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About This Book


A new cozy mystery series from USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. Follow gardener and amateur sleuth Doreen Montgomery—and her amusing and mostly lovable cat, dog, and parrot—as they catch murderers and solve crimes in lovely Kelowna, British Columbia.

Riches to rags. … Chaos calms. … Suddenly it’s quiet. … Too quiet if Doreen’s involved!

What was supposed to be a leisurely stroll through a peaceful cemetery after a recent funeral turns into the start of a new case. Someone clobbers Doreen over the head and leaves her facedown among the funeral flowers.

Is it random violence? Revenge? A warning of worse to come?

No one knows, not even Doreen, but one thing is certain: the attack enabled the disappearance—perhaps the abduction?—of Doreen’s beloved African gray parrot, Thaddeus. Frantic, Doreen foregoes a trip to the emergency room in favor of heading straight home, where she hopes Thaddeus will return sooner rather than later.

When he does show up, riding a branch down the river, coming right home, he’s different, and all he can talk about is Big Guy. He’s also sporting an SOS message fastened around his ankle… Doreen sets out to retrace Thaddeus’s path, while Mack hunts down her attacker.

Between birds and boys and Corporal Mack Moreau’s brother, the lawyer looking into her divorce situation, Doreen has her hands full. And that’s before her former lawyer shows up unexpectedly at her home! Off-balance by all these events, Doreen opens her door to someone with a serious grudge to take her down …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Saturday Late Morning …

The funeral for Rosie happened Saturday morning, two days after the last debacle. Doreen walked away from the graveside. Rosie’s ashes had been laid to rest, and the crowd had dispersed. Her autopsy stated her death a suicide, having ingested the remainder of her husband’s old heart medicine and a cocktail of other drugs she’d hoarded.

That wasn’t why she would be remembered though. No, Rosie had been accused of killing the three little old ladies—the kiwi clique—and her husband, David, which had the entire community up in arms, not to mention the added news of Marsha going to jail for murdering her husband too.

Doreen had quietly stepped out of the hype reverberating around town. She watched as Nan walked away ahead of her. Her grandmother would go to a celebration-of-life ceremony, which Doreen had also backed away from, hoping to go home and to just relax.

The last few days had been more media sensation than anything. The police were still piecing together the bits and pieces from Rosie’s life, but it was a pretty simple case, where the same drugs had been used in all three of the women’s deaths, the first one being an accident, and Rosie using that as an opportunity to point fingers at Marsha and to take out the other women Rosie considered her enemies.

The return of Rosie’s cancer had apparently given her the freedom to make a few changes in her life—such as getting rid of the kiwi clique that had been a pain in her butt. And gave her a supposedly God-given opportunity to point the finger at the one other woman who could ruin her life by telling everyone what their husbands had done. Rosie had never wanted her grandson to know and had lived in fear of what he’d do if he found out. And the police had found the same drug had been given to her husband, who she’d killed years ago. It looked like it was a pretty simple open-and-shut case, but the end result had left the community in shock.

And, of course, the local fair would never be the same again.

As Doreen walked by the multiple fresh graves, she stopped to look at various stones and monuments, seeing patches of lilies at various places.

Finally she ended up in a complete circle, as she stood over Rosie’s grave. “I hope you’re at peace now,” she said sadly. “It’s not the end I would have wanted for you.”

She reached out and picked up a lily and sniffed it, wondering why lilies always represented death. As far as she was concerned, flowers should be for life and rebirth. But so often they were used for funerals. She placed it back into the vase and straightened them out.

She didn’t have her animals with her, out of respect for the others attending the ceremonies dotting the cemetery. It’s a good thing she’d left them at home, as No Pets Allowed signs were everywhere. But being without them? … Well, she felt a little lost herself.

Not to mention how worried she was about the upcoming meeting with Mack’s brother, the lawyer. But she’d dragged out as much time as she could here. She needed to go home and to eat before the two men arrived, and she had to face the unpleasantness of her now-defunct marriage.

She stared at the lilies for one last long moment, sighed, and turned to step away. As she did, a shadow fell over her side, and she felt somebody reaching out for her. She turned with a smile, only to cry out at the blow that came out of nowhere and struck her on the back of her head. She didn’t hear anything but the sounds of footsteps thundering away, as she crashed into the pile of lilies at the graveside.

The pain was crushing.

Poor Mack. He would be the one to find her.

Lilies. How appropriate.

Her last thought before the blackness took her over? She had already come up with a name for the investigation into her own death.

Lifeless in the Lilies.


Chapter 1
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Saturday Noon …

Doreen woke to sunlight and blue sky, which was immediately overlaid by chaos and a confusion of barks, snaps, yells, and growls. She groaned and rolled, shoving blades of grass into her face. A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. “Stay where you are. You’ve been hit.”

Her eyelids fluttered open to see Mack crouching beside her. She frowned at him. He immediately frowned back. She closed her eyes and whispered, “What happened?”

“That’s what I would ask you,” he said, his tone grim.

Her eyelids shifted open again, but it was a struggle to keep them that way. “I don’t know,” she cried out, only to shudder, as her voice added to the din. “It’s so noisy. What’s with the noise?” She moaned as the cacophony around her increased.

He leaned over and whispered, “If you’ve got the energy, you’ll want to call off Mugs.”

Immediately her eyelids snapped open, and she struggled to sit up. But, as she did, Mack struggled to hold her down. “Stay still,” he ordered.

She growled at him. “Let me go.”

Hearing another bark beside her, she twisted her head to see Mugs, snapping at a crowd of people and keeping them all back. She whistled only once, yet Mugs caught the sound in his floppy ears and raced toward her. She collapsed back in the grass and stretched out a hand, placing it on his head. But that wasn’t enough. Mugs buried his face and his snout against her neck and in her hair, snuffling all up and down her side.

She chuckled. “I’m okay, buddy. I’m okay.”

A collective sigh of relief came from the crowd around her. Something else warm and fuzzy was up against her other arm. When she shifted to look, she saw Goliath curled at her side. She looked up at Mack. “Well, at least they’re here, looking after me.”

He nodded, but his tone was grim, as he said in a quiet tone, “I haven’t seen Thaddeus. He’s gone missing.”

Her eyes popped open. “What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “Either he’s gone walking or somebody has taken him.”

She stared up at him, her heart already filled with joy at having Mugs and Goliath here, then shifting to panic-stricken mode after realizing that Thaddeus may not be. “That’s not good,” she whispered. Yet something else shifted in her brain. “I didn’t have them with me.” She shrugged and said, “Or maybe I did. I have no idea.”

“Let’s leave that for the moment. Tell me. What are you doing here?” he asked.

She focused on him, but her mind went blank. “What am I doing where?” she asked cautiously.

His eyebrows shot up. “You’re at the cemetery.”

She frowned, as she thought about it. “Oh.” Her gaze caught sight of the crushed lilies beside her. “Oh,” she said. She reached up a hand to her sore head, then realized what happened. “Someone hit me,” she snapped, glaring up at him. “Did you find him?”

He raised his palms. “Of course I didn’t find him,” he said. “We barely found you.”

She stared at the ground, her head twisting to look at the crowd gathered around. “Who found me then?”

He pointed off to the side, where a little boy stood close to his mom. “Well, Mugs technically, but also that little boy did.”

“Wow. How long ago?” she asked, struggling to sit up again. This time Mack helped her, slipping an arm underneath her back and helping her into a sitting position. She shuddered as the pain ricocheted down her back. “Did he see what happened?”

“He said he came here because of Mugs.”

She looked over to see Mugs, snuffling the little boy’s hand, and the boy’s expression of absolute rapture on his face as he petted him. “Mugs does have that effect on some people.”

“Only some,” Mack said gently. “A lot of people have learned to run.”

“He doesn’t attack everybody,” she said indignantly, not liking the way Mack was thinking.

“No, maybe not,” he said, “but he’s certainly attacked enough.”

“Well, you could say the same for Goliath for that matter.”

“Absolutely I would,” he said, with a humorous tone.

Ambulance sirens screamed in the distance.

“Wow, somebody else got hurt too?”

“Nope,” he said, “that ambulance is for you.”

“I’m fine,” she said, with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said gently. “We’ll get you looked over.”

She leaned up against his knee, tilting her head to look up at him. “I’m really okay, you know?”

“Really? The blood dripping down the side of your head disagrees.”

She winced. “Will they cut my hair again?”

“That’s hardly the issue,” he said.

She twisted and then gasped at the pain. “But it’s not far off,” she muttered.

Just then the ambulance arrived. Two men hopped out and raced toward Mack.

“You know what? I only get that kind of attention because you’re here.”

He sighed. “I am the one who called them.”

“You’re overreacting again,” she grumbled.

“Again?” he said in an ominous voice.

She grinned. “Well, maybe. But you guys should be out looking for Thaddeus.”

“Don’t you worry about Thaddeus. We’ll find him,” Mack murmured. “I want you to go to the hospital and to get checked over.”

“But we don’t always get what we want,” she announced, as she struggled to stand. Just the thought of going to the hospital made her ill.

“Oh no, you don’t,” he said, keeping her seated on the ground. “You’re not getting out of it this time.”

She tried to ignore him, but, with the paramedics hurrying toward her, she knew that she couldn’t avoid it. Mugs immediately stood and barked at the two paramedics. She called him over, and he came back to her, wagging his tail happily. She gave him a cuddle.

“It’s okay, buddy. They’re here to help me.” He woofed several times and shoved his face up against her. She hugged him close, and a paramedic crouched in front of her.

“Let’s take a look at the injury.”

She studied his face. “I think I recognize you.”

“You should,” he said. “I been out to look at injuries you’ve received several times now.”

She winced. “It’s not good when the paramedics get to know me by name,” she announced.

“It’s not good when the cops get to know you by sight either,” Mack muttered, as he pointed off to the side, where several policemen were, including Chester and Arnold, holding back the crowd.

“Oh dear,” she said. “Will I owe them more beer and pizza now?”

Chester, who must have been close enough to hear, turned and grinned, giving her a thumbs-up.

Mack burst out laughing.

She sighed. “I am a little tired,” she admitted.

“Well, as long as I know you didn’t do this on purpose.”

She rounded on Mack, then cried out in pain at the sharp movement. “Why did you do that?”

“Why did I do what?”

“Make me turn like that,” she said.

“I didn’t make you turn,” he said, sighing. He moved off to the side, so the paramedic could get a better look at her head. “Besides, why were you outraged at my comment?”

“Do you really think I did this to myself?” she asked in an ominous tone, glaring at him.

“Of course not,” he said, “but you did agree to meet with my brother this weekend.”

“Well, I can’t do it now,” she said, reaching a hand to her head. “I’m hurt.”

He snorted at that. “A minute ago, you were just fine.”

“A minute ago, I forgot about your brother,” she snapped back. At that, one of the paramedics tugged on her, and she cried out in pain.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, “but we’ll need to take you in. Do you want to walk to the ambulance, or shall we bring over a gurney?”

“Oh my,” she said. “I don’t even want to go in the ambulance.”

“Too bad,” Mack announced, as he stood and gently lifted her to her feet. “Now, can you walk on your own, or shall we put you on a gurney and wheel you through the crowd?”

“Now you’re just being mean,” she announced.

“Of course I am,” he said. “I live to bug you and to be mean, apparently.”

She turned to look at him and said, “That’s a failing. You should fix it.” The paramedic looked at her, bemused. She glared at him. “It’s really not nice to knock people when they’re down now, is it?” He immediately nodded, and her eyebrows shot up. “It is?” He shook his head. “Are you confused?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Mack said. “We all are. And I’m taking the decision away from you.” In one smooth movement, he bent and swooped her up into his arms and strode toward the ambulance.

She immediately clutched his shoulders. “You could have at least warned me,” she cried out.

“Why would I bother?” he snapped back. “You just would have argued. And you’re not getting out of meeting my brother this weekend either.”

She poked his chest. “Bully.”

He just shook his head at that. The crowd parted as voices called out.

“Will she be okay?”

“Is she all right?”

“I hope she’s okay.”

“Do we know what happened?”

“Did she get hurt?”

“Did someone hit her?”

But Mack gave no answers. And she didn’t have any to give. She waved to the crowd and was emotionally taken aback when she saw so many people waving their hands, with bright smiles on their faces. “Wow,” she said. “Are they happy that I’m hurt?”

“Of course not, silly,” he said, with an exasperated sigh. “They’re happy that you’ll be okay.”

She leaned back slightly, so she could look up into his face. “But how do they know that?”

The paramedics just looked at each other, then at Mack. He shrugged and said, “Don’t even bother. She’s just being difficult.”

She sniffed. “Can Goliath and Mugs come with me at least?”

“No animals in the ambulance,” the two paramedics said immediately.

She stared at them. “Then rest assured, I’m not going either.”

“Too late for that,” Mack said, as he stepped into the ambulance, still carrying her.

She glared at him. “Who made you the boss?”

“A lot of people,” he said in that ominous voice of his. He sat her on the gurney and stretched her out, so she was lying flat. Immediately he was replaced by the paramedics, who quickly buckled her in.

“Mack?” she said desperately, hating that note of worry in her voice.

He stopped, then looked at her and smiled. “I’ll take care of the animals.”

“But Thaddeus,” she said. “Where is Thaddeus?”

He shrugged. “He wouldn’t have gone far. He was here earlier.”

“But you don’t know,” she said. “You just don’t know.”

“I promise we’ll find him.”

And, with that, she had to be satisfied. As she laid back down, she felt the pain racking through her system. “Why do I always have to get hurt?” she muttered.

“I’m pretty sure Mack would say it’s because you always put your nose into things you shouldn’t,” the second paramedic said.

She stared at him in surprise. “But I wasn’t even doing anything. I was just at a funeral.”

“Maybe so, but you’ve been stirring up all kinds of chaos.”

“I haven’t been stirring anything up,” she said tiredly, as she collapsed against the weird crackling of the plasticky pillow under her head. “All I’m doing is shining light on some cases.”

“And that’s what I mean about stirring things up,” he said cheerfully. “Not everybody likes to have you bringing light to dark shadows.”

“Well then, they shouldn’t have done something wrong in the first place,” she announced. Just then the ambulance started up, leaving her with the one paramedic. She sighed. “It always hurts worse when I go to the hospital.”

“Well, it shouldn’t,” he said. “The people there can help you.”

“Well, it does hurt. Everybody pinches and prods and pokes with their needles,” she said. “It just hurts.”

“Well, tell them not to hurt you,” he said.

“Like that’ll help.” The jostling ride was blessedly short, and, before she realized it, she was shifted onto a bed in the emergency room. She laid back down, now with an equally stiff, equally uncomfortable sheet over her, and felt the shakes setting in. By the time a nurse came to check her blood pressure, pulse, and temperature, she gave an exclamation and turned and disappeared. Doreen wasn’t sure what was wrong, but, when the efficient woman returned with a heated blanket a few minutes later, Doreen cuddled under it and moaned with relief.

“It’s the shock,” the nurse said sympathetically. “You should warm up soon.”

“Is it just shock?” she asked, her teeth chattering. “I guess I was lying there on the ground for a little bit too.”

“Do you know how long that was?” the doctor asked, as he walked past the curtain.

“No, you’ll have to ask Mack.”

“I can do that,” he said. “But you were unconscious?”

“According to them, I was, yes,” she said. “I just don’t know how long.”

“Good enough,” he said. “Let’s take a look.” His taking a look was just like she had expected. By the time he was done, she felt the tears in the corner of her eyes, and she struggled to not let them pour out.

“We’ll get you fixed up,” he said. “You’ll need a couple stitches, and we’ll get you a shot for the pain.”

She wanted to nod but didn’t dare move because, ever since he had examined her head, the pain was so much worse. She didn’t quite understand how that worked, but it always seemed to be that way. And it wasn’t fair. She felt the tears of self-pity on her cheeks and knew that wasn’t normal for her either.

By the time the doctor returned, he and the nurse wielded needles and other tools from a tray the nurse had brought in. Doreen looked at the tray, him, and bit her lip.

He just waved a hand. “Don’t you worry about this,” he said. “It’ll all be fine.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “That looks painful.”

“You’ve already been hurt,” he said with a smile. “We’re just fixing it up.”

She knew that in theory but wasn’t so sure how that would work in practice. When the curtain was pulled back again, and Mack stepped in, she glared at him. “You don’t belong here,” she announced.

He glared at her. “Yes, I do.”

The doctor turned to him, smiled. “Hey, Mack.”

“Hey, Doc. How’s she doing?”

“Still as charming as ever.”

“Absolutely she is,” Mack said, grinning. “It would go a bit easier if she wouldn’t be.”

“Too bad,” she announced from the bed. “Remember what I said.”

“Oh, I remember,” he said. “You’ll be you, no matter what.”

“And you wouldn’t like it any other way,” she said, giving him a big fat grin.

Mack chuckled at that. “That’s okay,” he said, “because I know the doc here will put some stitches in that head of yours and fix you up.”

She glared at the doctor.

“Yep,” he said in response. “Stitches. Probably about ten.”

Her smile fell away. “No! That’ll hurt,” she cried out.

“It might,” he said, “but we’ll numb it, so it won’t hurt as much.”

She groaned and laid back down. “I don’t have a choice in the matter?”

“Nope, and it’s the best thing for you,” he said. “This will heal much faster.”

“How much hair will you cut away?”

He chuckled. “No matter how minor the hair removal, the women are always concerned about their hair,” he said, with a smile.

She shrugged. “I don’t really want to walk around with a bald spot on my head.”

“I don’t think that’s the most important issue right now,” Mack said in a repressive tone.

She glared at him. “Nobody asked you.”

“Nope,” he said, “nobody did. But, if you don’t want me calling Nan and telling her about this, then you’ll behave yourself, starting now.”

“That’s just blackmail. That’s what it is.”

“Maybe, but, as long as it works, I don’t really care.”

And again she glared at him, but it was futile. Because he really would call Nan. “You’ll just make her worry needlessly,” she muttered. “Besides,” she said, as an afterthought, “she probably already knows.”


Chapter 2
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Saturday Early Afternoon …

Of course Doreen was right. Nan did already know, and she was in a fine mess by the time Mack finally drove Doreen home. As she slowly made her way out of the truck, refusing to wait for him to come around and help her, the front door of the house burst open, and chaos ensued, as the animals flew out toward her. Nan stood on the front step, shaking her head. She looked at Doreen’s face and cried out, “Oh my. Oh, dear. Oh, my dear.”

Mack walked around the truck, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and helped her up the steps. In the meantime, Mugs barked and jumped all around both of them.

“It’s okay, Mugs,” Doreen murmured, feeling a whole lot woozier than she had expected. Once inside, she collapsed on the first pot chair and reflected on the fact that she’d gotten rid of all the other furniture. “It’d be nice if I had something comfy to sit on,” she muttered.

Mack snorted at that. “If you hadn’t sold everything, you might have.”

“Well, I don’t know if it’s sold or not,” she said. “I haven’t heard from Scott in weeks.”

“Oh, dear, I hope it’s okay,” Nan said.

“I would hope so,” Doreen muttered. The moment she sat down, Goliath jumped into her lap. Tears collected in the corner of her eyes, as she hugged the great big behemoth. She looked over at Mack. “Thaddeus?”

He shook his head slowly. She buried her face against Goliath, her shoulders trembling. Nan clucked at her side, gently patting her shoulder. “We’ll find him. I know we will.”

Doreen nodded. “I know. I know,” she said, “but …” And she let her voice trail off. It must be the painkillers making her mumble like an idiot. She wasn’t normally like this.

Nan stepped back and said, “I’ll put on the teakettle.” She turned and raced into the kitchen.

“How do you find a bird?” she asked Mack.

“Well, everybody knows about him, and everybody knows what he looks like,” he added. “And, yes, we’ve put out an alert, asking everybody to keep an eye out for him.”

A few minutes later, as she sat here, cuddling Goliath, Nan returned with a tray. Doreen looked at the tray and asked, “Where did you find that?”

Nan seemed momentarily confused. “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “I just reached into the cupboard, where I always kept it, and there it was.”

Doreen frowned and studied the tray, but she didn’t know if it was something that maybe Mack had kept and decided that they needed when they were sorting stuff or if they had missed something else in the kitchen. Nan looked around for a place to put the tray, and Mack hopped up, grabbed a chair from the kitchen table and brought it over and put it there for her.

“You know what?” he said. “You might feel better if we sat outside.”

“We might,” Doreen said, with a yawn. “But I don’t have anything to sit on out there either.”

“There is that,” Nan said. “When you get the money for the antiques, you’ll have to buy yourself some outdoor furniture.”

“I need to buy some indoor furniture first,” she said, with a note of humor. “A couple chairs in this living room really don’t do the job.”

“Not if you’ll be a socialite,” Nan said, with alacrity.

Doreen gave a tiny shake of her head. “I’ll admit that I’ve had more people through this place than I thought possible over these last few weeks,” she said, “but that won’t continue.”

“No, maybe not,” Nan said, “but you’d be surprised. People will start to gather around you now.”

“Why would they do that?” Doreen asked, looking at her grandmother in surprise.

“Because you’re becoming somebody,” Nan said, with that wise look in her eye. “Everybody wants to be around somebody.”

“I’m a nobody,” she said, with a yawn. “And apparently those painkillers are really having an effect on me.” She reached up and rubbed her face gently.

“Maybe you should go lie down,” Mack said.

She shrugged, then shook her head, wincing. “It’s pretty early though.”

“Still, a nap won’t hurt,” he said.

“Maybe not, but it feels like I already had one out in the grass.”

“That one was unintended,” Nan said. “By the way, I would make you something to eat, but there’s not much food in the house.”

At that, Doreen grimaced. “I haven’t done any grocery shopping.”

Nan stood here, her hands on her hips, her fingers moving up and down, almost like a piano rhythm. “Are you eating?”

“Of course I am,” she protested. Nan looked over at Mack, then peered down at Doreen. “But are you eating enough?”

“Well, I stopped losing weight,” she said, “so I would presume so.”

But Nan didn’t appear to be satisfied with that either. “Do I need to go grocery shop for you?”

“Not at all,” she said forcibly. “I’m fine.”

Nan sniffed. “I don’t want you so worried about money that you’re afraid to spend it.”

“Now that’s a lesson she needs to learn,” Mack said. “She is definitely afraid to spend it.”

“Well, it’s just that I don’t really know where the next dollar is coming from,” Doreen protested. “So it’s a little hard to go out and just spend money, if I don’t know that I’m getting more.”

“I was hoping you’d be getting on okay by now,” Nan stated, her worry evident in her tone.

“Well, if I get the antiques sold, I will be,” she said. “And I’m not doing badly, but I don’t really have much in the way of prospects for getting a decent job. People look at me differently now.”

“Of course they do,” Nan said. “Like I said, you’re somebody.”

“I’m somebody without a job,” she said in exasperation.

“Where have you tried?” Nan asked.

“I haven’t really,” Doreen said glumly. “I started on my résumé and then didn’t know what to say because there’s really nothing to put down. How do you list socialite as an occupation?” Both Mack and Nan stopped, then looked at each other and over at her. She shrugged. “So you can see the problem, right?”

“But some places don’t need any experience, my dear,” Nan said. “You could probably get a job at the grocery store.”

“I probably could,” she said, yawning. “And I promise I’ll look at it, when I am feeling better. I need just a few days to get over this.”

“No, you need more than a few days,” Nan said. “You’ve been going nonstop for a long time.”

“Maybe,” she said. “And now I have another problem to deal with.”

“What’s that?” Nan asked, perking up. “Anything I can help with?”

Doreen thought about it for a moment, then realized that wasn’t fair. “No,” she said, “Mack won’t let you.”

At that, Mack turned and looked at her. “What are you talking about?”

She glared at him. “I’m talking about your brother.”

He gave her a hard look. “No, you’re right. Nan can’t help with that.”

“Oh my,” Nan said, looking at Mack. “Can you help her?”

“That depends on what my brother has to say,” he said.

Nan looked positively thrilled.

Doreen just looked at her grandmother sourly. “You know how hard this will be, don’t you, Nan?”

“Absolutely it will be hard,” she said immediately, with a nod of her head and a commiserating look in her eye. “But it’s necessary.”

“Why is it necessary? I could just walk away from the whole thing.”

“And let him get away with it?”

“At least then I wouldn’t have to deal with it or him,” Doreen said, sagging into the seat and closing her eyes.

“You can’t hide forever.”

“I’m not hiding,” she said, eyes closed. “Being determined to not get involved is a whole different thing.”

“No, it’s not,” Mack said. “It’s hiding.”

She glared at him. “You don’t know what it was like.”

“No, I don’t,” he said. “And you’re right. It’s not for me to judge. I can understand you not wanting to get involved, but you’re the one who can’t put food on your own table, while he’s living high on the hog in his massive mansion. He’s got all kinds of money that he’s not sharing, and you have an equal right to it.”

She groaned. “There’ll be a payback for arguing. You know that, right?”

“What kind of a payback?”

“He always gets back at people,” she said tiredly. “It’s not like I’ll be happy with any money if I have to look over my shoulder, always thinking he’ll find ways to get to me.”

There was silence in the room. Nan looked at her. “I don’t think you ever told me how bad it was, dear.”

“Of course not,” she said, with a gentle smile. “I didn’t want to worry you.”

Nan then just clucked and clucked several times. “Oh, dear,” she said. “You know that’s not the answer I wanted to hear.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “But no point in lying at this stage. I was very ashamed of what was going on, and I wasn’t sure how to handle my life as it was. I didn’t want to get you in trouble, and I didn’t want to bother you,” she murmured. “You’ve always been there for me, and I didn’t want you to see how badly I was faring in life.”

“So you seized the chance, and you walked away from him,” she said. “Don’t ever feel like you’re a failure because of that.”

“Maybe, but I haven’t done very well since.”

“Well, we’ll get to the bottom of it now,” Mack interrupted. “First, I want you to have a rest and to relax a little bit, before my brother gets here.”

She stared at him, her eyes going wide. “When is he coming?” she asked in an ominous tone. “Surely you pushed it off until next week.”

He glared at her. “No, I didn’t. He’s coming this weekend. I just have to confirm with him when.”

“Oh, Lord,” she said, sagging back again. “And here I was hoping that this might push it off.”

“Getting yourself injured by some unknown assailant won’t stop me from trying to get you back on your feet financially,” he said in a severe tone.

“And you should be grateful for his help,” Nan chimed in.

Doreen opened her eyes to see Nan looking at her with worry. Doreen reached out her hand, and her grandmother immediately snatched it up with both of hers. “I’m sorry, Nan. You’re right. I just don’t want to go through the whole headache of reliving the details.”

“But getting to the other side will be so much better,” Nan said, patting her hand. “And, if Mack is willing to help you, let him help.”

She smiled. “Do I have any choice?”

“No,” Mack said in a determined voice. “You don’t.” After a brief pause, he added, “Let’s get you upstairs to bed.”


Chapter 3
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Saturday, Midafternoon …

Doreen woke up from her unexpected nap with a crick in her neck from lying the wrong way while wrapped around Goliath. The house was silent. Nan and Mack were probably gone. Immediately her eyes lit on the empty rod where Thaddeus usually slept, and she snatched up her phone and texted Mack. Any news on Thaddeus?

His response came back with a no. She sighed, looked down at Goliath, scratched his tummy, and asked, “Could you find him?”

Goliath twitched his tail, but, other than that, there was no sign that he had even heard her request. But then why would the cat worry? Half the time the two were at odds anyway. But Doreen wanted to believe that they were a bonded family and that Goliath would miss his friend. At least she could hope so. Mugs was stretched out on his back, with four feet to the wind, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world.

She frowned at that. “How come you guys aren’t worried?” she asked, but neither animal answered. Did they know something she didn’t? She wondered because it seemed like they were oddly content. She hopped to her feet and then froze, as the room swayed around her.

“Wow,” she mumbled to herself. “That was a little too fast.”

Moving slowly, she made her way to the bathroom and used the facilities, then stood in front of the mirror, gasping at the image reflected back at her. “You look like a witch.” Her hair stuck out in all directions, and the stitches in her head poked out like black sticks in the air, looking painful.

She wondered about a shower and then figured that there was probably no point right now. Nobody would give her the go-ahead, and she vaguely remembered the doctor saying to give it a couple days. She managed to scrub down her face and neck with a washcloth, getting off some of the worst dirt, mud, and blood, feeling marginally better.

With that, she slowly made her way back to her bedroom, then realized her clothes were bloody and dirty as well, and managed to get changed in an attempt to at least feel fresher. With that much done, she headed downstairs to her trusty coffeepot.

As soon as she had a pot dripping, she opened the back door and let Mugs and Goliath, who had come downstairs with her, outside to do their own business. She walked out to her deck and felt the same pleasure she had felt every other time. She was just so thrilled to have it.

The old rickety table and two chairs were serviceable but just barely. It was in her plans to update them, when she had money, whenever that was. Pulling one chair back, she went to sit on it, when the leg buckled. She cried out and just managed to stop herself from falling.

A closer inspection showed the other chair was in a similar state. The table didn’t look much better. Stacking the three pieces against the side of the house, so she didn’t forget and try to sit again, she slowly walked the edge of the deck, her hands instinctively going to the railing to give her some support, as she looked out at the beautiful stamped concrete path and edging. Although the edging itself was a little bit on the blurry side along the grass, she was so delighted to have it.

She moved cautiously onto the cobblestones and headed toward the river. Ignoring the bench, she managed to slowly lower herself to the grass and looked at the water. It was still amazingly high and flowed with a ferocity that surprised her. The odd branch went by; a lone duck swam past, and she wondered what the devil he was doing out there in the strong current. There must have been a heck of a storm up on the mountain to have this much water down here.

Doreen hadn’t seen much in the way of wildfowl, like the ducks, since the river had risen. Which made sense to her, as fighting the current had to be exhausting. But then, maybe like her, that solo duck was trying to buck the system.

She smiled at that, thinking she could certainly relate. She knew that Mack wouldn’t give up on her seeing his brother. And she had no business giving up on Mack either, as he’d been there for her every step of the way, even if she hadn’t been terribly welcoming. Mugs walked over and nudged her gently. She scratched his long silky ears. “Hey, buddy,” she said. “Any idea where Thaddeus is?”

They sat in a morose silence, as she waited, enjoying the peace and quiet, though her heart was heavy as she thought about her missing pet. Who would have thought Thaddeus would be the one to go missing? But then, talking parrots were something else to begin with and probably not all that common. Just as she sat here, considering that she should make her way back up to the house because the coffee would be ready, she heard a shout upriver.

She saw two teens chasing something in the river or across the pathway. She leaned forward, trying to see what they were up to. As they got a little bit closer on the far side, they pointed at her. She looked at them and called out, “Hello?”

They shouted at her across the river, but she couldn’t hear for the roar of the water. She slowly stood, as they pointed frantically at something coming toward her. She looked up, and there was Thaddeus, riding on the back of a branch down the river.

Just like a homing pigeon, Thaddeus was on his way right to her. Or, as she judged the speed of the water, right past her. She instinctively stepped out into the water to catch his branch as he raced past. She caught it but fell into the tumbling icy water herself.

Gasping and crying out, she fought the current and only managed to get herself pulled several houses downriver, where the waterway took a slight bend in the angle it flowed. Gasping in the cold water, she stood. Shakily, she struggled onto the riverbank, hung on to the side of the fence, realizing she was almost to the corner where they headed down to Nan’s. Thaddeus and Goliath raced toward her, and Mugs led the charge. They all barked, meowed, and cawed terribly at her. She stood here for a long moment, feeling icy cold, but then her gaze landed on Thaddeus, and her face lit up.

“Thaddeus,” she cried out and held out her arm. Perfectly dry, Thaddeus hopped off the back of Mugs, where he’d been perched, and landed on her arm. Quickly he raced up her arm to her shoulder and gently stroked her cheek.

“Thaddeus, oh, Thaddeus, you’re here.” Laughing and crying, she stroked his head and his body. “Oh, sweetie, what happened to you?”

Somebody else called out, “What happened to you?”

And, sure enough, there was Mack, glaring at her.

She stared at him in surprise. “Look!” she cried out. “Look who’s here!”

He looked at Thaddeus, at her, and shook his head. “Where did he come from?”

She gave him a lopsided grin. “You won’t believe me.”

He gave a long-suffering sigh that she had come to recognize. “Nope, I probably won’t, but try me anyway.”

She glared at him. “You could at least keep an open mind.”

“Ahem,” he said, with a quick nod at Thaddeus. “Do you want to get to the point?”

She explained about the boys drawing her attention, the branch coming downriver with Thaddeus, and how she ended up in the cold water. He stared at her, looked at Thaddeus, then at the various debris flowing by, and said, “You realize he could have flown off the branch at any time, right?”

She considered Thaddeus for a moment, then turned toward Mack. “Oh.” But then she added, “He doesn’t fly well, and there’s no telling what he has been through.”

“Maybe not,” he said, “but, if he got onto a branch, I’m sure he could have gotten off.”

“He was scared,” she said defensively.

“So you jumped into a raging river at high water levels to save the bird?”

“Yes!” she said determinedly. “And I would do it again too.”

He groaned. “Well, at least you’re safe, although that head wasn’t supposed to get wet for a couple days, was it?”

She shrugged, then grinned. “If you don’t tell the doc, I won’t tell him either.”

Rolling his eyes, Mack reached out a hand and said, “Come on. Let’s get you back home again.”

“It’s only around the corner,” she said, as she walked with him, but her clothes were soaking wet, and she felt the chill, even though it was a hot summerlike day.

“As soon as we get home,” he said, “you need to get into dry clothes.”

“I will,” she muttered. But she was overjoyed at having Thaddeus back. “What do you think happened to him?” Then she noticed something around his ankle. “Mack, look,” she said. “Something’s on his ankle.” She reached up to check his leg, but Thaddeus flapped his wings at her.

“Thaddeus is here. Thaddeus is here,” he cawed out.

“I know, Thaddeus,” she said. “Let me see what’s on your ankle.”

But he shook his head and afterward shook his leg, as if something were irritating him. Which something was of course—that band on his leg. She looked at Mack. “Do you think you can get it off?”
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      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.
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      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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