each other. Their faces collided. Their heads bobbed around like Hawaiian hula dolls on a car dashboard.

      Madison climbed to a standing position on the pipe as Sparky and Dewey slowly collapsed to the floor. The audience yelled and booed but also pointed at Madison overhead.

      Atomic Waist followed the pointing fingers upward. When he spotted her, his eyes flew wide.

      Just then Madison yelled, “Potatoes!” and dove out of the overhead piping.
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      She saw Atomic Waist lunge with his arms outstretched. The crowd screamed their excitement. As the force of her weight fell into his arms, she felt them tense into hard muscle.

      Her momentum swung them both around, causing him to stumble across the stage to keep his balance.

      She pushed her dark hair out of her eyes as he came to a halt. He studied her face. Her lids felt heavy and she saw him sniffing.

      His eyes squinted at her as he whispered, “Holy shit, you’re stinking drunk.”

      “That was the bet,” she slurred.

      “What bet?” he whispered, “We’re supposed to follow your lead.”

      “Keep moving,” she urged. She jumped out of his arms to the floor and slapped at his hands. He slapped her hands back. She slapped again, and wrapped her arms around his six-pack waist. Gritting her teeth, she strained to lift him.

      He turned and picked her up easily, holding her away from him by her waist and letting her dangle.

      She grabbed both of his ears and pulled his head towards her, as if she were trying to pop his head off, but she leaned in, whispering, “Get mad and spank me.”

      “What?” he whispered.

      “You heard me,” she whispered. “Do it.”

      “That’s enough!” he roared. He got down on one knee, bent Madison over it, and proceeded to spank her butt, the crowd whooping and screaming with approval.

      But without skipping a beat, Madison (“Ow—”) grabbed the microphone cable on the ground (“Ow!”) and pulled the mic over to her. “Take it easy—Ow!” She reached around to his backside as his big hands spanked her bottom. She pulled his tight little sparkly spangly bathing-suitie kind of thing open and shoved the mic down in there, far enough that it came out the leg opening.

      With a girly squawk he leaped to his feet.

      As Madison fell between his legs, she grabbed the mic that was hanging out of his tight little sparkly spangly bathing-suitie kind of thing.

      Then she pulled.

      With desperate speed he grabbed his front waistband with both hands. She pulled the cable faster. He instinctively did a little dance trying to get away. But that only made it worse, pulling his tight little sparkly spangly bathing-suitie kind of thing open in the back, exposing a bit of his high and mighty rear end. Madison now had enough slack in the cable, so she stood up and skipped rope with it.

      With the audience in hysterics, the MC came over and jumped in with her, both of them keeping the rhythm of the skipping rope. As the cable made each circle, the stretchy waistband on Atomic Waist’s backside dipped down and sprang back up. The DJ added classic strip music, and Atomic Waist looked around in a panic, not daring to let go, not able to walk away, not sure what to do.

      On the sides of the stage the other wrestlers bent over with the kind of high-pitched laughter that men only produce when they’ve laughed themselves helpless.

      As the crowd cheered, Atomic Waist finally shrugged and took a grand bow. Madison, exhausted, stopped jumping and stood swaying, thinking about vomiting.

      One last empty beer can came flying and hit her on her temple. “Oh!” She looked out in the audience, flipping the bird saying, “Show yourself, you mutha—”

      That was the moment Madison saw her mother standing in the back of the room. Ann was quite still, looking down at the floor. Then she turned and walked out.

      The audience whistled and pounded on their tabletops, as empty beer cans rolled across the floor, aimless.
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      Madison sat on the carpet, leaning against the wall of her living room. A couple of tears from earlier had already dried at the corners of her eyes. A wet sniff lingered.

      Spenser had driven Madison home in Madison’s car and now rummaged in the refrigerator, packing away leftover tacos they had picked up in a drive-thru on the way home. “Are you sure it was her? The room was dark, and you were pretty hammered.”

      “Yeah. It was her.” With a heavy sigh, Madison rubbed her eyes hard, probably making black smears but she didn’t care at the moment. “I think she was trying to call and tell me she was in the audience. But I never answered.”

      She looked at her bare feet stretched out in front of her and thought how nice it would be to have pretty toes right now. When you can’t get yourself a new life, you may as well settle for a pedicure.

      Spenser shut the refrigerator door and came over to sit down, searching for a spot. The couch had little room since it was covered in boxes from Madison’s recent move, the lids unfolded and hanging open to reveal an assortment of items unrelated to each other. Empty flower vases, books, candle holders, and lots of picture frames shared boxes with sandals, computer cables, and a tire pressure gauge.

      Madison jumped up, held the wall a moment to steady herself, and took a few boxes off the couch, leaving a clear spot for Spenser. “Sorry,” she said, “Told you I was still living out of boxes.”

      Spenser sat. “Would it do any good if I asked you never to be that stupid again?”

      “Spenser…” She closed her eyes for a moment. She could feel a mild headache starting to come on. “I was sure I’d be all right if they followed my lead.”

      “You’re going to feel like an idiot tomorrow when you’ve finished sobering up.”

      Madison already felt stupid but didn’t want to admit it. “There was one thing I didn’t expect,” she grumbled. “The paycheck was double the amount as promised, but they said not to cash it yet. It won’t be good for another week.”

      In the silence that followed they heard a tweeting sound from Madison’s cell phone.

      She had voicemail from Phil, her agent. As she listened, her face became elated. “Yes! Emergency gig tomorrow. Phil wants my fairy godmother character for a children’s birthday party. The usual. Painting faces, balloon animals. He sounds desperate. He already emailed the gig sheet to me in case I say yes. I usually get $200 for birthday parties, plus tips from the parents. I need to call him back right away and say I’ll do it.”

      She punched Phil’s number on her cell phone, but a knock on the door made her stop and end the call before it went through. “There’s Daniel,” she said, standing up. “Thanks for driving me home, Spenser.”

      She went to look out the peephole, hoping to gauge Daniel’s mood before opening the door. But the person she saw standing there was her grandfather. What the…?

      She was still a little drunk and didn’t want him to see her like this. She quickly wiped under her eyes in case her makeup had smeared, gave one more wet sniff, and rushed her hands down her hair to smooth what she could.

      She opened the door and put on a cheery voice. “Hi, Grandpa.”

      Spenser, right behind her but more surprised, said, “Hi, Mr. Cruz.”

      He walked in, mild surprise on his face. “Well, hey there, you two.” He gave Madison a little hug. “I see Spenser is still putting up with you.”

      “Always,” Spenser smiled.

      “Well, if anyone can, it’d be you. I’d trust you with anything. You’re like family.” He looked around asking, “Everything okay here?”

      Madison shrugged. “Sure. But did something happen? It’s so late.”

      “Oh.” He seemed embarrassed. “I’m sorry, sweetheart; I wasn’t paying attention to the time. I, uh, came to get my drill.”

      “Why didn’t you just call me? I could have brought it by in the morning and saved you the trip.”

      “Well, I wasn’t home by the phone and—”

      “Use your cell phone.”

      “I can never get those things to work. I think mine is broken.” He took it out of his pocket.

      “You have to turn it on,” she said, reaching over and turning it on for him.

      He looked at it as if the phone had somehow betrayed him. “Oh. I see.”

      Though his head was inclined toward the small phone in his hands, Madison could see his eyes had already wandered away, lost in thought. “Grandpa, are you all right?”

      He looked up. “Hm? Fine. Why do you ask?”

      “You seem unhappy. Did Mom call you about me or something?”

      His look of distraction melted away as a laser focus replaced it, zeroing in on her.

      I had to open my mouth.

      “What happened?” he asked. He seemed to be holding his breath. She thought of a few ways to dodge and dazzle and get out from having to admit to the bet she’d won tonight, but he would probably find out tomorrow anyway.

      She braced herself and said, “Mom showed up.”

      “And?”

      “I was performing.”

      “And?”

      “I was…” She stopped herself, then said, “Inebriated.”

      He stared at her. “You were drunk?”

      “I said inebriated. You said drunk.”

      “Just how inebriated were you?” He sounded incredulous.

      “Honestly?”

      “Yeah. Try that.”

      “Shit-faced.”

      A freeze frame of confusion. Madison could see the sorting and filing of information going on behind his eyes.

      His voice getting louder with each word, he asked, “What were you thinking?”

      “Grandpa, it was a bet, I swear! The money—”

      “And in front of your mother!”

      “I didn’t know she would be—”

      “How often do you drink like that?”

      “I don’t! Remember when I got mad and told them I could do it drunk and still do a better job?”

      He closed his eyes and sighed. Shaking his head, he said, “Madison.” Resigned, he kissed her forehead but his voice was still stern. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      He turned and walked out into the enclosed apartment hallway outside her door. Looking up and down the hallway he said, “Lock your door, sweetheart. Don’t open it for any strangers no matter what they say.”

      She felt a tug at her heart and couldn’t bring herself to close the door. She stood in the doorway, watching him walk past other apartment doors. Something about his demeanor felt familiar. She wanted to run after him and give him a big hug. But instead she called to him as he reached the stairwell at the end of the hallway, “Goodnight, Grandpa.”

      He turned around and said, “If Jerry hadn’t made her work late—”

      Interrupting him, she said, “It was my own fault, Grandpa. You can’t blame everything on Jerry.”

      His grip on the edge of the stairwell railing tightened and his jaw grew hard. “Yes I can,” he answered, before heading down the stairwell.

      She closed the door and heard Spenser asking, “Who’s Jerry?”

      “You may have seen him a few times at my house when we were kids,” Madison said, walking towards the living room window that overlooked the parking lot below. “He was kind of a mentor to my mother when she was in high school. She met him at a job fair where he was all Mr. FBI talking about law enforcement.”

      She nudged a few boxes aside with her foot so she could stand closer to the window. “Leave it to my mom to find that sort of thing interesting.” She stood at the window waiting for her grandfather to leave the building and head for his car. “So she decided to aim all her college efforts towards applying to work at the FBI. But I never did understand why Grandma and Grandpa didn’t like him. I thought he was great.”

      Her grandfather emerged from the apartment building, heading across the parking lot toward his car. Her inner alarm had been triggered, and she didn’t believe his story about coming to get his drill, which he had left without. Grandpa was the one person in the world that she knew loved her beyond a shadow of a doubt. She watched him get into his car and drive away into the dark.

      Black silhouettes of trees waved in the breeze outside. She pulled open her living room window, hoping it would help cool off the room and maybe help her to sober up a little faster. Down in the parking lot, she spotted Daniel getting out of his car.

      Madison called to him. “Hey you! You’re not allowed to kill me, you know. Spenser wouldn’t like it.”

      “I’ll make it look like an accident,” he called back.

      “Story of my life,” she called. “I’m just an accident.”

      From out of nowhere a voice yelled into the night, “Shut up out there!” It sounded uncomfortably near.
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      Madison slapped her hand over her mouth, sticking her head out the window to look around. She couldn’t help herself. She started to giggle. She couldn’t tell where the woman’s voice had come from and her giggles got louder. She knew that was an inappropriate reaction, but the very fact that it was inappropriate made it feel delicious.

      Sure enough, someone else stuck her head out of a window, white puffy hair moving around in the breeze. She’s right next door! Madison’s giggles increased and she started to snort, so she slapped her second hand on top of the first. Inwardly she was mortified at her own behavior.

      Behind her, Spenser said, “Madison, seriously?”

      The old gal scolded, “What’s the matter with you? Decent people are trying to sleep! Knock it off before I call the cops!”

      Madison pulled her head back inside. She turned back to Spenser saying, “Should I tell her I know someone in the FBI?”

      Spenser rolled her eyes. “So you haven’t got in enough trouble for one night?”

      “The whole world hates me and I never have any fun.”

      Daniel knocked on the door at that moment. Spenser let him in while Madison went to the fridge and pulled out the bag of tacos to give them for the ride home.

      “I’m sure you guys don’t mind if I rush you out the door. I have a lot of self-reproaching to do.”

      “Well, one thing is for sure,” said Daniel. “I’ll have to use a different costume now. You gave those guys ideas about how to embarrass me onstage.”

      “Let’s go,” said Spenser. “I’ll embarrass you at home.” He smiled and Spenser turned to Madison saying, “Wink, wink.”

      Madison used her most bored tone. “In case you hadn’t noticed, you just said ‘wink wink’ out loud.”

      “Did I?” Spenser smiled as her eyebrows shot up and down.

      “Stop already. I get it.” She pushed them towards the door and added, “You guys both saved my ass tonight. Let me quickly say… Sorry. Asshole. You rock. I don’t.”

      Spenser said, “Go to bed and sleep it off. You’ll rock tomorrow.” One last hug and they left.

      Madison locked her door and sighed. She didn’t have anyone to wink wink about. Not really. ExBoy didn’t count. She had to figure out her stupid life.

      She decided baby steps were in order. She would start with drilling holes and hanging things up tonight so she could return the drill to Grandpa tomorrow. Then she’d finally finish unpacking. Tidy up the place. Make it look like home. She started to get hopeful. This could work. When I’m no longer in danger of having a condemned sign hung on my door, maybe I’ll ask Spenser and Daniel to hook me up with one of his friends. Just no wrestlers.

      Ten minutes later, the high pitched whirring of the drill seared her eardrums. She was drilling the sixth hole and wondering why they called it drywall, when she noticed that the holes seemed awfully big. Crap! She had forgotten to switch out the bit for a tiny one.

      Just then she heard and felt a rapid pounding on the wall. Madison heard the old woman’s voice drifting through her window. “God damn it, I’m going to come over there and throw you against that wall! Let me sleep!”

      Madison sighed, kicking herself. Fine.
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      She didn’t remember waking up exactly. There was just a gradual knowledge of pain, and then the realization that there was too much light in the room. “Oh God,” she whimpered. Her head was about to explode. She rolled over. Ooh, that’s worse. Don’t move. But she could tell she had no choice in the matter.

      She rolled to the edge of the bed and her frantic fumbling hand located the small trashcan nearby. Just in time. The whiskey and fast food tacos from last night took a curtain call.

      I will never, ever, drink again.

      She got up and executed a careful ballet across the floor, trying to find a clear path to the bathroom. Reaching the bathroom she hung onto the doorframe, hugging the molding to her cheek.

      She remembered something about Phil calling last night. I think I’m supposed to be a fairy godmother today. She swallowed some aspirin with a little water, found her phone, and read all the gig details about when and where the children’s birthday party would be. Wasn’t there something else today? She held her head, wishing her face would fall off.

      She peeled off her clothes and for the next twenty minutes, her shower gave her the courage to carry on. The hot water soothed her sore muscles. She hurt in places she didn’t know could hurt. Couldn’t blame the hangover for that, she knew. The soreness was from her antics with the wrestlers. I’m lucky I didn’t break my head.

      Shampoo and conditioner, the best things ever invented. The warm lathered water rinsed out of her hair and ran down her body into the drain, taking some of the pain with it. The scent of the conditioner made her feel feminine again. I can do this. I can fix my life, she thought, as she shaved her legs. I’ll find a better job, I’ll fix my apartment, I’ll even fix my relationship with Mom. Grandpa will be proud.

      She exfoliated her face with a free sample scrub she had picked up at the store. No more moping! No more feeling sorry for myself! No more bullshit, Madison. You deserve better, and you can do better.

      She dried her hair and dressed in her fairy godmother costume. She looked like a queen out of King Arthur’s court in pastel blue, pink, and gold brocades. The long pink sleeves were tight till they reached the wrist, where they hung open and draped downward in silky pink, making poetic movements whenever she used her arms.

      Her big green eyes were a bit bloodshot, so she put in some soothing eye drops. Her skill with makeup had grown over the years to that of a professional. She looked divine. The finishing touch, a square yard of pastel blue silk chiffon, edged with gold thread, draped over her head with two inches of it falling down her forehead like bangs. After pinning it in place, she used a circular tiara to anchor it, with the length of the chiffon going down her back over her dark hair.

      She picked up her purse, car keys, cell phone, and put them all in her big black tote bag. Then she added her magic wand—eleven inches of silver with a one-inch rhinestone star at the tip to total twelve inches of make-believe magic. Plus, a small set of gossamer wings that she could attach to her back before walking in to the princess birthday party since she couldn’t drive while wearing wings. A set of watercolor face paints, long skinny balloons for making balloon animals, and a small balloon pump completed her party gear.

      She checked the time. Perfect. She had enough leisure time to go buy a coffee, head out to Grandpa’s place for a visit, then on to the birthday party gig. She knew he would get a kick out of her fairy godmother costume. She’d drop off his drill and ask him point blank what it was he was not telling her. What was he worried about? I’m a big girl and can handle myself. After making that clear to him, she’d leave for the party. She could still feel her hangover around the edges, but her spirits were considerably lifted.

      Today will be a good day. She picked up her tote bag with all the gear in it and walked out of the bedroom into the living room. She stopped cold.

      Oh. My. God. There were six big holes in the living room wall.

      She stared. Shaking her head, she added the drill to her tote bag and left.
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      As she headed down the hallway toward the stairwell, the next door down from hers opened and out stepped the tallest older woman Madison had ever seen, standing at about six-four or six-five. She wore a pink housecoat, what Grandma used to call a duster, and had puffy white hair skimming the top of the door frame. Her face looked like she was in her 70s, but her body appeared younger somehow. Fit and toned, she was obviously the same older woman Madison had mouthed off to last night. Madison was struck by her height but also by the empty look in her eyes and her slack jaw.

      Not wanting a confrontation, Madison decided to keep walking.

      Then the old gal swayed and collapsed in her own doorway.

      Madison jerked to a stop, her tote bag swinging at her side.

      Everything was quiet. Most of the old gal’s body had fallen inside the narrow entryway of her own apartment, while her legs from the knees on down were sticking out into the hall. She wore the biggest fuzzy slippers in existence.

      Madison looked around, but no one else was in the hallway. It quickly occurred to her that she didn’t know anyone else who lived here yet. Who should she tell?

      She dropped her tote bag. “Hello? Are you okay?”

      The doorway was blocked with the woman’s body so Madison bent over and slapped her legs and knees. The huge fuzzy slippers shook with each slap.

      “Hey! Are you all right?” She slapped some more, but the older woman wasn’t responding enough for Madison’s fear to subside. She was barely coherent. Damn it!

      Madison lifted her long Arthurian gown into the crook of her elbow. Delicately stepping between the old gal and the narrow entryway wall, her Lady Guinevere slippers made not a whisper. Once she was all the way into the apartment she put her hands under the woman’s armpits to pull her back inside her home.

      Dragging her across the hard flooring of the entryway was not too hard because the old gal’s housecoat slid on the slick surface of the floor. But getting her across the carpet proved to be a much bigger challenge. Madison heaved and pulled, her tiara falling off onto the woman’s chest.

      That got a reaction.

      “Errrh…” She was responding.

      Madison had her all the way into the living room, the apartment being a mirror duplicate of her own next door. She stopped tugging and shoved her tiara back on. Grabbing a pillow off the sofa, she slid it underneath the old woman’s head.

      The confused eyes blinked. “What’s going on?” Her voice was weak.

      “You fainted and collapsed. Just stay still for a moment. I’ll get a cold cloth.” Madison went into the kitchen, found a small towel, and soaked it in cold water from the faucet.

      She noticed trophies and colorful award ribbons all over the place. Autographed black and white glossy headshots of handsome men dotted the walls. There were pictures of old style Vegas showgirls lifting heavy things—barbells, and even Rat Pack era men—into their arms. Holy crap, is that her in younger days? Wow.

      Madison returned to the older woman whose color was returning.

      The older woman said, “It’s this damn diet again. It can’t be the training.” She blinked several times. “Crystal was right. I shouldn’t rush it.”

      Madison said, “Close your eyes a moment.”

      She complied as Madison used the towel to gently wipe across her upper eyelids and down the sides of her face. She asked, “Who is Crystal?”

      With her eyes still closed she said, “My pain in the ass niece.” She scrunched up her brows, adding, “I shouldn’t say that. She interferes because she cares. Family is important, but they can be damned inconvenient at times.”

      Madison refolded the towel to get the cooler side out, and replaced it over the woman’s forehead and eyes. “My name is Madison. What’s yours?”

      “Toonie.”

      “Toonie? That’s…very pretty.”

      “Bullshit. It’s weird. But it’s better than Petunia. No one dared call me Petunia except my mother.” As if just waking up to the situation, Toonie struggled to get up on her elbows. She pulled the towel off, and squinted at Madison. “Are you that rude girl next door? The one who raises hell into all hours of the night?”

      Madison’s tiara fell askew down her forehead. She pushed it back with the palm of her hand. “I’m afraid so. I’m that rude girl. Look, I’m really sorry about—”

      From the open doorway a voice cried out. “Aunt Toonie! Are you all right?”

      Toonie sat straight up and said in a fierce whisper, “Not a word, you hear me?”

      A young woman about Madison’s age threw down her purse and some grocery bags as she ran in. She had very short light brown hair with pretty brown eyes. She looked high fashion with her short cut and tall, model-like figure.

      “Of course I’m all right,” Toonie said matter-of-factly. “I was just demonstrating the correct way to do sit-ups to this nice young girl.”

      Skepticism all over the young woman’s face, she placed her hands on her hips. “Uh-huh. Aunt Toonie, really now.”

      Toonie smiled at Madison. “Now you try it, Madison.” She pushed Madison down on her back, the costume riding up to Madison’s knees.

      “What? Oh! Absolutely.” You’ve got to be kidding me.

      Madison ignored Crystal’s face, as Toonie said, “Just twenty. And let’s go for speed this time. Come on!” She clapped her hands.

      Madison hung onto her chiffon and tiara and proceeded to do sit-ups as fast as she could. The memory of her sore muscles came rushing back as she groaned, slowed down on the seventh one, and trembled to complete the eighth before collapsing.

      Toonie cocked one brow in surprise, mumbling, “Needs some work.” Standing, she put her arm around Crystal and said, “This here is my niece Crystal. She came over this morning to make a fuss. A girl can’t lose a few pounds without someone making a fuss.”

      Crystal was quite tall herself at around five feet ten inches tall, but nothing like her aunt.

      Lying on her back on the floor, Madison wheezed out, “Nice to meet you, Crystal.” She took her time standing up, trying not to show her soreness.

      “My aunt shouldn’t be pushing herself so hard. I don’t know why she’s back in training but—”

      Toonie interrupted, “Glad you stopped by, Madison. Anytime.”

      “Actually, I do have some errands to run before going to a birthday party.” She straightened out her dress. “That’s why I’m dressed this way.”

      Crystal had the same ability as her aunt to cock one eyebrow to good effect, saying, “You mean that’s not the latest fashion to train in?”

      “Uh, take care, Toonie. Thanks for the sit-ups. I guess.” Madison wondered what training both Toonie and Crystal had referred to, but decided it was more important to get going. She hurried out of the door to get her tote bag that she’d left out in the hallway. If she hurried, there was still time to fit in some coffee before seeing Grandpa.

      “Madison?” Toonie stood in the doorway. She looked Madison in the eyes and nodded. “Thanks.”
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      The smells that filled The Loony Bean cafe were like heaven to Madison as she let the glass door close, little bells jingling near the top of the door. She inhaled the aromas deep into her body, exhaling slowly to the sounds of liquid whooshing as milk was steamed behind the counter. She felt some of her earlier confidence returning.

      The soft murmur of people’s conversations occasionally caught her ear as someone mentioned her costume with “ooh, look at that” or “now that’s just lovely.” She looked their way and smiled with a courteous nod.

      She stood in line along a glass case that displayed all sorts of tasty treats that were intended to go well with coffee. Rolls, muffins, cookies, and breads competed for her attention. She decided to treat herself to a whole grain raisin roll to go along with her coffee. Anticipating the yummy roll and coffee, she took her money out ahead of time and held it in her hand, waiting for her turn.

      She was next in line as the man in front of her searched his palm for exact change to hand to the barista. The barista! Hello, baby! So cute. Yes, today will be a good day. Be cool, Madison. Think of something clever to say. Quick. It’s your turn!

      She stepped up to the cash register with her most beautiful smile, her head tilted ever so slightly to the side, and said, “Hi. I think I’ll get—”

      “Potatoes!”

      Her face froze.

      “Hey, that was you, right? In Bruise Boys last night? That was awesome!” He looked over his shoulder at a tall guy steaming the milk. “Hey, Jason. This is that girl we told you about.” He looked back at Madison with enthusiasm. “Damn. We all thought for sure you were about to barf at the end there when you stopped jumping. Is that why you left the stage all of a sudden? Were you really that drunk, or was that part of the act? That was so funny,” he said, shaking his head. He slapped the counter. “What can I get for you?”

      In a hesitant, timid voice, she answered, “Coffee and a whole grain raisin roll.”

      He slapped the counter again. “Coming right up. But I’ll have to go in the back to get some more raisin rolls. Be right with you.” He started walking away and called out. “But don’t pull Jason’s pants down while I’m gone!”

      The business lady in line behind her looked away quickly when Madison looked around. Madison felt compelled to say, “I didn’t pull anyone’s pants, you know, down, or anything.” The lady smiled and nodded and began a deep study of the treats in the glass case.

      From near the espresso machine she heard a calm, manly voice say, “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

      She looked over at him. A tall man with curly brown hair wore the solid muscular build that comes naturally when great genes meet hard work. He looked at her and smiled with hazel brown eyes and said, “Jason Clark.” Jason’s hands were relaxed and steady as he poured a few of the lattes into cups.

      He was cute and definitely familiar, but she couldn’t remember where she knew him from. “Well,” she began, “actually…”

      He turned around to set the lattes down on the counter for waiting customers.

      Madison dipped her eyes, recognized his awesome backside, and exclaimed, “Oh, my gosh! That Jason! You used to work for—”

      “Vincent Cruz Landscaping.” He turned back around, wiping his hands on a towel. “Yeah. Your grandfather was my boss.”

      “Yes, I remember now.”

      “Tough old guy. My dad used to work for him, too. How is he these days?”

      “Retired. I’m about to go visit him.”

      “Well, don’t tell him I talked to you,” he laughed. “That was a fireable offense when I was working for him. He never let us forget it.”

      Madison put her face in her hand and laughed. “That’s right. None of you guys were allowed to talk to me. And if I ever talked to any of you, I got in so much trouble.”

      “Makes me feel like such a bad boy.” He winked at her and said, “This will be our secret. Say hi for me.” He resumed working the espresso machine.

      “I will.”

      Such a simple moment felt so calming for Madison as she reflected on how crazily the day had started. But seeing Jason made her feel like things were looking up. Nothing like a good cup of coffee. And Toonie didn’t die on her doorstep. And the living room wall was not beyond repair. Life was about to get great.

      Toonie seemed older than Grandma ever got to be. Just how old had Grandma been when she died? It was still a hard memory. Ann was such a young mother; she was graduating high school when Madison started preschool, and Grandma had felt much more like her mother. Madison had been only twelve when Grandma died.

      The barista returned with her coffee, her roll in a bag, and told her how much she owed. And that was when it hit her. Grandpa’s behavior last night. She knew now why it had seemed familiar and had set off some subtle alarm within her. His behavior last night was like when he knew something bad was coming, like when Grandma was going to die, but he hadn’t told Madison yet. Her elated mood dissolved, giving way to a new fear.

      The barista said, “Hey, it’s okay. We have a jar of change right here if you don’t have enough.” She looked at him without seeing him, tears breaking away from the corners of her eyes. He grew alarmed and said, “Look, I’ll pay for it myself. My treat.”

      She returned to herself and shook her head saying, “No, I’m just an idiot. Really. All my friends say so. I have to go!” She put the money down on the counter and grabbed her coffee and the bag, her fist crumpling the paper loudly.

      She ran to her car, threw her purse and paper bag with the roll in it onto the seat next to her, and tried not to slosh the hot coffee as she stuck it in the cup holder.

      She headed out to Grandpa’s house where she had grown up, realizing she hadn’t been there much this last year except to borrow the drill.
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      The big house had a slightly Victorian look to the architecture and had gone through many shades of paint over the years. Currently it was white, which was always Madison’s favorite.

      Parking next to Grandpa’s car in his driveway, Madison promised herself she would be calm and let him talk. I’m an adult now. I’m strong and he can count on me. If he’s sick like Grandma was, we’ll fight it together. Or if it’s not illness, like…like… She couldn’t even imagine what else there might be that he would be afraid to tell her.

      Carrying the drill, she hurried down the walkway that led to the front door, past the garden. Grandpa always had a fantastic garden designed to have something blooming, or in some way showing color and life, during every month of the year. Whether it was flowers, growing vines, ground covers, autumn leaves, purple kales, or wintered-over tree bark wrapped in tiny white lights during the snows, Grandpa always had a garden to take your breath away. He had been doing that in the same big house for forty-five years.

      As she climbed the porch steps she heard a voice from inside yelling what sounded to her like “Ned! Ned!” That’s odd. Who’s Ned? Or was it “Annette”?

      At the door, she heard thumps and then a muffled crash coming from inside. She skipped the formality of knocking and grabbed the doorknob, but it was locked.

      More thumping hollow sounds, like something heavy hitting the wooden floor.

      Grandpa used to leave a key for her in an old wooden cuckoo bird near the door. The key was in its beak if she twisted it the right way. She reached up and twisted. Yes! It’s still here. She was beginning to feel adrenaline with each sound, and her hands shook as she unlocked the door and rushed in.

      A few chairs and a little table were on their sides near the left wall, a vase in pieces in a nearby corner. A throw rug in the center of the floor was rumpled and scrunched up at one end.

      Vincent Cruz and another older man about his age and size, a complete stranger to Madison, were slugging it out at a speed that made it hard to track whose fist hit where. Vincent’s jowls shook from the blows, but he didn’t seem to notice as he hit the stranger just as hard. The stranger’s feet tangled in the rumpled throw rug. He fell forward, grabbing at Vincent’s arms, turning it into a bizarre dance. They whirled round and round, banging into furniture and walls, knocking down big picture frames.

      Then, the stranger’s elbow connected in an uppercut to her grandfather’s chin, breaking his hold. Vincent hit the stranger’s face just as the stranger punched him in the stomach.

      For several seconds, Madison was in complete shock like a frightened child. Slowly, she realized that what she was witnessing was real. At last her voice returned to her. She screamed, “Stop!”

      But the violent scuffle went to the floor. They rolled, knocking down a lamp that fell against her grandfather’s face and tangled his arms in the cord. That gave the stranger a momentary advantage and he sat on top, straddling her grandfather as he put his hands around her grandfather’s throat.

      Madison didn’t remember running across the room to them. But she would never forget the savagery she felt when she walloped the stranger on the side of his head with the wide end of the drill. His hand flew up to his head while he used the other hand to steady himself on the floor. Her grandfather rolled out onto his knees, faced the stranger, and finished him off with a roundhouse punch to his face. The momentum of his own punch threw her grandfather downward, forcing him to catch himself with his hands on the floor.

      The stranger fell to his side with a soft plop, rolling onto his back, unconscious. His head flopped to a halt. He had short gray hair with bushy salt and pepper eyebrows that touched in the center, forming a unibrow. His eyes were closed but the features of his face burned into her as she stared down at him.

      She heard a small thump when the drill dropped from her hands to the floor. She hadn’t noticed the ringing in her ears and her pounding heart till now.

      Her grandfather climbed to his feet like a tired rock climber. She moved to help him but he waved her away as he rose to a bending position with his hands on his knees, wheezing, coughing a little, and swallowing. His voice was rough but quiet.

      “He called it benevolent deception,” he said between whispered laughs. “But the deception…went so much deeper.” He scrunched up his face and pounded a frustrated fist on his knee. He gestured to the unconscious man on the floor. “He was used, too. More blackmail.”

      He gulped more air, straightened up, and shook his head. “You shouldn’t be here. If I had lost that fight he would have got you. He doesn’t know you exist yet.”

      She stared at him disbelieving and realized she needed to inhale. Her voice shook as she said, “If I hadn’t been here, you might be dead.”

      “These people are still very dangerous.”

      “Grandpa?”

      His face took on a new note of urgency. “We have to move fast.”

      “Grandpa!?”

      “Now!” He stumbled over to a desk and rummaged around in a drawer.

      She blinked a few times and thrust out a shaking finger to point at the unconscious man. Her voice cracked as she fought to control it. “Who is that? What just happened?”

      “I need you to do something. I can’t stress enough how important it is,” he said as he found what he was looking for in the drawer. He turned around holding duct tape.

      “Grandpa! What is going on?”

      “Run out to the tool shed in the back. Remember all those shelves against the wall? At the very bottom on the concrete floor are a few builders blocks and an old metal box holding up the bottom shelf plank. Tear it all down so you can grab that box! Then leave before anyone else comes!”

      Like a deer in headlights, she watched him duct tape the unconscious man’s mouth. Her heart pounded.

      “This will slow him down,” he said. “You need to go!”

      “But—”

      “Hide that box! Then wait. Go about your normal life. That’s the safest thing you can do. I can’t tell you more right now. You won’t understand till you hear the whole thing, and I don’t know how long it will take to get help. Days, probably. Don’t call the police. And especially don’t tell Ann, promise me. Don’t tell Ann.”

      “This is crazy—”

      “There’s a very good reason. You’ve got to trust me, sweetheart!” He pleaded. “I need time! Now hurry!”
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      Madison flew out the back door of the house. With her costume dress hiked up to her knees, she ran across the lawn to the tool shed. The shed door was swollen from the frequent Seattle rains. She gave it an extra bump with her hip and it popped open.

      The cool damp smells of earth, firewood, and vitamin-rich plant food hit her nose. She’d forgotten how much those smells were a part of her life during her childhood. She used to play in here and sometimes got in trouble for climbing those shelves, accidentally knocking tools down or breaking open a fresh bag of topsoil. That metal box and the large grey builders blocks at the bottom had been supporting those shelves as far back as she could remember. The box had never not been there. To her it was just this square thing, and she never knew it was actually a box. She’d never thought about it since it had always blended into the scenery.

      In the dim light she could see why he’d said to just knock everything over. There was absolutely no way of getting to the box until all five shelves on top of it were removed. But she couldn’t quite reach the first shelf on top.

      She hugged her body to the shelves that were covered in dust and old webs, reaching on tiptoe. Using her fingertips, she pushed off old cans of fence paint, metal parts to a mower, and clay pots. They crunched and bounced as they hit the concrete floor. She pulled off the first shelf and flung it. It wasn’t attached to the wall and had been supported by big block bricks directly underneath it. Those bricks in turn had been standing on the next shelf down.

      Now things were easier to reach, and the process of knocking clutter off the following shelves went faster. Spiders scattered and dust filled the air as she pushed everything as hard and as fast as she could. In her panic a cry escaped her throat once, but she clenched her jaw hard. No! I have to be strong and find out what’s going on.

      Sprinkler heads, curled up hoses, a sack of barbecue charcoals, half empty seed bags, all down, crashing, nipping her toes in close calls. Soon she was able to grab the second shelf and haul one end off of its support bricks and let gravity take over. An avalanche of hand tools danced and flew across the floor; glass jars of nails crashed and shattered. The second shelf took the third shelf with it. She shoved the fourth shelf over, and the fifth, coughing in the dust.

      She felt heartsick at the violence she was doing to the tool shed that held so many innocent secrets of her youth. Many childhood fantasies had played out in here. But it seemed this place had been hiding other secrets, too.

      Finally, the box was free. It didn’t appear to have ever been moved. It buckled inward slightly at the top from the weight of all those years. Madison picked it up and noticed that although its dimensions seemed the same as the grey builders blocks that held up the shelves, it was not as heavy. It had a latch on the side that had been facing the wall.

      Holding the box, she had to balance herself as she stepped across the debris toward the door, her long dress snagging and getting caught as she tried to whip it free in her hurry. She ran back to the house. She had been gone maybe five minutes.

      She burst back into the house, running into the living room where she had left Grandpa. The stranger now had hands and ankles securely duct taped so that it would be nearly impossible for him to get up or leave without assistance. Grandpa knelt beside him, adding more duct tape around his knees.

      Madison was breathing fast. Grandpa looked at her with deep worry. “Why haven’t you left?”

      “Is this,” she gulped for air, “the box?”

      “Yes! Madison!” She recognized his impatient tone as he stood up. Wincing, he stooped to rub a knee. “You should be leaving!”

      She interrupted him, “I have to know one thing.” She tried to steady her breathing. “Are you dying?”

      He stared at her, trying to comprehend. “Was my fighting that pathetic?” He drew himself up to his full six-foot-two height.

      “What? No!” said Madison. “No, you were amazing!”

      “I know I’ve aged, but—”

      “You were kicking ass!” said Madison.

      “I thought I held my own pretty good there,” he said. “Who knew I could last that long—”

      “I mean it was old ass, but that’s okay because, you know—”

      “—with a trained—” He stopped and looked at her. “What do you mean, ‘old ass’?”

      “A trained what?” she asked.

      Panic returned to his eyes. “Baby girl, you still know how to derail my thoughts.”

      “You knew something bad was coming, didn’t you?”

      “What? No. I mean, not till a few weeks ago. They hacked in and found me.” His frustration mounted. “You have to go! You’ll be safe if they don’t know about you!”

      “Who? Hacked? What, that thing with the UW? What’s going on?”

      She saw fear in his eyes. He seemed about to say something but then shook his head.

      She pressed in. “You have to tell me what—”

      “I can’t! Not yet. But I will.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders and searched her eyes.

      “Baby girl, can you do what I’m asking while I go get help?”

      She stared at him, then nodded her head in fast tiny movements, fighting tears. She looked at his scratched face and wondered for the first time who he was. Old folks had an entire past locked away in their heads, and just when you thought you knew them, something new came out and threw you. It might be something funny or a story of some adventure they once had. But sometimes, it could be something dark.

      She braced herself for what his answer would be, as she asked, “What were you before you were a gardener?”

      Exasperated, he answered, “An unemployed teenager! Please, Madison!”

      “Okay, okay! But promise me,” she pleaded, “you’ll tell me everything?”

      “I promise.”

      A muffled grunt came from the floor. The bound stranger was awake and looking up at them with seething anger. But when his gaze fell on Madison’s eyes, he locked on them in seeming shock.

      “Get out of here!” Her grandfather pushed her away. She gripped the box and struggled not to stumble on her long dress as she ran across the room and grabbed the doorknob.

      She looked back one more time. The stranger’s eyes had followed her all the way to the door. His eyes seemed to be creased at the corners. Is he smiling?

      She ran out.

      Dashing to her car in the driveway, she saw nothing but the ground her slippered feet pounded over. She held her long dress up with one hand while holding the metal box under her arm. Fumbling the car door open, she threw the box in. It collided with the paper bag containing the whole grain raisin roll. Jumping behind the steering wheel, she slammed the car door closed on a big fold of her dress. In her panic the coffee in the car’s cup holder was bumped and it sloshed on her dress.

      She punched the accelerator as she backed out of the driveway, swinging the steering wheel wild, the back end of her car just clipping the edge of another car parked along the curb. A woman behind the steering wheel was opening her door just as her car was jostled. To the sound of tiny broken glass, Madison screeched out of there.

      She didn’t notice her surroundings for a few blocks. A day that had started out with so much hope and resolve was fast disappearing in her rearview mirror. She stole a glance at the old metal box on the seat next to her. A corner of the smashed raisin roll bag underneath the box stuck out from the side. How could this box not be one ugly piece of bad news, waiting for her to find out? Her attention to traffic was sporadic, and she had to hit the brakes hard at one point, sending the box down with a muffled thud as it hit the carpeted floorboard. She was dying to know what was in it, but also frightened to find out.

      Perhaps Grandpa, like many men, had sown some wild oats in his youth? He didn’t want the police involved. And come on, no one would want controlling, know-it-all Ann involved.

      Obviously, he’d been hiding something in the box from the tool shed. A box that for many years he’d felt no need to get into and no need to get rid of. And she had to face it; it was never a good sign to see someone duct taping an unconscious man, although she had to admit she didn’t have any kind thoughts for the man with the salt and pepper unibrow. Seeing him hit her grandfather had brought out a side of her that was new. It scared her. But uncomfortable or not, she would hit him with a drill again if he tried to hurt her grandfather.

      What haunted her was that Grandpa had gestured to the unibrow man saying that he’d been used, too, indicating that they’d both been blackmailed. By whom and for what? Her only knowledge of Grandpa was her ordinary life with him.

      He was always willing to listen to her hare-brained ideas, her mad schemes. At the age of thirteen, Madison discovered the joy of the performing arts, throwing her schooling to the wind. Her GPA plummeted. Ann, stationed in Philadelphia at the time, was furious. But Grandpa was there to promise Ann it was temporary. He then made it clear to Madison that taking school seriously was like a voucher she could cash in for his support. He kept tabs on her homework and drove her to auditions and rehearsals. He paid for dance lessons, costumes, acting classes, and most importantly he attended every ridiculous show she had been in.

      When she’d gotten older she’d discovered camera work in a few commercials and bit parts, and some real money started to come in. But it wasn’t steady work, and Madison hadn’t found a way yet where she could relax and enjoy life. Life was a series of small paychecks and the occasional big one. She hadn’t been able to admit it to herself until this morning. But turning her life around would have to wait. Grandpa needed her and she wanted to be there for him the way he had always been there for her. Right now, she needed to keep an iron grip on her composure.

      She finally started making turns in traffic on purpose, and drove home. She swung into the parking lot of her new apartment complex and wondered when she would stop thinking of it as new. She parked, grabbed the metal box and her purse, and ran into her apartment building. Rushing down the hallway toward the stairwell, images of the fist fight returned to her as she bounded up the stairs to the second floor. She had no idea old men could get so fierce with each other. The desperation and passion with which they fought was truly frightening. She was shocked to see that her grandfather could fight like that. He had a mean right. Who knew? Must be all the landscaping work keeping him strong. But what had made the stakes so high for them both? The mystery of it all drove her nuts, and was really starting to piss her off.

      She reached her floor and hurried towards her door. She just might make it inside without having a breakdown out here in the hallway. She dug out her key and jammed it in her doorknob.

      That’s when Toonie’s door opened. Toonie stepped out and said, “Hey, I saw you pull up outside, and I just wanted to say—”

      Slam! Madison made it inside. She hurried into the living room, sat down on the floor with the box, and stared at it.

      Now what?

      It was covered in dust and gave off a mottled rusty mud color, except for the top. The top was a clean dark grey since that was where the shelf had sat for so long, keeping years of dust off of it.

      I totally trust Grandpa. Totally. He’ll call and explain everything. She pulled her cell phone out of her purse and looked at the time on it. She waited an eternal thirty seconds. Then she set about trying to figure out how to break into the box. She grabbed the latch and tried to force it open. She wiggled it hard and hit it with her fist a few times. Damned thing is probably rusted shut.

      Just then Toonie pounded on the door and her muffled voice yelled, “I realize that you’ve returned to being rude again, so it’s hard to do you any favors. But you might want to know that someone is breaking into your car right now.”

      What? Disbelieving, Madison got up and hurried to her window. Down in the sunny parking lot she saw long slender legs attached to a shapely bottom in a black pencil skirt bent over and sticking out from the open door of Madison’s car. A woman was rummaging around in the glove compartment.

      Madison muttered, “What the hell?”
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      After everything that had happened in the last few hours, Madison flew into a rage at this final indignity. She went tearing out of her apartment door, and slammed headlong into ExBoy.

      “Uuff!” she yelled into his chest, as he stumbled back in surprise, just managing to catch her before she could fall.

      “Whoa there, what’s going—” he started to ask.

      She regained her balance and broke loose. “Not now!” she cried as she ran down the hall.

      She hiked her skirt up, her anger propelling her into the stairwell and down each step. The last thing she needed right now was complications. And ExBoy was a complicated part of her life.

      She jumped the last few steps to the bottom, then flew out of the building into the parking lot. But by the time she got out there the woman was gone. Madison looked left and right, trying to understand what had just happened. How did the woman disappear so fast?

      Her anger had made her willing to face anything. But now that she stood here, alone, her mind filled in the holes that her haste had ignored. The memory came rushing back to her that she had clipped a car in front of Grandpa’s house and a woman was behind the wheel.

      Madison’s indignation melted as fear took its place. The whole time she was driving around, trying to figure out what to do, that woman had been following her. She had this one lousy task of hiding the box and already she was screwing it up.

      She checked inside her car to see if anything looked missing. Nope. All the trash was still there. At the very least, the would-be thief could have taken some, just to be polite. She checked in her glove compartment. Everything looked fine. She slammed it shut and saw her tote bag on the floor, with the balloon pump sticking out. Realization sank in on her. The birthday gig! Oh my God, I no-showed!

      Standing there, a filthy fairy godmother with a supreme case of paranoia, she was at a loss as to how she would explain this to Phil her agent. Some angry mother was probably on the phone chewing him out right now. Jobs were scarce enough without pissing off her agent. And Phil found ways of making you pay for it.

      Someone, please just shoot me now.

      At the very least, Phil needed a chance to call the client with an apology that things had not worked out in time. Maybe try to save the job with an offer like “The fairy godmother just died, but I have a clown who can be there in an hour.” Clients could be pretty understanding if given a little explanation.

      She needed to call Phil immediately.

      Her cell phone was back in her living room, so she snatched her tote bag and the sad little paper bag with the smashed whole grain raisin roll out of the car and ran across the parking lot back up to her apartment.

      She just needed to think of an explanation as she ran. In her mind she offered varying explanations but none of them sounded right.

      “Phil, I’ve been vomiting nonstop since dawn!”

      No. I’ve used that one before.

      She reached the stairs and took them two at a time.

      “Phil, there were vicious foaming dogs in their driveway, trying to attack me through the car window!”

      No. Phil loves dogs.

      Reaching the top of the stairs, she ran down the hallway to her door.

      “Phil, dude, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course I did the gig. What? They told you I never showed? Why those awful people.”

      She ran into her apartment and found ExBoy standing in her living room holding the box, shaking it and … smelling it? “What are you doing?” she screamed.

      Startled, he dropped the box with a loud clang and the lid popped open. In a panic, Madison ran and dove on top of it protecting it with her arms, her body splayed out flat on the floor.

      “Would you please just go?” she yelled, terrified of what might have fallen out. Body parts? Counterfeit money? Vintage girly magazines? She made sure the lid was closed but not enough to lock.

      “After I get my lucky t-shirt back. I need it for the convention. And then we need to talk.” He walked off into the bedroom.

      Incredulous, she called, “What lucky t-shirt?”

      From the bedroom she heard, “The one I left here the day I helped you move?”

      Oh. She remembered. She thought of it as the almost-lucky t-shirt. The shirt had a picture of a baby zombie with a little fistful of brains and a caption that said Ready for Solid Food.

      “What convention?” she demanded. She needed to wrap this up and make him leave fast.

      “Zombie Prom. It’s a zombie convention.”

      “Zombies don’t have conventions!”

      “In this town they do.”

      She called, “Damn it, ExBoy, I can return it to you later! You shouldn’t have left it here.”

      Still in her bedroom, he said, “You’re in danger, Madison.”

      “What?” Adrenaline hit her.

      “Seriously. This room is going to get fed up with your neglect and attack you in your sleep.”

      “Get out!”

      He appeared at the doorway placing his forearm up on the doorframe. “I can’t find it.” Leaning there he studied her. “You’re dressed like a princess but all messed up. Did you get in a princess fight?”

      “I’m not a princess,” she growled. “I’m a fairy godmother.”

      “Oh. Magical throwdown. Did you utter incantations then drop your wand like a rap artist?”

      Her teeth gritted, she said, “We’re about to have a throwdown right now.”

      He tilted his head with a sly smile on his face. “Very seductive. But it’s not going to work. I’m leaving.”

      “Good.”

      “What are you hiding? What’s in that thing?”

      “Go!”

      “Fine. But we have to talk later.” His posture tightened up a bit. “I can’t put it off any more.” Heading for the door he added, “Oh, your grandpa called. I saw his name on your cell screen. I like that old guy.” ExBoy walked out and she heard the door close.

      Damn it, I missed his call. She rose to her hands and knees and scrambled over to the spot on the floor where she had left the phone. It said Missed Call on its screen. But it also said Voicemail. Yes! She punched in the numbers to retrieve her voicemail and listened as Grandpa’s soft mumble mixed with the touch tones.

      “Damned thing… deet, doot few days deeeeeeeet but don’t doot, doot…” There were sporadic words in the background that sounded like overhead public announcements, the word “departure” grabbing her attention. He’s leaving town? Then one long part got through, “…he’ll handle our little friend till we can turn him over. You can trust him, sweetheart. He’s known about this deeeet him your number in case anything… dooot…” and the voicemail cut off.

      She clutched the phone tight in her hand as she shut her eyes in frustration. She knew her grandfather was a pretty sharp cookie. So how the hell could an intelligent person screw that up so bad? She pictured him holding the phone out in front of his face while he talked, as if it were a walkie-talkie, his thumb accidentally pressing buttons. She tried calling him right back. He didn’t answer, and apparently he hadn’t set it up to receive voicemail, so she had no way to leave a message.

      Next she called Phil.

      She couldn’t tell Phil about her grandfather, and she was too exhausted to come up with a convincing story. She was ready to fall on her sword and get it over with. His outgoing message came on and her stomach twisted as she heard the beep.

      “Phil? It’s Madison. Look, I don’t know how to begin.” She hesitated. “You’ve probably been wondering what happened. It’s hard to explain, Phil, but you’ve got to believe me when I say how sorry I am for not showing up for the princess birthday party today, and if you…” beeep! “Argh!”

      She was about to call him back and finish her message, when her phone rang with Ethel Merman singing, “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” meaning Phil had called her right back.

      She hit the answer button. “Phil?”

      In his signature street-tough Boston accent, he said, “Chocolate Mint! How’s my gorgeous girl?”

      This was a good sign. Phil was calling her by his pet name for her. Chocolate mint referred to her long black lashes surrounding her pale green eyes.

      “Phil, you’re…you’re not mad?”

      “Mad about what?”

      “The gig. The princess birthday party that I no-showed. I’m sorry, Phil. It’s been a hell of a day and—”

      “Minty, you didn’t no-show. I put that message out to a bunch of you. Jen called back first, so I gave her the gig. Actually, you never called back at all.” Madison was confused. He gave a children’s party to Jen? From the stripper unit? Then she realized that she hadn’t completed the phone call to Phil last night because her grandfather had shown up at the door. But still. Jen? Ew.

      He continued, “But I heard about your wrestling debut last night. I’m dying to meet that Atomic guy. And seriously, girl, you should have let me negotiate that for you. I could have got you more money, even after my cut. And you know that’s a fact.”

      He would have demanded more, all right. He would have priced me right out of the gig.

      “Oh, my God, Phil, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I almost showed up at the birthday party, in my costume and everything. If I hadn’t gone to visit my grand—” Shut up, Madison!

      “Don’t worry about it. I made Jen promise no cleavage. I only put that message out because I needed someone fast. You, I prefer to save for the bigger gigs, you know?”

      Don’t argue. Pretend you believe him.

      He continued, “You know I like to keep you busy, girl.”

      “Thanks, Phil. Have you heard back about the radio spot yet? They loved me at the audition.”

      “Sorry, kid. They went with someone else.”

      “Damn. I miss doing voiceover gigs. You used to get me so many.”

      “I keep telling you, Minty, you’ve got to get yourself some audio gear. In-studio auditions, like that one, are hard to find now. Most of the auditions are done in the artist’s home, and sent as an audio attachment in an email.”

      “That gear isn’t cheap, Phil. I can barely pay my rent. Maybe if you got me more work?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m looking out for you. You’re booked to do the Bumbling Waitress tomorrow at one o’clock, right?”

      “Yeah. You already sent the gig sheet. It’s at Giovanni’s Restaurant.”

      “Good. So, hey, I have…something…on my desk right now. Big pay. It’ll probably be tomorrow. A little unusual. The victim is a whole group of people this time. You’ll have to adapt to whatever the reaction is but you’re good at improv. If anyone could pull this off…”

      She didn’t like the sound of this. He was stalling.

      “What is it?”

      “A singing telegram.”

      “And?”

      “You show up big and pregnant in front of this group. You look low class, dance for the client.” She could hear him swallow. “Shimmy at him. And sing, ‘You Made Me Love You.’”

      “Okay, it’s a comedy gig.”

      He was silent for a moment. “It’s in front of the client’s family.” He was still stalling.

      “Phil, you know I don’t do stripping. Call Jen if that’s what—”

      “No, no, Minty, I know that. It’s just a little unusual, is all.”

      “Spit it out.”

      “The client is dead.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah…uh…he arranged this, just before he croaked.”

      “Dead?”

      “He had a reputation for playing gags. Family always loved it. So he wanted to play a little joke to lighten things up at his funeral.”

      “You want me to do a comic shimmy to a dead guy?”

      “He pre-paid!”

      She yelled, “Are you out of your mind?”

      “Ten minutes and you’re out of there, collect five hundred bucks! That’s three times the usual cut!”

      “You’re the king of taste, you know that?”

      “C’mon, Minty, you kind of owe me one.”

      “For what? I’ve been loyal and—”

      “You no-showed—”

      “I did not!”

      “Technically, no. But in spirit?”

      “Phil!”

      “You no-showed and you need a chance to make it up to me. You know, feel good about yourself again.”

      “You know I hate you, right? You do know that?”

      His Boston street voice softened. “Think of his poor family. He arranged this for them. To give them one last laugh. Help them get through a tough time.”

      “Damn it, Phil!” she wailed. She felt herself caving in. And she knew that Phil knew. Watch out.

      “Minty, have a heart.”

      “One thousand dollars.”

      “What?!” he screamed.

      “Think of his family, Phil.”

      She heard something slamming down on his desk three times as he sputtered unintelligible words, and then went silent. She added, “The body is not getting any fresher.”

      After a moment, he snarled, “You won’t back out?”

      I need the money. “I’ll be there.”

      He grumbled. “Fine. His name was Eddie Willet. I’ll send the details as soon as I have them.” He hung up on her.

      She knew it. She figured the client must have offered to pay a hell of a lot for such an uncomfortable job. Otherwise, Phil never would have agreed to her demand of one thousand dollars. He would have growled and hung onto his cut like it was the last dog bone on earth. She let her phone drop into her lap and rubbed her temples.

      All that was left to do, was to look in the box.
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      She got up and went to the window, looking down into the parking lot. Everything looked quiet. A few cars driving normal speed passed by on the street in front of the apartment building. Now that the time had finally come to face whatever was in the box, she delayed. She was afraid that something was about to change forever. She had grown up and stopped playing in the tool shed, but the secrets that were hidden in there were ready to come out.

      She closed the window and drew the blinds shut. Tearing off her sad and dirty fairy godmother costume, she threw it over to the couch where it landed on top of unpacked boxes. In bra and panties she went to the kitchen sink and drank water from her faucet. She was dehydrated and starving and the water felt wonderful going down her throat. But food would have to wait. She didn’t know how upsetting the contents of the box were going to be, so she’d rather not have food in her stomach.

      She sat on the floor next to the box, and opened it. The hinges creaked and complained as she lifted the lid and looked inside.

      A big clump of folded papers, fastened together with old rusty paper clips, sat on top of a wad of folded, light colored fabric. The fabric appeared to be padding for the bottom of the box. The papers were yellowed newspaper pages and clippings. With a delicate hand, Madison lifted out the papers, careful not to touch the rusty edges of the paper clips, and briefly wondered how long ago paper clips started being made with plastic. There were also folded pieces of cardboard tucked along the walls within the box. For extra padding on the side? Everything looked dirty or stained.

      Okay, so nothing here is obvious. No money, blueprints, or diamonds. Not even one body part. So far, so good. Perhaps the dreaded secret was something in the newspaper stories. She decided she would spread all the papers out on the floor, and one by one, inspect—

      She heard steps outside in the hallway. Her heart rate sped up as she stood and looked out the peephole. She saw the backs of people walking past her door at a casual speed, their voices a low murmur with the occasional chuckle echoing in the hall as they continued walking. Sounded like a man and a woman. Just other residents. Everything was okay. Except for her nerves.

      She returned to the box and the papers on the floor. Looking down at the seemingly harmless contents, she had to remind herself that her grandfather had fought like a man possessed, and it was somehow related to the contents of this box.

      He’d said “These people are still very dangerous.” But to whom was he referring? And who the hell was Ned? It hadn’t sounded like her grandfather’s voice, which meant it had to be the stranger who’d been yelling it. But why would he call her grandfather Ned? His name was Vincent. Vincent Cruz.

      And there was another thing that was really bugging her. Grandpa said they hacked in and found him. But who would have the sophistication to hack into the UW archives? And why bother? Her grandfather lived an open life. He wouldn’t be hard to find.

      A more disturbing memory strong-armed its way to the front of her mind. He had actually been putting duct tape on that man’s mouth! She’d never seen that in real life. He probably wanted to keep him quiet so the neighbors didn’t alert the police. So if Grandpa needed time to go get help, and he said it would take days, then someone would have to feed and water the duct taped stranger while Grandpa was gone. That must be who he was referring to on the voicemail. But who would that be? Who would Grandpa trust?

      Tears flooded her eyes. She was feeling that scared-little-girl moment again. Damn it, Madison, not now. Fight it. She roughly wiped away the tears and inhaled through her nose as hard as she could. My job is to hide the box, but they must know now that I brought it into my apartment. She had to go somewhere where it would be safe to look over those papers and try to figure out what was happening. And that meant getting dressed because fleeing in your bra and panties was never a good idea.

      She hurried into her bedroom and threw on jeans, a tank top, and athletic shoes. She didn’t know when she’d be back. She took a quick look around the room. ExBoy was right. The neglect in her bedroom, hell, in her whole apartment, would be turning into mutiny status soon. She had a hard time remembering what was dirty laundry and what was clean. Laundry. Good thought.

      Maybe she could hang out at Spenser’s house and get a load done there. Madison was quite skilled as a seamstress, having learned from her grandmother. The usual deal was Madison would fix hems, tears, buttons; anything Spenser might need in exchange for the use of Spenser’s washer, dryer, and laundry soap.

      She pulled the pillowcase from her pillow and stuffed it full of dirty laundry and some probably-dirty laundry. She kicked through some of the clothes on the floor. Good thing it was August. It was easy to get by in lightweight clothing in warm weather, making it easier to pack a lot of stuff.

      As her toe pushed aside a spare blanket on the floor, a little baby zombie peeked out from underneath: the t-shirt that ExBoy had come looking for. She picked it up and noticed ExBoy’s scent still on it. She buried her face in it for a moment. There was something about his natural scent that reminded her of the forest and the deep shadows under heavy tree growth.

      Clearly he was attracted to her, too, but his behavior around her was confusing. A friendly smile one minute, lost in some uncomfortable thought the next. Maybe he was as unsure about her as she was about him. Whatever it was, the effect was that she never felt relaxed around him.

      He was an artist with a flair for writing. But his art was comic book monsters, and he wrote horror stories. In particular, he loved zombies. He thought zombies were fascinating, scary, cool, and funny all at the same time. And though she didn’t have strong feelings one way or the other for the horror genre, it bothered her that he wouldn’t talk about it, about something that meant a lot to him. Spenser had called him mysterious and brooding, but to Madison he was more like Dark Peter Pan.

      She regretted how hard she had been on him lately. It wasn’t his fault that her life was a mess. She looked at the silly t-shirt and remembered him wearing it when his arms were around her, his face seeking hers as she giggled and turned her head side to side, playing hard to kiss. Her giggles turned to giggling screams as he settled for her neck, and her ticklishness took over. Playful wrestling took them down to the bare carpet in her new apartment. Then as stronger urges came on, they had torn off their shirts just as other friends knocked on the door, arriving to help with moving in.

      Conflicted, she had pulled her shirt back on, and ran to open the door. But he hadn’t put his shirt back on. He had finished the move that hot July day with his shirt off, giving her a knowing smile whenever he caught her looking at him.

      Maybe she should pick up where they left off that day. Sample the bait. Just a little? She stuffed the baby zombie t-shirt into the pillowcase to wash it with the rest of the laundry.

      She went back into the living room and emptied the tote bag. She carefully placed the fabric and the papers from the metal box into the tote, and although it seemed stupid, she added the cardboard tucked along the sides, which remained flat from all the years of being stored that way.

      She then put the contents that had been in the tote bag into the metal box. If anyone were to open that metal box now, they would find a watercolor paint set, little paint brushes, a storybook, a balloon pump, a bag of long skinny balloons, her magic wand with the rhinestone star on the end, and fairy wings. The contents from the metal box and the tote bag had officially been switched. Last of all, she closed the lid on the metal box and jammed it back in place. It seemed just as rusted closed as before.

      She stacked several of her unpacked moving boxes by the living room window, then put the metal box on top. She pulled the blinds open so that from the parking lot, if anyone were really trying, they would be able to spot the metal box through the window. If anyone had seen her running out of Grandpa’s house, they would have seen her clutching the box like her life depended on it. And if they had followed her and were watching, they would likely stick around and wait for her to drive away before entering her apartment to get the box. She hoped.

      Carrying the tote, her purse, and the pillowcase of laundry, she left her apartment and headed into the outer hallway.

      She stopped at Toonie’s door and knocked. After a moment she knew Toonie must be looking at her through the peephole before opening the door. She didn’t know how to compose her face for the peephole because she didn’t truly understand what it was she needed to say. She heard a few locks turning and the door opened up. Toonie stood there towering, her hands on her hips, her stern face considering Madison.

      “Toonie,” she began and stopped. “I’ve been a weird neighbor, and I don’t know how to fix it. I suppose my actions have been confusing. Well, nothing is making sense to me right now but I don’t want to be that person who doesn’t give a shit about her neighbors. I do care. This morning I felt like an ass to realize you were probably sick last night when I was yelling and drilling, and… Are you feeling better?

      “Young lady, you have a way of pissing me off and endearing yourself to me at the same time. Kind of like having kids, I guess. Yeah, I’m better. It ain’t no virus. I think my new blood pressure medication doesn’t like this new diet.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, running back and forth in the hallway like your hair is on fire.” Toonie sighed and said, “Wait here.”

      She disappeared from the door for a moment and returned with a plastic baggie with some cookies in it. “This is my own recipe. People beg me for it, but I don’t give it out.” She held the baggie up in the air. “Now if you ever want some of these again, and trust me you will, you will behave yourself around here.” She handed the baggie to Madison. “And whatever it is you’re going through, don’t go making emotional decisions. Make smart ones.”

      Madison pressed her lips together hard as she smiled and fought new tears. She took the baggie with cookies. “Toonie, I’d kiss you if you weren’t so tall.”

      “Humph. I’ve heard that from a few men over the years.” She looked off in the distance and murmured, “But eventually they couldn’t help themselves.”

      Madison put the baggie into her tote. “I have to go.”

      Toonie said, “Last night when you were yelling out the window, you said you were an accident. What did you mean by that?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to be born.”

      “Aw, now, your mama don’t feel that way.”

      Madison was quiet for a moment. “Honestly? I don’t think I was a good idea.”
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      Madison pulled up in front of Spenser’s home, a brown two-story house in the suburbs. Before heading to Spenser’s front door, she sat in her parked car taking a moment to consider what her next move should be.

      She decided to stick with her earlier plan of calling her mother, Ann, about getting together for coffee today. Not only did she need to face her mother about the adventures with the Bruise Boys last night; she needed more information about her grandfather’s friends, the ones from his past. There was no way she was going to wait around for him to explain himself. Someone was helping her grandfather at this very moment and she needed to find that friend and make him tell her what the hell was going on.

      Her mother was the best chance she had of figuring out where to start, but Madison had to be careful not to tip her off that anything was wrong. Grandpa’s mandate to Madison was to hide the box, but he had also said to go about her normal life.

      Normal? She wondered for a moment if he’d forgotten who he was talking to.

      She called up her mother and held her breath while she heard the phone ringing on the other end. A quick voice, all business answered, “Ann Cruz.”

      “Mom? Mom, it’s Madison. Do you have a minute?”

      “Oh.” There was a pause. “Well, hello! Uh…” She gave a small laugh. Madison recognized her mother’s nervous chuckle. “I’m sorry but you caught me off guard. I had no idea it would be you.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom. Calling you at work like this.”

      “No, no. It’s okay. I just had to get in a different head space. Believe me, hearing your voice is much better than what I was expecting.”

      Madison tried chuckling back. “What were you expecting?”

      Silence, then, “I’m sorry, honey, you know I’m not allowed to talk about my cases.”

      “Sorry,” said Madison. The silence resumed and Madison heard someone clearing their throat in the background. Maybe that person was waiting for Ann to get off the phone. “I can call another time,” Madison said.

      “No. I’m sorry, Madness. Please, I’d love to talk to you. Tell me what’s going on with you.”

      Madison smirked. She’d forgotten about the pet name, Madness, that her mother had called her when she was younger.

      “I know this is spur of the moment, but I was wondering if you’d be available for coffee today. We can meet at your office, maybe go to a cafe, have a chance to catch up.”

      Ann’s voice came out in a barely audible, “Wow.” She resumed normal volume and said, “I would love that, as long as you let me multi-task. I’m supposed to be going over some photos for a retirement party. Remember Jerry Rosser?”

      “Of course I do!” The cheer in Madison’s voice was real. “I loved Uncle Jerry.”

      “He’s retiring at the end of this week. I have to look at those photos, but I’ll have you with me. It’ll be fun.”

      “Okay.” Madison hesitated before pushing on. “Also,” she took a deep breath and tried to steady her nerves, “I want to explain about last night. What you saw was a performance, not the reality of what I’m like in the everyday kind of way.”

      After a pause Ann’s voice sounded cautious saying, “I’m glad to hear that. I admit I wasn’t sure what was going on.” Another pause. “So, do you do that sort of thing very often?”

      “No, it was a one-time gig to make a little extra money. I know it looked bad but it was just a show.”

      “I imagine to that crowd it was a wonderful success,” said Ann. “You were…very convincing.”

      Madison could picture her nodding right now, straining to give a compliment. “Thanks. So, I’ll stop by your office in a couple hours.”

      “They’ll only allow you to go as far as the reception area. I’ll tell them to expect you and they’ll call me to come down and meet you there. Try not to wear anything with a lot of metal in it. Bring your ID. I hope you’re not ticklish anymore.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “For the pat down. Oh, and you’ll need to park out on the street, then enter by walking through the garage. Follow instructions from the guards. Have your ID out and ready. And remember, Jerry is not supposed to know about the party.”

      As soon as they hung up, Madison knew she had to move quickly in order to go over Grandpa’s mysterious papers in Spenser’s house, and then get over to the FBI building where Ann worked in downtown Seattle.
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      Spenser opened her door before Madison even knocked. “All right, what’s going on?” she asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t ‘huh’ me,” Spenser said. “Get in here. You hungry?” Spenser headed for the kitchen.

      Madison followed with her tote bag and pillowcase of laundry. The savory smells hit her nose. “Oh God that smells good!”

      “Daniel will be back soon,” said Spenser. “He went to get some artisan bread to go with the stew.”

      Madison sat at the kitchen table while Spenser stirred a pot on the stove and continued, “You never come over unannounced unless you’re worried about something.” She squinted at Madison. “I saw you sitting in your car talking on the phone with that anxious look you get. Did you find out ExBoy got a new girlfriend or something?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” said Madison. “Actually that might solve at least one of my problems. If he got a new girlfriend I could stop trying to figure out how I feel about him.”

      “Looks pretty straightforward to me. You want him. He wants you. What’s there to figure out?”

      “Well for starters, how about whether or not it would be a good idea? Everything I know about him I had to find out from other people. He won’t talk about himself.”

      Spenser grabbed a bowl out of her cupboard, ladling stew into it. “Do you like what people say about him?” She placed the bowl of stew with a spoon in front of Madison.

      “Well, yeah. But why is he a closed book with me while he’s open with everyone else? Feels weird.”

      “This is kind of odd. But I think it’s about sex.”

      “You think everything is about sex.”

      “You’re driving yourself crazy. Just do him and get it over with.”

      “Spenser!”

      “Do what comes natural.”

      Madison realized her mouth was hanging open. Spenser had a way of naming problems and solutions in the earthiest manner possible. And although she was often right, she wasn’t always right. Madison wasn’t even sure what it was she felt about ExBoy, and wanted more time to explore it.

      It bugged her that Spenser could reduce it to such a carnal level, so she decided to fix Spenser’s perceptions right now. “Well, maybe I already did. Did you ever think about that?”

      Spenser looked at her a moment and smirked. “You little slut.”

      “That’s right,” Madison said, hoping Spenser wouldn’t see through her. Madison was tired of being the one who never got laid.

      Spenser giggled. “Now c’mon, eat your stew and tell me what’s wrong because I can tell that something is.”

      Madison picked up the spoon, tasting the stew. “Oh, Spensy!” She gobbled a few bites. “Mmm. That’s so…” the spoon clicked against the side of the bowl as she swallowed, “…good.” She grabbed one more mouthful as she wondered how much she should say. After feeling so scared and alone today she wanted to tell her everything. Grandpa had specified not to tell Ann. The significance of that still weighed on her. But he hadn’t specified not to tell Spenser, and in fact, just last night he had referred to Spenser as family, saying he would trust her with anything. Madison decided that was good enough to be permission. She put the spoon into the bowl and pushed the bowl away.

      “Spenser, I don’t know how much I can tell you, and frankly, I don’t really understand what has happened. But it’s serious.” Madison wanted to say it before she changed her mind, so she took a deep breath and pushed all her words out extra fast. “I think my grandpa is in trouble and maybe he’s been in trouble for a really long time, like longer than me and you have been alive, and he never got caught, only now he is caught, but not really because he’s gone. I mean, I think.”

      “You lost me. You’ll have to give me a clue.”

      “Yeah. Clues.” Madison reached down into her tote bag and pulled out the papers, still clipped together. “I’m supposed to protect these papers for Grandpa. You know, hide them? But I don’t know why, or what it’s about. I might be able to figure out what’s going on if I read them. He never said I couldn’t, but I haven’t had a chance to open this yet. I’ve been running nonstop since this morning. Meanwhile, Jaws is in her office in the FBI building and I’m supposed to meet her there a few hours from now. Oh, and get this. Grandpa doesn’t want me to tell her.”

      “Tell her what?”

      Madison pictured the fight she had witnessed earlier that day between Grandpa and the stranger and realized she was shooting her mouth off a little too much. She said, “I should hold at least something back, Spenser, or I won’t be able to look him in the eye.”

      “Wow. You’ve outdone yourself on non-clarity.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Okay. So far, your grandpa is in mysterious trouble, you’re not sure what it is, and he may be gone somewhere.”

      “Right.”

      “It may stem from a long time ago.”

      “Yes.”

      “He left you papers to guard, and it’s the only thing that might give you more information on what his trouble is.”

      “Check.”

      “He told you not to tell Jaws, I mean Ann, about any of it, and there’s a part that you can’t even tell me.”

      “Damn, you’re good.”

      “And Ann is waiting for you at her office.”

      “We’re meeting for coffee. But I have to take some time to look at these before I go. I could use some moral support.”

      She pulled the rusty paper clips off the papers and gently unfolded them on the kitchen table. Inside the folded up newspaper pages were more clippings and other papers.

      They decided to divide the papers and start reading whatever was in the pile in front of them. Spenser started in on a newspaper clipping, while Madison noticed what appeared to be a crudely scrawled, one-word note. It was written on a corner piece of paper, full of stains, and the one word was not readable. At least, not to Madison. The letters of the word didn’t look right. Written with a dull pencil, there was an “a” and an “h” but the next letter was odd looking. It looked like the letter “x” with extra legs on it. It was followed by an “e” and then what looked like a backward square “n” and one more “a.” The paper corner appeared to have been torn from stationery. The torn edge was next to what looked like a symbol or logo. The logo looked like the letter “W” with one of its middle strokes reaching up to form the letter “P.” The paper had fold marks as if it had once been folded up to be very small.

      She put the note aside and started in on a newspaper clipping. As they read and compared notes with each other, what came out was a series of stories about the International Student Exposition held in 1969 in Seattle. There were visiting students from other countries with pictures of the mayor and governor, shaking hands with the winners. Apparently the student exposition was a month-long touring event around the world that had made a final stop in Seattle.

      The Seattle locals were quite proud of the new Washington Plaza Hotel, a luxury high rise where the city of Seattle had put up all the student guests, their guardians, and the judges. The University of Washington campus was the site where the science fairs and math contests were held. The campus also played host for some of the spillover from the Washington Plaza Hotel, putting the university dormitories to good use.

      There had been the occasional protest march by people with very long hair. They looked like hippies that Madison had seen in old movies. The newspaper had lots of photographs of various dignitaries posing with teenage students from all over the world who had gathered to compete.

      The subject matter was boring to Madison, and her eyes glazed over as she wondered why these stories had captured her grandfather’s attention. Each clipping seemed to be more of the same topic, only with different pictures, or an editorial on education in America. There was one story that speculated about whether the contests were rigged or whether judges were biased toward their own countries. Some accused the Soviet Union of sending KGB spies, trying to plant moles since not all of their students were accounted for at the contests. Ruffled feathers were soon smoothed however, with the revelation that one student was homesick and preferred to stay in her room. But most of the stories were upbeat, and the host city of Seattle tried not to let cold war politics override what was supposed to be a celebration of educated youth.

      Madison showed Spenser the one-word note. But neither of them could get a hook on what possible secret was hidden in all this paperwork. The only links Madison could see were that the logo on the note had the letters “W” and “P,” which she assumed stood for the Washington Plaza Hotel where all the visitors had stayed, the newspaper stories were about international students, and the note was not in English. So what language was it?

      Madison shook her head. “The irony here is killing me.”

      “What?”

      “Well, this is one of the few times I could really use the expertise of an FBI agent. My mom might actually know what some of this stuff means.”

      “Was your grandpa really serious about not telling her anything?”

      “He was adamant. And I don’t get it. I always thought he was closer to her then he was to me. I think she visits him more often than I do.”

      Spenser said, “You know, you really should get to know your mom anyway.”

      “So you keep telling me.”

      “You’re not fooling me. You’ve wanted your mother all your life.”

      Madison was quiet for a moment, then said, “She doesn’t want me, Spenser. She just wants to do the right thing.” They both went quiet as they sorted through the clippings.

      Madison asked, “You’re close with your mom, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “I can’t picture it. I don’t even know what to talk about with her. We have nothing in common.”

      “Tell her about things in your life. Your friends, your various jobs. Hey, tell her about your boyfriends! That’s great ‘Mom’ material. They always want to know about their daughter’s boyfriends.”

      “That sounds awkward. How do you get started?”

      “It practically starts itself. My mom asks all the time. You could tell your mom about ExBoy.”

      Spenser kept reading a clipping while Madison decided to move on to another paper that looked like a document. Or rather, a copy of a document. It was askew in the center of dark wide borders. As soon as her eyes saw the title of the document, she was immediately confused. It said Certificate of Live Birth at the top of the paper. Her mother’s name was there. Anna Lisa Cruz. Female. It gave the usual statistics such as the baby’s weight and length. It listed the hospital, physician, father’s, and mother’s names, which were of course Vincent and Lisa Cruz, and the address where they lived at the time, which was the same house that Grandpa still owned and lived in now.

      “I don’t get it,” said Madison. “This is a copy of my mother’s birth certificate. Why would he put it with these papers? There’s nothing on this document that is a secret.”

      “Has he ever mentioned the stories in these clippings?”

      “No. But the clippings are all dated the same year she was born. None of this should raise any alarms. Yet he had these things hidden for a long time.” Madison felt a small panic trying to get a foothold. “What am I not seeing?”

      Spenser looked down at the birth certificate Madison was holding. “I didn’t know your mom’s middle name was Lisa.”

      “Yeah, that was my grandmother’s name and…” She looked down at the certificate. “That’s odd. Her birth date is off. This would make her almost two months older than she is.”

      “Typos?” Spenser offered.

      “If it were just typos, why would he hide it?” She kept staring at the birthdate. So she might be two months older? Why would that matter?

      Madison’s elbow brushed the tabletop causing a few clippings to fall from the table. As they fell, a small but heavy square of paper came loose from the back of one of the clippings, making a beeline for the floor as one lighter paper floated down, taking its time. Madison caught it in the air before it landed and heard a knock on the door.

      “That’s Daniel. His arms must be full of grocery bags.” Spenser shook her head as she got up to go open the door. “He always over-buys.”

      Madison stared at the little paper she had just caught. It had three capital letters followed by three numbers. It read WWC 989. She turned it over and saw one more thing. It was faint but something was written there. She read, “‘Studebaker.’ Sounds like a kind of oatmeal.”

      “It’s a car,” ExBoy said as he walked into the kitchen. “Collector’s item now. They quit making them in the sixties or seventies.”

      “What are you doing here?” Madison’s surprise turned to confusion. She stood up and looked at Spenser as if Spenser might provide an answer.

      “Don’t look at me. I didn’t know he followed you here.”

      Madison turned to ExBoy. “You followed me?”

      “No. I just figured you’d be with Spenser, that’s all.”

      “Why did you think that?”

      “Because you were upset earlier. So I drove by and sure enough, I saw your car outside. What’s the big deal?”

      Madison turned back to Spenser and saw her trying not to smile. Madison knew what she was thinking. To cover her earlier lie, Madison shrugged her shoulders at Spenser and said, “Some guys never get enough.”

      “Get enough what?” He stood there, his brows creasing.

      “Enough attention.” Madison knew he was confused and she left him hanging. She needed him not to understand the subtext and hoped he would play along if he did.

      “Enough? I couldn’t get any. I’ve been trying to talk to you.” With lazy movements he toyed with a few strands of her hair, but his eyes were not happy. “That’s why I went to your place earlier, but you were already upset about something. I didn’t want to make it worse.” He looked at her and asked, “Is it okay if we talk now?”

      She answered by snaking her arms around his neck. “You just want your, wink wink, lucky t-shirt. I told you,” she looked close into his eyes, “I’ll give it to you later.” She knew right away that she’d gone too far.

      When comprehension hit, ExBoy’s face dropped. “What…you want us to be boink buddies now?” He stared at her, while Madison tried to figure out how to get out of this without Spenser knowing she had lied. “Wow,” he said, backing away. “Gonna throw me a bone, huh? Little token concession?”

      “Wait—”

      “I feel so special.”

      “That’s not—”

      “If you don’t want us to be together, fine. I get it. But I don’t need another boink buddy offer.” He turned around and headed for the door. Madison hurried after him.

      “What do you mean you don’t need another—”

      “But if you don’t want to be with me, then at least be a friend.” His voice heated up. “I need you to give a shit, Madison.”

      “Give a shit about what?”

      “Who!”

      “You?”

      “Yes!”

      “Mister Boink Buddy Central? Just how many offers have you had?”

      “Have. You’re not listening!”

      “Is one named Jen?”

      “I’m trying to make a point here, Madison! With you, I thought…” He shook his head, “Forget it.” Walking out, he slammed the door.

      Madison, staring at the door, could still feel the sting of the slamming sound in her ears. Her green eyes still wide with shock, her mouth open, she pointed at the door and looked questioningly at Spenser.

      “No,” Spenser said, “that’s not material for conversation with your mom.”
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      Madison blinked. How did this get so upside down? ExBoy was now mad at her for implying that they were having casual sex, something that she assumed he wanted. But she was only pretending in front of Spenser and figured he’d tease her about it later when they were alone. Maybe even try to get her to walk the walk if she was going to talk the talk.

      “Um,” Madison confessed to Spenser, “I lied.”

      “Yeah. I got that.”

      “What just happened?” asked Madison.

      “You mean besides the lying part?”

      “Yeah. Besides that. He’s a man. All men want sex.”

      “How am I supposed to know?” asked Spenser.

      “Because you’re the know-it-all and you’re often right.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      “You’re always saying everything is about sex. So how about it? What just happened?”

      “I got nothing.”

      Madison wasn’t sure how much time passed in those moments, but in the quiet she heard a clock gently ticking from somewhere in the house and realized that neither she nor Spenser had moved. That’s how shocking it was to encounter a man who would turn down meaningless sex.

      “What are you going to do?” asked Spenser.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know about anything and I don’t have time to deal with it. I should leave for the FBI building downtown.”

      “Dressed like that?”

      There was a thumping at the door. This time it really was Daniel using his foot to knock while he balanced five full grocery bags.

      “Good grief,” Spenser said, when she opened it. “What have you done?” She grabbed a couple of bags from him, looking inside them. Her eyes got bigger. “Yum.”

      Madison wanted to be polite so she took a bag from him, too.

      Daniel said, “Just saw ExBoy driving away. Did he try to get you to be zombies at his booth?”

      “Zombies?” Spenser said, looking down into the bag. Daniel nudged her toward the kitchen. They set the bags down on the kitchen counters as Spenser started pulling out the grocery items from the bags. A package of spaghetti noodles, coffee, a sack of ripe peaches…. As each item came out, Spenser walked back and forth in the kitchen putting things in their right cupboard or into the refrigerator.

      “Last night,” Daniel said, “he told the guys he needs more zombies to hang around his booth at Zombie Prom.”

      Madison remembered he had wanted his t-shirt for that convention.

      Daniel continued, “Didn’t he say anything? He’s going to have a booth there to sell his artwork and a book he’s written. It’s called Infect Me.”

      “Ew,” Spenser said. Then to Madison she asked, “Do you think that’s what he wanted to talk to you about? Being a zombie at his booth?”

      “Who knows?” Madison sighed.

      Daniel tilted his chin up at Madison. “Hey, Madison. How was your head this morning?” He smirked.

      “Pretty bad, thank you. Then I vomited.”

      “Good to hear,” he said. “Nothing like a bad hangover to teach you a lesson. Makes life more interesting.”

      “Interesting? You really want to know? I had to drag a giant woman across a carpet and do sit-ups. Then I no-showed for a gig, so now of course I have to look pregnant while I sing to a dead guy.”

      Daniel and Spenser stood staring at her.

      She continued, “But that stuff is not the good parts. I’m not allowed to tell you the good parts.”

      Spenser picked up Madison’s bowl of stew and put it in the microwave. “I’ll warm up her stew. Act natural. She’ll be okay.” To Madison, she said, “Why don’t you show Daniel that weird little note?”

      Madison snapped to, realizing that she’d left all of Grandpa’s paperwork out on the table. With haste she gathered it, replacing the paperclips and sticking it all in her purse instead of the tote bag, leaving out the note.

      “Sure,” said Madison as she hurried. She felt silly to be in a rush. This stuff could probably hide out in the open and no one would ever guess that it was important enough to hide for years. Decades, actually. Still, it meant a lot to Grandpa.

      Her eyes fell on the small heavy paper that had dropped from the table to the floor earlier. Picking it up, she turned it over. On the other side was a black and white photograph. Within a split second she saw it was a man holding something in his arms. Shadows around the borders of the picture looked like black silhouettes of leaves, as if the camera had shot through a bush. Recognition and fear made her shove it deep within her purse to examine later, curiosity burning her heart. Now that Daniel was here she would have to wait until later to get a good look at it.

      She picked up the one-word note and handed it to Daniel. May as well make Spenser happy by letting Daniel play along for a minute.

      She said, “Do you know what that says?”

      “Niet,” he said.

      Madison froze.

      He continued, “I can’t read Cyrillic.”

      Madison hadn’t told Spenser anything about the fight that morning, and that she had heard someone yelling what sounded like Ned.

      “Are you saying the word on this note is ‘net’?”

      “Actually I said ‘niet.’ Niet is Russian for ‘no.’ I was trying to say ‘no’ I don’t know what the note says because it’s in Cyrillic. Cyrillic is Russian.”
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      Madison waited in the lobby of the FBI building. After surrendering her ID, having her purse searched, and walking through the metal detector, she had tried to contain her giggles while a female guard patted her down. Now she had to wait for Ann to come get her. No one was allowed to roam the building without an escort. But even if she had been allowed, she didn’t have a clue where her mother’s office was located.

      Madison sat in business clothes she had borrowed from Spenser, looking very ladylike. A tall suit nearby with dreamy eyes kept looking her way. She had no idea that the FBI hired such hot guys. Yes, there were some fine specimens smiling at her as they passed by, on their way to fighting crime. Maybe she should dress this way more often. It seemed to be giving her some juice with the suit crowd. Hmm. Suits. Never went for that type before. She was going to have to rethink that.

      Madison was betting that a conservative appearance would give her mother hope that Madison was not beyond saving. Perhaps she could get Ann to trust her a little more. She needed more information about Grandpa’s more recent activities, friends, concerns, anything. He had a lot of pals from over the years, but which one would Grandpa trust to handle the stranger with the unibrow, while he went to get help?

      She inhaled, deeply and slowly, trying to steady herself. She tilted her head to each side, trying to relax her neck muscles. This was the meeting she had been avoiding for years, fearful that it would only bring pain. But she had a new purpose now. Grandpa needed her. She was ready to act the role of the repentant daughter who was finally interested in her mother’s many opinions. But she assumed that she was coming from so far down in Special Agent Ann Cruz’s estimation that this might not work at all. Except for a few uncomfortable family gatherings, she had hardly seen her mother since their mutual fiasco in Philadelphia, when Madison was twelve years old.

      She closed her eyes against the memory. That was when their relationship really hit the toilet. Right after Grandma died, her mother said it was time for Madison to come and live with her now. Ann believed that daily discipline and routine would help them both heal from their loss. So twelve-year-old Madison was packed up and sent out to Philadelphia, where Ann was stationed.

      But Madison wasn’t having it. She acted out her pain and anguish at the passing of her grandmother, plus the pain of being taken away from Grandpa, her friends, and everything she had known. She conducted herself like a wild cat, and her mother continually had to pick her up from the police station. Ann finally agreed with Grandpa that Madison needed to go back home to Seattle. Madison realized that might be the daughter that her mother saw in her head. But since her mother believed so strongly in a Boy Scout lifestyle, she might assume that it would be natural for Madison to eventually wake up to it.

      She looked down at the expensive-looking high heels on her feet. Good thing Spenser wore the same shoe size. Earlier at Spenser’s house, Madison had asked her, “Could I borrow a skirt? A blouse? Something feminine. Do you have any high heeled pumps?”

      Spenser had a wicked look in her eye.

      Madison said, “Not hooker pumps, you moron. Something conservative.”

      “You’re no fun. But yes, of course.”

      The heels she loaned Madison were about three inches high. The left heel spike seemed to have a rough edge because Madison could feel it snag the carpet when she walked. Still, she felt like she was on the business crowd’s runway of style.

      A man’s voice said, “Excuse me.”

      She looked up. Tall, suited, and dreamy was standing right there, talking to her. He looked late twenties with short dark hair, dark brown eyes that were slightly almond shaped, and skin the color of a light and creamy mocha.

      “Yes?”

      “I think I figured out why you look so familiar. Ann Cruz’s daughter?”

      “Yes. How did…?”

      “Besides the family resemblance, I recognized you from pictures in her office. You’re even more striking in person.” He smiled and held out his hand. “My name is Aaron Reed.”

      She reached up, giving him her hand, and he shook it with a gentle squeeze. His hand felt cool from time spent in the air-conditioned offices. She caught herself staring, gave a small smile, and withdrew her hand to reach up to her hair and pretend to straighten something there. She didn’t want to show too much enthusiasm in Ann’s workplace, but she wouldn’t mind if all these hot suits would line up for inspection.

      “Thank you. I didn’t know she had a picture of me in her office.”

      “Are you kidding? Dozens. They’re all over the place.”

      Now she really was staring at him. In confusion.

      “They are?”

      He nodded, still smiling. “From over the years, I guess. Every age.”

      Madison looked right through him to an imaginary wall of photos of herself in her awkward youth. She felt her eyes starting to tear up. Get a grip. She tried to chuckle in a casual manner, looking down at her lap, pretending to pull at the hem and smooth out the skirt while she scolded herself. Don’t fall for it, Madison. You don’t really know who this guy is, or if Mom put him up to it. She’s never approved of me. It doesn’t make sense.

      “How long have you known her?” she asked.

      “About five years or so. She’s amazing. You must be so proud.”

      “Oh, absolutely.”

      “She’s always willing to help someone along. It’s a hard job, but she acts like she’s never forgotten what it was like to be new. Generous with her time, with encouragement.”

      Madison uttered her most gracious, “Thank you.”

      “And scary smart! Who-ee! If you inherited that from her, I can’t even imagine…. Oh, listen to me,” he chuckled. “Sorry, I guess I’m gushing a bit.”

      In her sweetest voice she said, “A bit. Yeah.” She tried not to grimace.

      “I guess you can tell how much I admire her.”

      In a melodious voice she said, “Don’t we all?”

      The theme music to Jaws started playing. Madison jumped to stop the music and slammed the cell phone to the side of her face in a panic. “Hello?”

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” Ann’s voice said. “I need a few more minutes, then I’ll come down and take you to this great little place nearby called Choosy Chews.”

      “No problem. See you then.” She hung up and resumed smiling at Aaron.

      He said, “I should get going. It was wonderful to meet you. Oh, I didn’t catch your first name.”

      Another man’s voice said, “It’s Madison.” Jerry, smiling, stepped up from out of nowhere and held his arms out to her.

      “Uncle Jerry!” She stood and they hugged, patting each other’s back. He had aged quite a bit since she had known him in her childhood and preteens. She remembered salt and pepper hair back then. Now there was only salt. It was much thinner now, too, while his body was much thicker.

      “How are you?” she exclaimed.

      “Forget about me, look at you! Little Madness is a grown lady now. I feel so old.”

      “Oh, you’ll never be old,” she smiled.

      “Flatterer. I thought that was my job.” He put his arm around her and faced Aaron. “Would you believe she used to ride on my shoulders? And look at her now.”

      Aaron seemed pretty impressed, saying, “The daughter of Ann Cruz and you know the SAC?” Madison still remembered some of the many acronyms from the bureau. SAC stood for Special Agent in Charge. That meant Jerry was the big boss of the entire Seattle Field Division.

      She looked at Jerry. “Wow. You’re the SAC now?”

      “I’m afraid so, at least till the end of this week. I’m about to retire.”

      “Well, congratulations.”

      “Thank you. I’m ready. I’d like to try some new things. I might even relax and see what that feels like.”

      “Grandpa has loved his retirement.”

      “How is Vincent these days?”

      “He’s good.” She nodded her head. He looked at her as if he were waiting to hear more about her grandfather. She kept nodding, kicking herself for bringing him up.

      “You must be here to see your mother?” He squeezed her hands with a knowing nod. Madison felt sheepish. Jerry probably knew of their troubles, but it would have been from Ann’s side of things.

      “Yes. She’s taking me to Choosy Chews.”

      His tone remained cheery as he said, “Ah. You’ll love it,” but his expression had slipped into something a little grim. He reached for the cell phone in her hand, saying, “I want you to have my number.” His finger pecked at the tiny keyboard slowly. Then, satisfied, he handed her the phone and said, “Take care now, dear. I’m late for another meeting.” He turned to Aaron and said, “Agent Reed, would you follow me on the way please? I have something in mind.”

      “Yes, sir.” Aaron turned to Madison with one last appreciative smile and nodded a good-bye as he hurried to catch up with Jerry.

      Her brief reunion with Jerry left a flood of childhood memories to deal with. Spenser’s words came back to her, about seeing Ann through her adult eyes, and Toonie’s advice not to make emotional decisions, make smart ones. Okay then. As of right now, she was making a non-emotional, smart decision to see Ann through adult eyes. Maybe she would see something she had been too young to understand before. But in the back of her mind she mocked herself. And just what is it you hope you’ll see?

      She spotted her mother walking towards her from across the huge lobby. Ann wore chin length, medium brown hair, not as dark or as silky as Madison’s, in a simple and easy care style. Her eyes were big like Madison’s, although instead of light green they were dark and fierce. But whenever she smiled, and smile she did upon seeing Madison, her eyes would take on a playful quality. Madison had always marveled that she could look so pretty without makeup. She wore a skirt suit, showing that she had kept her weight down over the years. Her legs were still too skinny, in Madison’s opinion. Perhaps a hint of creases at the corners of her eyes, but she looked too youthful for forty.

      Madison, who never had stage fright, certainly had it now. She stood up and faced Ann, stunned at how quickly her own heart abandoned any plan of being cool and calculating, all thoughts of trickery fleeing her mind. Ann’s firm hands took Madison’s hands as they looked at one another, both trying to stay calm and collected at this, their first meeting in many years.

      Ann’s voice broke just a touch as she said, “You’re so beautiful.” And in that moment, mixed together with her fear and her hope, Madison’s heart was elated that she was dressed all grown-up and ladylike.
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      They studied a few of the old photos laid out in front of them on the large restaurant table: some were in color, some black and white, all of them from an era gone by.

      Madison and her mother had walked to the nearby Choosy Chews, a casual dining place where an upscale experience could be had in an unpretentious atmosphere. Nestled among stark downtown concrete, glass, and metal skyscrapers, Choosy Chews was a haven of old woodwork with the eccentric air of a Mad Hatter: the manor born living in a barn.

      Fine china sat on old sturdy wooden tables, each crack or divot in the wood accented with rich redwood stains, polished to a high luster. The high end cutlery, completely mismatched, looked as if each fork, spoon, and knife had been picked up in second hand stores or antique shops. Quirky artwork hanging on the walls seemed quite at home with no intention of going anywhere, having already found their perfect placements. The only air conditioning came from burnished wooden ceiling fans moving the air, fresh despite the downtown location. Real plants and small trees were dotted along the walls, their growth healthy and vigorous, delicate leaves quivering or swaying in the moving air.

      Madison wondered at the peacefulness of the room. There was no attempt from the patrons to be quiet, yet the room still provided a feeling of lazy respite.

      The staff recognized Ann, who specifically asked for the large booth in the back. The lunch rush had been over for a while and the wait staff had a relaxed patrol of a few tables. Sunshine poured in through the big windows in the front. But the large booth in the back was much dimmer and cooler. The light shadow made time feel more like a guessing game, so Madison was guessing that thirty minutes had gone by. They had each ordered only coffee. She pretended not to be hungry, not wanting to eat if her mother wasn’t going to.

      Madison was surprised at how easy it was to laugh at things that genuinely tickled them both.

      “It’s the hairstyles that kill me,” said Ann with a chuckle. “Look at this one.”

      Madison shook with quiet laughter as she said, “Can you imagine how long it took every morning before you could leave the house?”

      Pointing at a beehive hairdo in a black and white photo, Ann said, “On the other hand, you could probably hide your lunch in it.” Simultaneously they said, “Yummy,” and laughed at themselves.

      A waiter came up with a coffee pot and poured more black coffee for Ann. Madison had hers topped off a bit, adding cream. A waitress seated a young couple at a table nearby, while a woman stepped up to the waiter with the coffee pot and quietly asked about the restroom. He pointed to the back corner, not far from the large table where Madison sat with her mother. The activity in the room was leisurely.

      “But I have to say, I love these suits,” said Madison. “They’re so cool, so retro. Especially this one here.” She pointed at a tall skinny man with square glasses in an early 1960’s suit.

      “That’s Jerry, when he first started at the FBI,” said Ann, refolding her napkin.

      “You’re kidding.” Madison leaned in closer to study the photo. “Wow. I didn’t recognize him. He looks so young here. And skinny. He used to wear glasses?”

      “I guess so,” said Ann. “By the time I met him, he must have been wearing contact lenses.”

      “These’ll be a big hit at the party. In fact you could present a montage to everyone with all these photos, and start with this one,” said Madison, referring to the cool retro suit photo. “You could even add music from each era to go with the photos.”

      “A montage?” She picked up two photos. “I was going to make lots of little copies for each table,” said Ann, staring at one photo in her hand then looking at the second one in her other hand. “Presenting a montage would be so much better.” She sighed. “I wish I had more time.”

      “I could make it for you,” Madison volunteered. What am I saying? She won’t like anything I come up with.

      “Really?” Ann turned her head to look at Madison. “You wouldn’t mind?” Ann’s dark eyes shone with pride. “You were always so good at that sort of thing. You made such interesting collages for your bedroom walls.”

      Madison, embarrassed at her inner dialogue, smiled. I’m an idiot. “This will be fun,” she said, “like playing a little trick on him.” She was glad to be able to say that with sincerity, then asked, “Where did you get all these photos?”

      “Everyone pitched in if they had anything, but most of the old ones came from FBI archives.”

      “Wow.” Madison looked down at the photos with new respect.

      Ann said, “Don’t worry, they’re all copies.”

      Madison asked, “Do you have any from those lectures he used to give at the high schools?”

      “Not really.” Ann was gazing down at the stack of photos in front of Madison. She added, “Security has been tightened up since those days, but back then they used to give tours of the FBI building here in Seattle. He took over the tour the day I went. He made it sound so exciting.” Reaching for her coffee cup, she said, “I was hooked.”

      “I’m surprised Grandpa allowed you to go. He couldn’t stand Jerry.”

      Ann looked at her in surprise. “I didn’t know you knew that.”

      “Well, it was the old invisible-kid-in-the-room trick. It’s amazing what people will say in front of a child, as long she holds still and lets them forget she’s there.”

      Ann didn’t move for a moment, her sad eyes on Madison. She lowered her china cup, clinking it as it hit a little askew in the saucer, spilling a few drops. Ann grabbed her napkin, her lips closed tight as she cleaned the small spill. She stopped wiping, her hand going lax around the napkin. Staring at nothing, she said, “I can only imagine the things you heard.” She took a big breath and exhaled saying, “I really made a mess, didn’t I? I’m sorry, Madness.”

      “Hey, I was no picnic back then.”

      “I’m trying to make up for it,” said Ann.

      “Me, too.” Madison felt it only fair to own up to her share of their problems, specifically her rebellion years. But she was never comfortable with her mother’s idea of making up for something and wondered what was coming.

      Ann smiled and her enthusiasm returned, saying, “I’m excited about your montage idea. I’m looking forward to seeing the end result.”

      “I’ll scan them in tonight,” said Madison. She looked on the back of a photo. “Names and dates,” she noted. “That’ll help me know what order to put them in.” She tucked them all back into the large envelope Ann had brought them in. “You know, Grandpa may not have liked Jerry, but I did. He was cool Uncle Jerry to me. He used to pick me up and throw me in the air, while Grandma got all panicky.” Madison laughed as she continued, “She’d pull me away from him as if I were in danger, telling me to go play in my room.” She shook her head, smiling at the memory.

      Ann was pleasant and quiet. But there was something else there. The lack of anything else to say made it seem as if she were being guarded. Something was not being said. Was her mother uncomfortable about Jerry? Maybe she and Jerry had a falling out. Madison decided to ask her about it some other time. She was enjoying a rare and wonderful visit with her mother right now and didn’t want to spoil it.

      “So,” Ann smiled. “Your new apartment. Do you love it?”

      “Actually, I do. It’s so much nicer than my last place. I’m on the second floor, and the outside hallway is always clean. The toilet never runs, kitchen counters look new, plumbing never drips. It’s awesome.”

      Ann was beaming. She asked, “Is the management treating you well?”

      “Yeah, they’re really nice! If I need anything they jump on it. It’s almost weird.”

      Ann nodded, seeming very satisfied. She caught the waiter’s attention and said, “Check, please?” The waiter came over with the check, passing by the woman who had inquired about the restroom earlier, each of them brushing past the table in opposite directions.

      Feeling her confidence build, Madison decided to try Spenser’s idea of the mother/daughter talk about boyfriends, though she would have to embellish the truth a little. More than a little. Quite a bit, actually.

      She put on a conspiratorial little smile and leaned in saying, “And guess what? I have a boyfriend.”

      Ann looked up from the check, her eyes soft, and said, “I’m not surprised. You’re so pretty. Those sparkly green eyes have always taken my breath away.”

      Madison thought her heart would burst.

      “So tell me,” Ann joined in with her own conspiratorial smile, “What’s his name? What does he do? Is he really cute?” Madison couldn’t believe this moment. This was the best moment ever. Just like normal people!

      She giggled. “His name is ExBoy, he sells his artwork, and he’s beyond cute. He’s gorgeous!”

      Ann’s face didn’t move for a second. In a faint tone she said, “ExBoy? Did I hear that right?” The light in her eyes seemed to be having a brown-out, flickering with the strain of staying on.

      “Yeah. He’s the one who found the apartment and told me about it. I really owe him for that.”

      “You don’t owe him anything,” Ann blurted. “Anyone can find an apartment, it doesn’t mean anything. With a name like ExBoy he…he’s probably a crook. You can’t trust people like that, Madison; you don’t want to be with a crook. Don’t be stupid.”

      Madison stiffened.

      “Why don’t you date a nice man?” Ann’s tone was pleading. “Someone who would never get in any trouble, or ever give you any reason to worry. Use your head for a change!” Her words came to an abrupt halt. Her hand came up over her mouth.

      She lowered her forehead into her hand. “I’m sorry. I promised myself I wouldn’t do that to you.” She looked back up and said, “Please don’t go.”

      Scattered voices from around the restaurant with their clinking china were all that Madison could hear. A tiny leaf quivered and fell onto their table.

      It occurred to her that Ann had just done something that she had never done before. She had stopped herself. So Madison did something that she had never done before, either. She said, “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      As they were leaving, the waiter said, “Please come again, Ms. Cruz.”

      She answered with a pleasant, “Thank you.”

      The sun was still coming in through the large front windows, pouring heavy sunbeams into the room. Summer was in its glory. Madison noticed one sunbeam hitting directly on the head of the lady who had brushed past their table earlier. The sunbeam revealed her hair to actually be a stunning dark red color, leaving Madison with the idea of trying that color someday. She admired the hair, but the woman didn’t notice, continuing to read her book, sipping coffee.

      Stepping outside, they walked in the direction of Madison’s car parked down the street. People getting off work caused traffic to slow its pace as more cars appeared, congesting the streets. The occasional honk or street musician added to the sounds of footsteps, car engines, and police whistles. Madison carried the large envelope of old photos under her arm, her high heels clicking on the pavement.

      “Madison.” Ann exhaled. “Thank you for sticking it out with me back there. I still have a lot to figure out about myself. I’ve been going through…some changes, lately.” She removed her suit jacket, draping it over her left forearm. She rubbed the back of her neck with her other hand as she looked down at the sidewalk.

      Madison could see the tension and weariness. She swallowed, searching for the right thing to say, then settled for, “I’m trying to use adult eyes.”

      “Adult eyes?”

      “Yeah. You know. The kid inside me had a head start in forming my opinions, but it’s not her turn anymore.”

      Ann seemed to take this in and nodded her head. “You’ve come to that conclusion much sooner than I did about myself.”

      “When did you come to it?” Madison asked.

      Ann answered in a rueful tone. “A few weeks ago.”

      Looking up, Madison saw a tall suit across the street, walking down the sidewalk. Aaron Reed, she smiled to herself. Must be getting off work, too. He said she has pictures of me in her office. All ages. She was too embarrassed to ask Ann for confirmation. Not yet, anyway. Aaron made a call on his cell phone but kept walking.

      “We had a good start today,” Ann said, “but there’s going to be a lot to talk about. There’s so much to tell you. I decided not to try to fit in too much today.”

      “Do you want to talk about it tomorrow?”

      “I can’t. There’s a problem.” She huffed, “Lots of problems. I need to wait for events to settle down.”

      Madison stopped walking, letting passersby flow around them. “What are you not telling me? Does it involve Grandpa?” She had tried not to sound too intense.

      “No, it’s FBI business.” Ann looked at her puzzled, then added, “Dad was doing well when I saw him.”

      Madison said, “I wonder if he’s getting out enough. He should see friends. Which ones are his very best friends? The ones he would tell anything to?”

      Ann’s quizzical look deepened and Madison knew her line of questioning about Grandpa didn’t feel natural. But after a pause, Ann answered. “That would be either Ray or Mitch. Those three started out together in gardening jobs at the UW.”

      “I think I remember those old guys.” Madison said. “They would get together once in a while.”

      Ann said, “I’d say mostly Mitch. When I was a kid, Dad gave his son a job. Then when Mom died, Mitch kept an eye on Dad, cleaned him up when he got too drunk.” She looked down, saying, “One of the reasons I took you to Philadelphia so suddenly was because Dad fell apart. The impact of Mom’s death almost took him with her. But in an odd way, your rebellion out there in Philadelphia was a blessing. He sobered up fast when he realized how much you needed him. It gave him a purpose.” She looked off into the distance. “I couldn’t take that away from him.” Her fierce eyes glistened, tears refusing to leave their corners.

      Traffic continued its pokey downtown pace while the distant roar of an accelerating public bus could be heard. “Anyway, Mitch was the one who held him together at that time. Later still, Dad gave a job to Mitch’s grandson. They’ve always looked out for each other.”

      “I had no idea.” Madison blinked. Had she been that self-absorbed? So much for the old invisible-kid-in-the-room trick. I guess they could hide things when they really wanted to.

      Ann said, “I’m sure he still sees his friends, but you could ask him.” They resumed walking and soon approached Madison’s car and the moment for saying goodbye.

      Madison chose to offer a light little hand clasp with one hand, while patting Ann on the shoulder with the other hand. She knew it probably looked as awkward as it felt. But her emotions were too raw to trust herself to offer a hug. Not yet. She was walking a tightrope here, navigating between a nervous reunion with her mother and mysterious trouble with her grandfather. Clearly, there were ongoing secrets on both sides. Madison was going to have to do a little secret scheming of her own to get to the truth.

      She climbed into her car, feeling the car’s interior heat from being parked in the sun, and started the engine. She hit the power button to lower all the car windows and let some of the heat escape. Ann bent down to be seen at the passenger window, saying, “Thanks for offering to meet me where I work. I loved it.”

      “It was pretty impressive,” said Madison. “There are a lot of hot guys working there.”

      Ann blinked and smiled. “I guess there are.”

      “I met one named Aaron Reed. I might want to have his baby.”

      “What?” Ann laughed.

      Madison waved at her and pulled into traffic. As much as her mother’s reaction to ExBoy annoyed her, she figured there wouldn’t be any harm in having an imaginary break-up with her imaginary boyfriend.
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      She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it sooner. The best place to hide something wasn’t a place they would never think of because eventually they’d think of it. It wasn’t a place that was guarded because eventually they’d find a way in.

      The best place to hide something would be a place that was so chaotic you wouldn’t know where to start, and eventually you would talk yourself into thinking that it couldn’t possibly be there. The only thing you would find in this place would be something you weren’t looking for. Therefore, she should hide the contents of the box in the battered warehouse of Robot Moon Productions. She swung the car around and headed north to Ballard.

      Robot Moon Productions was an indoor junkyard to most eyes, but it was prop heaven to stage and local indie film crews on a shoestring budget. Even parades, conventions, exhibitions, and trade shows needing some sort of prop or display eventually found their way to Robot Moon.

      And if Robot Moon didn’t have it, it could be custom built. The owner was a young woman everyone called Target, and if need be, she knew a lot of talented industrial designers to bring in for the odd job. Need a stuffed crocodile? A dentist’s chair? A lifeboat? A coffin? Robot Moon probably had it, somewhere in there. Madison decided that the contents of Grandpa’s box needed to sit amongst an acre of theater props until Grandpa got back.

      She’d brought all the papers with her, tucked away in her purse, when she’d come to visit Ann. There was a moment at the FBI guard station when her heart went into her throat. She had forgotten about the purse search. But the guard had pushed the folded up paperwork aside as he looked through the purse contents, and had treated the paperwork like everything else in her purse—as insignificant.

      Pulling up into the big empty parking lot, she avoided the potholes and larger pieces of concrete rubble scattered around. She picked a parking spot on the edge of the lot where wild blackberry bushes were invading from around the side of the building, thumbing their noses at the old concrete and growing wherever they damned well felt like growing. The tough, thorny, wild blackberry bushes of the Pacific Northwest were the invasive survivors of the plant world. Madison knew they would be here long after humans were gone.

      She got out of the car and looked up at the wall of the warehouse. There was the familiar logo of a robot bending over with his pants down, exposing a non-genital but well-rounded shiny metal butt. Heading into the warehouse, she stopped inside the door where old computer gear sat on an even older desk. The gear was so old it should have been part of the props on display. But instead, these old parts were actually in use for the warehouse business.

      And there was Target sitting at her desk, her signature brown wavy-haired bangs from the left side of her forehead, curled inward, meeting the hair tips from the bangs on the right side. Thus her bangs formed an open circle on her forehead. The small birthmark on her skin in the center of the circle turned it into a target. She had always laughed it off saying she had a death wish anyway and figured it was appropriate.

      She sat at the old wooden desk, reading her computer screen, freckled arms and hands behind her head, elbows calloused and pink. Her boyish skinny frame swam inside one of the many faded t-shirts she found at comics conventions.

      “Madison! Look at you, all girly-girl and fancy. Wow!” Her eyes twinkled as she finger combed her bangs up off her forehead.

      “Hey, Target. You like?” Madison turned in a circle, her purse swinging from her wrist. “Borrowed it from a friend. Thought I’d come and scare you with it.”

      “That don’t scare me. I know how to fix up and get snazzy, but don’t tell anyone. Got a reputation to protect.”

      “I didn’t mean that. I meant being all feminine. You told me you’ve never once worn a skirt,” said Madison.

      “Well, now, that’s true, but it wouldn’t scare me. It would just scare the shit out of everyone else, don’t you think?”

      “No one would be expecting it, that’s for sure.”

      “So what’s up?” Target asked. “Are you working props this time? What’s the show?”

      “There’s no show or project. Actually,” Madison began, “I have a few small things that need to be hidden for a while.”

      Target’s eyebrows went up, full of question. Madison continued, “It’s nothing bad or illegal, just some old newspaper clippings that a friend doesn’t want to be caught with.”

      “Why can’t you keep it with you for a while? Or in your house or your car?”

      “Because someone might want to take it from me. Look, I know it sounds weird. Okay, it is weird but he seems to think—” Shut up, Madison.

      “He?” Target started to smile. In spite of all appearances, Target was straight and loved men. She just had to wait till the right type happened along now and then. The type that liked Target. After all, Madison knew not all guys went for girly-girls.

      “Yeah. So would it be all right? Look, I’ll show it to you.” She pulled out the paperwork from her purse and held it out to Target who took it and turned it over a few times while she looked confused. She finally shrugged her shoulders and reached into a drawer, pulling out an envelope, and stuffed the papers into the envelope. Looking up she said, “You want me to keep it in my desk?”

      “No, I thought we should keep it in a prop.”

      Target shook her head, “That wouldn’t be very smart in this place. It might get moved around or rented out to someone. Worse, they might purchase the prop so they can destroy it in their film.”

      Madison looked out into the warehouse, seeking the right way to go about this, when Target said, “I’ve got an idea.” She pulled out a big cardboard tag with thin wires attached. She wrote on the card, “Reserved. Project Title:”—and stopped. She looked up. “What should we call the film this is reserved for?”

      “Hot Scheming Mess. That’s what this whole stupid thing is turning into.”

      “Good enough,” Target said, and added the rest of the words to the card, then handed it to Madison. “Now you just need to pick the prop it’s going to go in. But pick something that is less likely to be rented. I may not act like it, but I really would like to make some money.” Everyone knew Target inherited the huge warehouse and only needed to pay property tax. But the money from her prop rentals and designs was enough to support her and keep her happy. For now.

      Madison took the cardboard tag and the envelope with Grandpa’s paperwork in it and walked deeper into the warehouse, looking around.

      There were long rows of shelving along the walls at different heights. Medium sized props such as luggage, vacuum cleaners, and sewing machines were kept on the floor underneath long wooden tables that held table lamps, sets of dishes, and coffee makers. The next level up was shelving that held pillows, carpets, tapestries, and blankets. Overhead were dozens of kitchen chairs in every style and color, attached to large hooks that hung down from the ceiling of the barn. Besides the perimeter, there were rows upon rows of shelves at different heights in the center of the warehouse. The shelving in the warehouse was a mish-mash of different types, from sturdy old dusty wood, to metal grating and brackets that sprang from the walls and ceiling. There was furniture of every kind, car parts, toys, medical gear, kayaks, toilets, and gazebos. There were plenty of things that had no category to live in, but Target had found a place to store them.

      Madison made a point of passing by anything that could be used in an office scene, or a kitchen or bedroom scene. She looked for something a little less likely to be needed. Then she saw it.

      A huge Victorian grandfather clock was crammed between a few bookcases on one side, and fake trees on the other side, with baskets of fake flowers at the foot of the trees. Madison walked up to the grandfather clock and opened the tall glass door to peer inside. A four foot long pendulum was unattached and leaning into the back corner. Most of the clock guts were missing from inside, making it easier for Madison to reach her hand up into the small square area behind the clock face, and leave the envelope of Grandpa’s paperwork that had seemed so important to him. She closed the glass door and wrapped the thin wires of the cardboard tag around the door’s handle. Hanging sideways, the tag would tell anyone who was considering the clock that it was already reserved.

      Walking back towards Target’s desk, she passed a plastic bin with a small assortment of fake handguns. One in particular caught her eye with its matte metal luster. The grip appeared to be walnut wood, smooth and highly polished; its dark golden hue added to the grace of its curves. She picked it up. It was even heavy. But more importantly, it looked real. She took it.

      Coming up to the desk, Target sat with her head leaning down on her palm as she sketched on a pad. Madison assumed some new prop design had been ordered.

      “I’ll take this, too,” said Madison, showing her the fake handgun. “What do I owe you?”

      Target looked up with a casual air at the gun, her eyes leading up to Madison’s face and holding there a moment. “I thought you said there was no project.”

      “There isn’t. I just need to practice in the mirror. Last audition didn’t go so well.”

      Target held her eyes on Madison for another second then said, “Just take it then.”

      “Thanks, Target. And thanks for letting me leave the paperwork in that clock. As soon as he gets here, he’ll take it off your hands. I’ll sleep better knowing it’s safely stored away.”

      “No problem.” Target’s bangs crept back onto her forehead. She pushed them away again. “Now if you’ll bring me some new business, I’ll sleep better, too. I’m doing props for Zombie Prom in a few days. But after that it’ll be getting pretty thin around here.” She stood up from the desk, walking with Madison toward the door.

      “I’m in the same boat,” said Madison. “Phil is so desperate he took a booking for a singing telegram from a dying man that wanted to be sung to at his own funeral. Big money.”

      “Lots of people sing at funerals.”

      “Not like this. It’s a comedy gig. Stand at the casket, big and pregnant, sing to the body in front of loved ones.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not a prop? A real live dead guy?”

      “Yeah. A real live, but mostly dead, guy.”

      “Who would be willing to do that?”

      Madison said, “You’re looking at her. I’m pretty desperate myself.”

      Target’s laughter bubbled up as she said, “My respect for your nerve grows daily. But, Phil?” She shook her head. “That guy will land on his feet, no matter what it takes.”

      “Yeah.” Madison looked over at the Victorian grandfather clock which now held secrets. “I guess we’re all capable of crazy things if we’re desperate enough.”

      She reached for the doorknob, but Target stopped her, putting her hand on Madison’s arm.

      She said, “Put the gun prop where no one will see it before you go out there. That thing looks too real.”

      Madison opened her purse and put the fake handgun in, closing it back up.

      Target said, “It’s dangerous for people to think you’re really armed if you’re not.” She gave Madison a sincere look. “Be careful.”

      After exchanging goodbyes, Madison stepped out into the parking lot, glad to have the paperwork from the box safely hidden at Robot Moon Productions.

      But there were two pieces she had held back: the Cyrillic note, and the black and white photo. Walking toward her car, she looked around, assuring herself that she was alone. Climbing in, she left the windows closed and locked her door. She would have to endure the suffocating heat in the car while she faced the photo. Pulling it out of her purse, she held it down in her lap, away from the windows.

      She stared at what her instinct had already told her was bad news. From within a tree or a bush, someone had taken a picture. Leaves forming the frame were giant close-ups out of focus. The light was soft with a sharp bright spot beyond the trees in the distance. Could it be sunset? No. No, it was more likely dawn.

      In the background was a door, or porch step. Hard to tell with the leaves in the way. The focus of the camera was centered on the man in the photo who was not coming out of the door; rather, he was facing it. Had her grandfather ever been so young, tall and handsome? His strong arms held a small bundle. A box was at his feet. There was a tender expression on his face mixed with… what? Confusion? Worry? The thing he was holding looked like towels or laundry.

      What the hell was going on?

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      She stopped at Spenser’s house, and after heartfelt thanks for the generous loan of the business outfit, Madison switched back into her tank top and jeans. They made plans for Madison to come over tomorrow morning to do the laundry and catch Spenser up on how the meeting had gone with Ann.

      She got back in her car, but before driving off she tried calling her grandfather’s cell phone again. Still no answer.

      The other heaviness on her heart was ExBoy. She had offended him in a way that she never would have predicted. She called him, but he wasn’t answering either. She heard the beep and said in a timid voice, “Hey. Can you call me back? I need to explain. It came off all wrong.” She disconnected, leaning back into the seat. Staring up at the ceiling, she wondered if he had intentionally not answered the phone.

      The summer sun was bearing down on her windshield as she pulled out the black and white photo again. She hadn’t wanted to show it to Spenser. Gazing at the image of her grandfather so much younger, she remembered what her mother had said about his friends Mitch and Ray working with him back in the early days. She said Grandpa had given a job to Mitch’s son and later to Mitch’s grandson. She jumped to a sitting straight position. How can I be so slow?

      The car keys rattled a discordant tune as she quickly hooked up her seat belt, shoved the keys into the ignition, and sped off.

      She had to find Jason Clark.
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      Madison burst into The Loony Bean, the glass door swinging wildly, little bells jingling in the doorframe. She rushed up to the counter and said, “Where’s Jason? Is Jason here? I need to talk to him.”

      A young woman in a barista apron looked up from cleaning the counter and said, “Sorry. He has the morning shift. He’s gone for the day.” She wiped some splatters and straightened out a napkin dispenser.

      “Could you call him please? It’s really important. Tell him Madison is… No, say Madison Cruz…tell him Madison Cruz is here waiting for him.”

      “I’m sorry but we don’t really—”

      “Please! Tell him it’s an emergency about Vincent. He’ll understand.”

      For a moment, the young woman looked at her without saying anything, then walked over to another employee. They whispered while looking at Madison.

      Madison wondered if she looked wild-eyed so she tried to compose herself to look concerned instead of crazy. The other employee shrugged his shoulders and walked into the back room. The young woman came back to Madison and said that it was slow tonight so they would call Jason for her.

      Twenty minutes later, Madison was still sitting at a little table inside the cafe, waiting for Jason. She had watched every person who entered or left the cafe. Everyone looked suspicious for no logical reason. She realized in that moment that this was the behavior she had witnessed from her grandfather in Sound Beating.

      Just then Jason walked through the door. He looked different without his barista apron. His nice jeans and trendy t-shirt made him look like a customer of the cafe. Madison stood up from the chair in the back corner of the room and waved when he looked in her direction. He walked up, his expression a bit confused.

      “Jason,” she exhaled. “I didn’t know if you would come.”

      He didn’t seem to know if he should smile or not. But his hazel brown eyes looked bright as he searched her face. “I was about to go out anyway, hang with some friends. What’s going on?”

      Madison took his hands and sat him down next to her at the little square coffee table. “Jason. I’m not going to make much sense right now. But please, please bear with me. I have to ask you a few questions.”

      “They said it was an emergency with Vincent? Your grandfather?”

      “Jason, is your grandfather’s name, Mitch?”

      “Yeah. So?”

      “Do you know where he is right now?”

      He leaned back in his chair. “What’s going on?”

      “I think he’s helping my grandfather. Please. Can you tell me how to contact him?”

      She watched him stare at her as she tried to gauge how much he needed to know. She hardly knew him, but she was going to have to extend a certain amount of trust in him if she hoped to get to Mitch.

      “What’s so bad about helping your grandfather? Helping him with what?”

      “I need to talk to him, Jason. To Mitch.”

      He crossed his arms. “Not until you tell me what’s happened.”

      “How about this? We’ll leave it up to Mitch to tell you. But I need to see him right away.”

      “That might be a little tricky right now. He’s in the hospital.”

      Madison caught her breath as her eyes grew bigger.

      Jason looked in her eyes and shook his head. In a quiet voice he said, “You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      “What?”

      “Sorry. Little distracted.”

      “How can you say that when your grandfather has been put in the hospital?”

      “Relax. It’s routine tests. Guess he needs a tune-up once in a while.” He chuckled. “But seriously, I really do think your eyes are…”

      Her light green eyes welled up in tears, looking like crystals as her gaze drifted around the room, unsure what to think. Jason grew concerned, uncrossing his arms.

      “Hey, hey now.” He leaned toward her, putting a hand on her shoulder, his brows knit in confusion. “Madison, you have to tell me what’s going on. I can’t help if you don’t tell me.”

      “Something terrible happened, something that Mitch probably knows about. My grandfather left town over it, saying he needs to go get help.”

      He brushed hair away from her face and said, “Start from the beginning.”
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      They had been sitting in his car for the last half hour, parked under the shade of a few large maple trees behind the cafe. With the windows down, a cooling breeze blew in from Madison’s side of the car and out again through Jason’s side. The scent of lush maple leaves toasted by a hot summer sun blew through the car, making it tempting to relax. But Madison didn’t dare.

      She had said she couldn’t stand being inside the cafe any longer. Every time the little bells jingled at the top of the door they would stop talking while Madison watched whoever had walked in, trying to convince herself that everything was all right. Everyone looked familiar. Everyone looked suspicious. She felt safer at the idea of spilling the story to Jason inside the privacy of his car. Earlier, with Spenser, she had shared the information from the contents of the box, but nothing about her grandfather’s desperate fist fight. Now, with Jason, Madison told him all about the fight and the existence of the box, but nothing about its contents.

      “But how did you know that Mitch was my grandfather?”

      “You used to work for my grandpa, and you said your dad used to work for him, too. When my mom said that Grandpa had given a job to Mitch’s son and later his grandson, I figured it had to be you.”

      “So if Vincent called my grandpa to handle the guy in duct tape, don’t you think it would make sense for Grandpa Mitch to stay at Vincent’s house and sort of babysit Mr. Duct Tape?”

      Madison thought about this. “Yeah. That would be a lot easier than trying to explain to the neighbors why you’re putting Mr. Duct Tape into a car or something.”

      “All he told you to do was hide a box and carry on like normal, right?”

      “Right, and then wait till he contacts me. He said it may take days.”

      “Did you look in the box?”

      She hesitated, then said, “Yes. I didn’t understand much of it, but I shouldn’t talk about it with you.”

      “Fair enough. So why not just hide the box and sit tight?”

      “That’s what I was going to do. But it’s a little hard with someone breaking into my car and knowing where I live.”

      Jason’s forehead creased. “Someone broke into your car?”

      Madison realized she’d left that out. “Yeah. I think someone followed me home from Grandpa’s house. I saw a woman breaking into my car. But she was gone by the time I got out to my parking lot.” Madison leaned back, fighting off a sense of defeat. She looked upward through the open car window. A bigger wind blew through the tree tops, causing the rustling sound of the tree leaves to swell.

      He exhaled. “Okay. Here’s a question for you. Are you willing to risk talking to my Grandpa Mitch? You may be spilling the beans to him because I’m assuming he’s not the one your grandfather was talking about in that voicemail. He couldn’t be. He went into the hospital this afternoon.”

      Madison looked at him and could see the same thought was hitting Jason, too. She said, “Just this afternoon? Are you sure it’s for routine tests?”
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      The old guy in the hospital gown growled at Jason. “You say anything to your folks, and I’ll kick your punk ass.”

      Jason nodded at Madison. “Yup. He’s going to be fine.”

      Mitch Clark scrunched up his face, grunting in pain as he tried to recover some dignity, adjusting the gown and the blankets around him. “Bastard caught me off guard. I was bending over him to peel the tape from a corner of his mouth to let him drink some juice through a straw.” His voice dropped, and he added, “Idiot.”

      Madison suspected he meant this insult for himself.

      He clutched the edge of his blanket, trapping it in a fist. “His legs may have been taped up, but he could still bend at the waist. Brought both his legs up and kicked me hard in the stomach.” He frowned and yanked at the blanket. “Son of a bitch must have hit my gallbladder. Pain was so sharp I could hardly move. I didn’t know what else to do, so I called Ray. He came and took over for me. Locked the asshole in a closet, brought me here, then went back. He’ll keep an eye on him.” Mitch looked past Jason at Madison. “Let me talk to Vincent’s baby girl here.”

      Jason stepped back as Madison stepped up to the side of the bed.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you,” she said. “But please, tell me what’s going on. I’m going crazy trying to make any sense of it.” She remembered him from her childhood and teen hood. Her grandfather had been part of a monthly poker night that involved six or seven guys. They rotated which house they would meet in. On the months that it landed at her grandfather’s house, Madison would see Mitch attending with the other guys. She had paid so little attention to her grandfather’s social life in those days. She felt embarrassed now that Mitch seemed to be making a fuss over her.

      “Madison.” He picked up her hand and patted it as if she were the one who needed comforting. “Don’t you worry about anything, sweetheart. Your old granddad is out there pulling a fast one on these assholes. They won’t know what hit ’em till it’s too late.”

      “But who was that this morning? What’s happened?”

      In a gentle voice he said, “You have to understand something. Your grandfather is a good man. And like all good men, he does the best he can with what life throws at him. Life threw him a doozy. There are things that are his business and his secret to tell. It’s not for me to reveal. His main concern was to keep you out of the way till this all gets worked out.”

      Madison was torn between hugging him for being such a good friend to her grandfather, and scolding him for keeping secrets from her. This involves my life, too.

      She was about to say as much when a nurse came in to shoo out the visitors. Madison saw both Mitch and Jason looking from the nurse to her, pleading with Madison with their eyes for her to be quiet. Shit. She didn’t want the nurse suspecting anything, either. It might bring on the wrong kinds of questions, leading to calling the police. The answers that Madison desired were doomed to be delayed. She couldn’t even ask Mitch about the photo, and what it was her grandfather was holding in the picture. Mitch might not want to accept it, but she was involved.

      Nodding at Mitch, Jason said, “We’ll let you get your rest. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”

      They walked out of the room, and Madison grabbed Jason’s arm. She hastened her pace towards the elevator. “Hey, what’s the hurry?” he asked.

      “As much as I love the air-conditioning in here, we have another stop to make.”

      “Where?”

      “Where do you think?” She fixed him with a look that said she wasn’t taking any bullshit.

      He shook his head as he walked. “No. You should stay away from the house, Madison. Let it rest till Vincent gets back.”

      “I can’t let it rest! You wouldn’t let it rest either if it were your grandfather.”

      In a loud voice he said, “It is my grandfather! He got hurt because of this.”

      In a louder voice, she said, “Mine was about to be killed!” People walking past them in the hallway turned their heads to look at them, then hurried on their way. “Shit!” Madison whispered.

      Approaching the elevator, Madison and Jason joined a small group of people already gathered there, waiting. She leaned in close to Jason and said in an agitated whisper, “Whether these old guys like it or not, they need some help. We can’t accept a pat on the head and let them risk their lives over some stupid secret!”

      A few more people came up to the elevator, holding flowers. A woman with a big sun hat busily looked at her cell phone. A little boy held his mother’s hand while he stared at Madison. Soon they were all joined by a man carrying two coffees to deliver.

      In a heated whisper, Jason replied, “Our grandfathers insisted we not tell my folks or your mom.” He looked her in the eye. “I’m not going to tell. Are you?”

      In a breathy explosion, she whispered, “No! Of course not!”

      He looked down at her upturned face and whispered, “Well, then we’re keeping a secret, too! So, how do you like that?”

      She waved an arm in the air as she whispered, “We’re keeping the secret to protect our grandfathers!”

      “And maybe they’re keeping a secret to protect you!” he whispered back. “Who knows who else they’re trying to protect?” He leaned over to the wall and punched the elevator button hard.

      Madison leaned over with him and angrily whispered, “How are you going to feel if one of them gets killed while we’re waiting around?”

      After a pause, she heard people behind her whispering, “I think I’d rather take the stairs.”

      The little boy whispered to his mother, “Is Grandpa going to die?”

      To get away from their audience Madison and Jason stepped away a few paces, while the little boy looked around his mother’s skirt to watch them go stand to the side.

      The elevator dinged and opened. Madison and Jason stayed back while everyone else got on and the door closed. The woman with the sun hat seemed to change her mind and stood off to the side reading the directory on the wall near Jason. He looked around and his eyes landed on the woman, his face knit in concentration.

      Madison said, “You don’t have to go. I can go to my grandpa’s house by myself. I have to talk to Ray. Just take me back to my car.” The next elevator opened up, empty. They stepped inside, alone. Jason hit the ground floor button.

      “By yourself, my ass.” He confessed, “I was going to drop you off safe, then go there without you.” He kept hitting the button, trying to make the door close.

      She smiled, relieved to have someone go with her. But instead of saying thank you, she said, “It’s pretty great, actually.”

      “What is?”

      “Your ass.”

      The elevator door closed, and Jason wore a small smile. But as the elevator descended, Madison felt her heart descending with it…

      …wondering if Ann already knew something.
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