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            BJ was still standing where Stella had parked him, rocking back and forth on his heels, his hands in the pockets of his slacks, looking somewhere halfway between bored and confused and concerned.

“Hey, Mr. Brodersen,” Todd mumbled, giving him a halfhearted handshake.

Luka did a little better, standing up straight and using a firm grip. “Hi. I’m Luke.”

“These fellas have managed to get themselves into a whole lot of needless trouble,” Stella said.

“Well, that’s what guys do at their age,” BJ said, grinning. “I could tell you stories, put the fear in my poor mom eight ways to Sunday. Came out of it all a lot wiser, though, I’ll tell you that much.”

“BJ,” Stella admonished, “this ain’t on the scale of lifting a can a Skoal from the filling station or shootin’ at mailboxes. This is the kind of serious that could land ’em in jail or beat to shit. I know neither one of ’em has a lick of sense, and I almost wish there was some way we could knock ’em out and keep ’em on ice until their powers of reasoning were a little more finely developed but, well, you men don’t seem to pick up much common sense until well into middle age so I guess that’s out.”

“We can just go back to Luke’s and hang out,” Todd suggested hopefully.

“Ha!”

“Or we could go to a movie or something—”

“No chance. I’ve got—appointments, and Mr. Papadakis and Mrs. Markovic don’t need to be babysitters.” More to the point, Stella figured she couldn’t trust Chip and Natalya to keep them in one place.

It was a real problem. It would be easy to whisk Todd away and decide that Luka-Luke was Natalya’s problem, and leave it at that. Except that Natalya’s problems were Chip’s problems, and according to the way Stella had chosen to view her family obligations, that made them hers as well.

So the gangly, handsome-in-a-scruffy-and-vacant-eyed-way, hoodlum boy in front of her was her problem as well.

Stella’d been circling the problem in her mind, but from the start she knew deep down how it was all going to go down. She just hadn’t wanted to admit it to herself yet. Now it looked like she was out of options.

“Come on,” she told the little group. “I’m going to buy us a pizza and we’re all going to have a talk.”

 

Chapter Fifteen

Once they were settled in at Smythe’s one and only sit-down pizza joint, a large combo on order for the boys and a small one for her and BJ, Stella excused herself to make a couple of calls.

One, in particular, she was dreading … but in a heart-flutter weak-kneed sort of way, because it was straight to the personal cell number of the cornerstone of the Prosper, Missouri, law enforcement team.

“Sheriff Jones speaking.”

“Hi, Goat, it’s Stella.”

“Stella! I was just gonna call you, matter of fact.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah, Irene told me your birthday’s tomorrow.”

Stella grinned to herself. So her little scheme had worked. She had a complicated give-and-take relationship with Irene Dorsey, the sheriff’s departmental assistant, that recently had stretched to accommodate a college-age nephew of Irene’s who Stella was keeping tabs on. He was a reasonably good boy, but Stella occasionally paid a visit to remind him of his priorities and suggest modifications to his work habits, using only the mildest of her persuasive techniques. In return for helping to ensure that the first of Irene’s relatives ever to go to college actually finished, Irene was on the hook for a variety of little favors here and there.

Like dropping hints about upcoming birthdays, for instance.

“Oh, that, I’d practically forgotten,” Stella lied.

“I was thinking, I know you’re probably already busy, but I’d love to take you out to dinner to celebrate, I mean if not tomorrow, then soon. Maybe drive over to Casey, try that new steakhouse they got.”

Stella raised her eyebrows. She knew exactly the place Goat was talking about, because she’d recently overheard a few ladies down at the post office sharing the opinion that charging more than forty dollars for a piece of meat was a crime, even if that meat had grown up in a field of daisies taking butter baths and wearing wreaths of clover around its horns.

The restaurant was bound to be fancy-schmancy, an opportunity to wear her silky mauve boatneck blouse, over the neckline of which her black lace bra could be counted on to occasionally peek in a coquettish fashion. Maybe get Noelle to do her nails in OPI Shangri-la-la Lilac and wear heels that would bring her lips a few inches closer to Goat’s in case there was any lingering to be done in restaurant doors or such.

“I’d love to,” she said, “only it’s going to have to wait a few days, if that’s all right.”

“That’s fine, I can move things around—you name the night, I’m yours.”

His words gave Stella a delicious little thrill as she imagined all the ways that Goat might, indeed, be hers—and then she forced herself to put the possibility out of her mind for now, until she got more immediate matters settled.

“I was actually calling because I have … well, sort of a professional favor to ask.”

There was a pause, long enough presumably for both of them to remember just how successful such favors had been in the past, which was to say not very much at all, when you took into account the degree of violent tendencies and gray-area delving and line crossing that had gone on. Goat had saved Stella’s ass once or twice, and she’d extended the unofficial reach of the law on a number of occasions with her off-the-record contributions, but none of these were the sort of thing one could talk about in public and, in fact, none of them were especially pleasant memories for Stella. Nor, apparently, for Goat.

“Is that right.” His tone was perceptibly chillier.

“Yes. Remember my sister, Gracellen?”

“I seem to remember you mentioning a sister … yes.”

“And how she’s got a stepson, Chip, who’s taken up residence in the middle of Wisconsin?”

“Now, that I don’t recall.”

“Huh. I guess I must not have mentioned him. Nice young man, hardworking … anyway, his girlfriend’s son, he’s seventeen, well, he got himself into a bit of a scrap up here with the local, uh, well, I guess you’d call them a bad element. Mighta been some drugs involved, bad judgment, that sort of thing.”

“Mmmm.” Goat’s tone was guarded, noncommittal, and Stella steeled herself to put on the hard sell in the push.

“So I was just wondering if you might be willing to, you know, reach out a little on the boy’s behalf, make sure he doesn’t get swallowed up in something over his head his first time out of the gate.”

“What are we talking about here, Stella, you want me to talk to him, give him some direction? Or what, has he already been picked up, you want me to put a good word in for him with the sheriff up there?”

“Uh. Well. Those are great ideas, but see—I’m kind of up here with him.”

“You’re in Wis
con
sin? But Irene said she saw Camellia Edwards jogging around Nickel Pond last Saturday and she said you two were training this week.”

“Oh, that was the plan. But then I got a call from Gracellen, and…” Stella coughed delicately, hoping Goat might be satisfied with only a vague suggestion of the business that had taken her north, so that she wouldn’t be tempted to unveil any hints of the true reason for her trip.

“You went up to deal with a mess he made?” Now there was true alarm in Goat’s voice. “You ain’t, uh, been trying to
convince
anyone of anything up there, have you, Stella?”

Stella figured that the word “convince” was the sheriff’s euphemism for all the brands of trouble that he would never actually utter aloud, which he was dimly aware of Stella’s participation in, and which he probably had been working very hard to put out of his mind and which might even now be wearing down his determination to spend a romantic evening with her. Nevertheless, she pressed ahead.

“No, I just came up here to check on him. See, the thing is, what I think Luke needs most is a change of scenery, a chance to get away from this bad element.” At least for a day or two until Stella could figure out the rest of the family’s troubles.

“Wait, wait, wait, Stella, if you think you’re gonna drag that boy back here and let him loose on the streets of Prosper and turn him into
my
problem—”

“That’s not
exactly
what I was hoping for,” Stella said carefully, trying to sound as reasonable and sweet as possible. “I actually need to finish up, ah, a little thing I got up here, and what I was hoping was that I could send him to you in the care of a—a friend who’s with me, and then you could just watch him until I get home. You know, put him to work in the office, have him wash the cars or something—you could maybe even put him in the Dumpster overnight. Kind of a ‘scared straight’ scenario.”

Stella instinctively pulled the phone a few inches away from her ear just before Goat’s outraged bellow.

“Are you out of your mind? I am not going to use the county facilities to store some kid who’s worn out his welcome in his own hometown. It’s, it’s
fraud
for one thing and wrongful imprisonment and probably a half a dozen other kinds of illegal.”

“No problem, no problem,” Stella said hastily. She didn’t really think that Goat would agree to house Luke in Prosper’s single temporary holding cell, which had been built on the site of the old Dumpster enclosure behind the Hardee’s restaurant that had been turned into the Prosper Municipal Annex a number of years ago. However, she had learned that sometimes it paid to ask for more than you planned on settling for and bargaining your way down. “I totally understand. But I forgot to mention this boy is a skilled laborer. He learned, uh, all kinds of trades in his native country, and I’m thinking you could take him out to your place with you in the evenings, you know, after you get him to clear the parking lot or whatever down at your office. And maybe he could bunk with you, and you could tell him all about, you know, the American system of justice and how you got interested in a law career and what all. Be a chance to make a difference for, uh, the next generation.”

Stella realized that she had, without even realized it, crossed her fingers for luck and squeezed so hard she was about to break a bone. She exhaled slowly, trying to calm herself and waiting for what was sure to be an explosive response.

Goat surprised her, though. Very quietly, after a moment passed, he spoke again. “Stella Hardesty, from the moment I met you, I have known there was something special about you. I thought maybe the jumpy feeling I get when I’m around you was related to some sort of, I don’t know, attraction or something between us, but now I’m suspecting it’s just a reaction to the fact that you have got the biggest set of solid-steel balls on the planet.”

Before Stella could entirely process his comment, and before she could even remember to move the phone away from her ears, he hollered, “
No one
else in this entire county would have the nerve to offer out my own home as some sorta, I don’t know, halfway house for hoodlums imported from a whole other state, a state which, I shouldn’t ought to have to tell you, has got itself a way more generous social services budget than Missouri, which is probably equipped to handle him through its own legal and social channels, but oh,
no,
that ain’t good enough for
you,
Stella, cause you ain’t ever satisfied to let the law do what the law’s supposed to do, you got to jump on in there and stomp all over it and make a mockery of the system and do everything your own way and plus turn a man’s well-deserved quiet evening into a carnival roadshow. Plus I ain’t even been to the grocery.”

“Does that mean … yes?” Stella asked timidly.

“Have I ever, ever, been known to say no to you?”

If anything, the sheriff sounded even angrier than he had a moment earlier. Which made the next part all that much more tricky.

“That’s fantastic, Goat, I’m really, really grateful and I just know this is the right thing to do and you’re gonna look back on it and be ever so glad you decided to offer this young man a hand up. There’s just one more, uh, little bit of information I need to share with you.”

She took a deep breath, sure she could feel the flames licking at her face through the phone.

“I’ll be sending him down with BJ Brodersen.”

*   *   *

“Remember, no cash,”
Stella admonished BJ for at least the third time.

“I know, I know,” BJ said wearily. He was being as good a sport as could possibly be expected, Stella figured, given the list of demands she’d given him. “Don’t let ’em have the keys, watch them if they go for potty breaks and make sure they come straight back, no set-down restaurants, and take Luke straight to the sheriff.”

“You’ll probably want to get Todd home right quick, too,” Stella said. “I told Sherilee to expect you around midnight, but knowing her, she’ll be pacing her living room until then. And, uh, maybe don’t tell her about Luke and the sheriff and all.”

BJ nodded gloomily as Stella fretted over the nature and magnitude of the lies she’d been telling. Natalya, when confronted with the plan, had few objections after Stella assured her that the sheriff was not only a close personal friend but had volunteered to take on her son as part of an ongoing effort by the Sawyer County Sheriff’s Department to mentor at-risk teens. She’d told Noelle that she was helping Chip sort out a minor legal matter and that she was sure she’d be back by Monday to celebrate her birthday a little late. That might be putting an unrealistic deadline on her project, but Stella wasn’t sure she could stand to spend a whole lot more time in Smythe, since the longer she dallied there, the further her personal, not to mention romantic, life seemed to be unraveling.

“BJ, look, I don’t even know how to thank you for coming all this way, and taking the boys back, and loaning me the truck and now Jorge’s car, too. I swear I’ll take good care of it and—”

“I keep telling you, Stella, I don’t
care
about any damn vehicles. I just wish you’d turn yourself around and come on home. I don’t like the idea of you up here with all these shady types.”
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