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PROLOGUE 

 

Mitzi and I took the Harding Place exit off of southbound I-65. As we waited for the light at 

the end of the ramp, I peeked at myself in the rearview mirror. Mary Grace—my sister-in-law—had 

remarked earlier that morning that I looked happier than she had seen me in quite a while. Pondering 

my reflection—a very pleasant one, if I do say so myself, having earlier in the morning gotten rid of 

the nose guard that protected my surgically-repaired broken schnoz—I had to agree with her. I looked 

happier than I had seen me in quite a while, too. And why not? Bright sun beamed down. Little birds 

were singing—at least I assumed they were, since I couldn’t hear them inside my SUV. But, more 

important,  my life had, for the first time in almost a year, a purpose to it. I had a job. And, it involved 

sports—well, sort of. 

My brief reverie was shattered by a blast of a car horn. Switching my gaze from my own 

countenance to that of the moron behind us, I could clearly read his lips saying, “Come on sweetheart, 

move it! It’s not gonna get any freakin’ greener!” This lip movement was accompanied by dual hand 

gestures. 
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Well, pardon me all to pieces for not speeding off within a millisecond of the traffic light 

turning green, I thought, as I continued to sit there and look into the mirror, resisting the urge to use 

a few gestures of my own. 

After he honked a second time—a much longer and angrier one, I might add—I blew a kiss 

to his mirrored reflection, then eased Mitzi around the corner and over into the left lane of westbound 

Harding Place. 

Squealing the tires of his bronze Lexus, Parnelli the Putz passed us on the right, then cut in 

front and took the left-hand turn at Franklin Pike on two wheels as the light turned red. 

Where’s a cop when you need one? 

Just in case Mitzi’s feelings had been hurt by the incident, I tried to be reassuring. “Don’t 

worry,” I told her. “If we weren’t late for practice, I would have floored it and made him tuck in 

behind instead of letting him cut us off. But then we probably would have gotten into it with him and 

who knows what would have happened.” 

By now I know some of you are thinking, ‘Who the heck is this Mitzi she’s talking to?’ 

Well, it’s my car, of course—Mitzi the Mercedes. To be specific, an emerald-green Mercedes 

SUV. What?! Don’t tell me you’ve never named or talked to your car. If so, you’re just a wee bit odd, 

and not to be trusted. 

Anyway, as I was telling Mitzi, we were late for practice—basketball practice, that is. 

I had taken a job, supposedly as a personal B-ball coach to Michelle Parisio, a little girl who 

would be entering the seventh grade at Marian Academy-Lower in the fall, and had no talent 

whatsoever for the sport. In the first week of practice, I had managed to get her to keep her eyes open 

and catch the ball most of the time when I passed it to her. And, when shooting free throws, the ball 

actually now hit the backboard or rim almost all of the time—and a few actually went into the basket. 

Dribbling still posed a bit of a problem for her, though, especially if her feet had to move at the same 

time. 

‘How does someone take a job supposedly?’ you ask. 

Here’s how. Being Michelle’s coach is actually my cover. I was really hired because her 

mother, Allison Parisio, claimed that art objects—she actually called them objets d’art, but with a 

Bachelor’s of Philosophy degree from Nashville’s Regina Caeli College, I was familiar with the 

term—were disappearing from throughout her mother-in-law’s home, then reappearing in her 

(Allison’s) room. 
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She had reported these suspicious happenings to the Metropolitan Nashville Police 

Department, and had gotten the standard answer: ‘Sorry, ma’am, but we can’t see that a crime has 

been committed, here.’ However, since my brother Pat, a Detective Sergeant with the Metro Robbery 

Division, could see how distressed the woman seemed to be, he had recommended that to ease her 

mind she might consider hiring someone from the private sector to look into the situation for her—

Moi! 

I had been searching for something to do with my life, and since this little puzzle sort of 

intrigued me, I got on my computer and printed out a handful of business cards that read: 

 

Caitlin K. O’Rourke 

Confidential Inquiries 

 

Well, to be honest with you, the first batch actually read: 

 

Caitlin K. O’Rourke 

Private Investigator 

 

until Brother Pat told me that PIs have to be licensed whereas confidential inquirers were 

simply paid busybodies and, therefore, needed no accreditation. 

Anyway, my main job at the Parisios was to confidentially inquire into the supposed 

disappearances and reappearances of objets d’art under the guise of teaching Michelle the rudiments 

of basketball. The objets d’art turned out to all be various religious icons, so I guess they should have 

been called objets religieux. Okay, yeah, now I’m just showing off my Ph.B. degree, but there’s not 

much else you can do with it except take a job that requires you to wear a paper hat and ask, ‘Would 

you like fries with that?’ 

So, Mitzi and I had made our turn onto southbound Franklin Pike, drove down to Tyne 

Boulevard, turned west, and were proceeding at a safe speed through the City of Oak Hill when sirens 

galore caused us to pull over to the curb and stop just before we reached Tyne Valley Boulevard. Two 

Metro Police cars, coming up on us from behind, were followed by a First Call ambulance and a Ford 

Expedition used by the Fire Department shift commanders. 
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I watched as the convoy turned left a few blocks west of us, and a chill itsy-bitsy-spidered its 

way up the back of my neck. Mitzi and I had been headed to Montauk Drive, and from where we now 

sat, it appeared to be exactly where the police and firefighters had made their turn. 

We started up again, and when it came time to make our own turn, it was, as I had expected, 

where the public-service motorcade had done so. I braked Mitzi to a stop at the main gate to Montauk 

Estates, and Tommy, the gatekeeper of the morning whom I had gotten to know from my previous 

visits, shook his head solemnly and said, “Terrible thing, Ms. O’Rourke. Just terrible.” 

“The Parisio place?” I asked, with a non-poker-face that said, ‘I sure hope not.’ 

“’Fraid so, ma’am. The fire trucks have been there for well over a half hour. I’m not sure how 

bad it is, but now, with an ambulance…” He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s never a good sign.” 

“Let’s hope the ambulance is only precautionary.” 

“From your lips to God’s ear,” Tommy said, raising the pike and giving me a little two-

fingered salute. 

As I put Mitzi in gear and hoped that Tommy was right and that God had heard my plea, a 

single blast of a siren from behind caused me to look into the rearview mirror. My heart did a 

thumpity-thump at what I saw, and I began to doubt that The Almighty had, indeed, heard me. 

A bronze VW Beetle, with red-and-blue flashing lights in its grille, had pulled up behind me, 

and the lips of a mocha-faced woman were clearly shouting the word, ‘Move!’ complete with arm 

gestures. 

This seemed to be my day for getting yelled at and gestured to, but, in this case, I quickly 

pulled Mitzi over to the side without rancor. As the woman gunned the Beetle by us and took off 

down Montauk Drive, the hope that the ambulance had been merely a precaution drained away to be 

replaced by extreme sadness. You see, E. Osborn—Ozzie, for short—along with her partner B.J. 

Sykes, who sat next to her in the car, were detectives in the Homicide Division of the Metropolitan 

Nashville Police Department. 

I gave a momentary glance heavenward and mentally asked, Weren’t you listening? 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

FRIDAY - LATE MORNING 

 

If you remember from my previous chronicle who I am and how I came to be working for 

Allison Parisio, you can jump ahead to Chapter 2. For the rest of you, or if you’ve forgotten the 

details, it’s time to bring you up to speed. 

As many of you may recall, I used to be a world-class athlete—an MVP setter and middle 

blocker for Metodo Minetti, a volleyball team in the Italian Professional League, located in Vicenza. 

I say ‘used to be’ because after blowing out my right knee for the second time in a double-block 

collision with one of my own teammates, I am now relegated to playing only in pick-up games of 

volleyball and basketball at the local Y—and even with those, or any other type of sport or physical 

activity involving the knee, I have to wear a knee brace. 

I had been wallowing in the mudhole of self-pity ever since I had been forcibly ‘retired’ from 

the job I had loved and had aspired to for most of my life, and not willing to take a paper hat job 

(remember what I said about the Ph.B. degree?), I had been trying to figure out what to do with the 

rest of my life. 

Laurissa Green, my former college roommate and B-ball teammate at Regina Caeli College, 

and now athletic director at Notre Dame College for Women in Fon du Lac, Wisconsin, had offered 

me the position of head V-ball coach. As I dithered around at returning Rissa’s phone calls, wanting 

to take the job just to have something to do with my life, but not really all that thrilled with the 

prospect of leaving home to do it, other, more powerful, forces were at work. 

No, not The Almighty. Well, not God Almighty, anyway. I’m talking about Mary Grace 

O’Rourke—the almighty Herself. 
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My brother Seamus and his wife, the almighty Herself, along with my other brother Pat, the 

police detective, had been having some serious family meetings with regard to my impending 

decision. 

Pat had spent a week or so in Mary Grace’s doghouse—a very unpleasant place to be, I can 

assure you—for having let me become involved in a murder case. Not so much for allowing me to 

take part in the case, but because that association had resulted in me getting my nose broken—again—

and almost getting killed. 

Despite the nose and the danger, I had gotten a rush from that involvement—a rush that had 

heretofore come only from sports. So, weighing on one hand, me leaving Nashville for Wisconsin’s 

frozen North, and on the other hand, me getting a rush and a feeling of contentment with my life at 

having become involved in police work, Mary Grace had paroled Pat from Fido’s lair, and she and 

Seamus had tasked him with finding a way to keep me in Nashville. 

Here’s how it happened. 

 

The lunch crowd had started to trickle in when I returned from my run, and 

with it, Brother Pat. I stopped by his stool and stole a sip of his Golden Lager. 

“Help yourself,” he said. Then, looking me up and down, he nodded his 

approval. “Looks like you’re getting yourself back to normal. Today’s the big day isn’t 

it?” 

I sat next to him on my customary end-stool and continued to sip his beer. 

“Yep. I expect I’ll hear from Rissa before the day’s out.” 

Now, for those of you who don’t know me, I don’t have a customary stool in a 

bar because I’m a barfly, not that I couldn’t be one if I wanted to be. With my long 

raven-black hair, olive skin, high cheekbones, C-cups, and six-foot-one-inch tall, 

athletically-trimmed, one-hundred-seventy-eight-pounds of Grade-A American prime, 

I would make a fantastic barfly. No, it’s not that at all. It’s because I own Kehough’s. 

I had bought the pub for two reasons. Primarily I wanted to give something 

back to Seamus and Mary Grace for raising me after Ma and Da passed away—and 

Pat, too, for looking out for me all these years. Secondly, there’s a three-bedroom flat 

over Kehough’s. 

Using the reason of needing a place of my own to live, I made a very nice offer 

to Jerry Steggman, the then-owner. 
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Being Irish, no one had a problem accepting a piece of Kehough’s, their home 

away from home anyway—twenty-five percent of the profits each to Pat, Seamus, and 

Mary Grace. And, of course, I made sure to let Seamus and Mary Grace know just 

how big a favor they’d be doing me by running the place. Everyone agreed. In addition 

to Seamus and Mary Grace’s fifty percent of the profits (what little there were), they 

would also draw salaries, the same as what their former jobs paid. Pat and I would be 

content with our respective quarter shares of the profits, plus free food and drinks, 

and, of course, lodging for me. 

Reclaiming his beer, Pat pointed a finger toward what had become known as 

‘Caitlin’s Corner’ and asked, “You see the new addition?” 

I looked. Someone had framed the page of yesterday’s The Tennessean and 

had hung it in a prominent spot on the wall next to my other accomplishments. The 

headline read: 

 

Former Volleyball Star Setter 

Sets Up Murderer for Cops 

 

Recalling how adamant my sister-in-law had been about me not getting 

involved with the police, I asked, “Mary Grace know about that?” 

“Do you think it could have gotten up there if she didn’t?” 

“Point taken.” I snatched his beer mug again and downed the remainder of 

the lager. “Thanks for the beer. I’m going to hit the showers then come back down for 

lunch.” 

“You had fun doing that, didn’t you?” Pat asked, gesturing with his head at 

the framed newspaper article. 

“Yeah, I’ll have to admit it. It gave me a rush.” 

“Like playing in one of the big games?” 

“Not quite, but similar.” 

“Will coaching give you that kind of rush?” 

I looked down at my older brother and thought for a second. “I really don’t 

know. Honest to God, Pat, I don’t.” 



8                                                                                                     STACKHOUSE 

 

 

“Well, don’t make any hasty decisions,” he said. “Sometimes things have a 

way of working themselves out.” 

I kissed him on his bald spot, then headed up to my quarters. Opening the door, 

I heard a ‘beep’ from the cell phone, sitting on the end table. Also, the light on the 

answering machine blinked a greeting, and the message counter showed the numeral 

1. 

Probably both from Rissa, I told myself as I checked the voice mail on the cell 

first: 

 

“Well, girl, it’s Friday and I’m back. Time to fish or cut bait. I need your 

answer by this evening. Is you is or is you ain’t my new V-ball coach? Bye for now.” 

 

The message on the land line turned out not to be from Rissa, but from a woman 

whom I didn’t know 

 

“M…miss O’Rourke? My name is Allison Parisio. Y…you don’t know me, but 

I got your number from a policeman in the Robbery Division. There have been some 

rather expensive items that have disappeared from my home in the past week or so, 

but now suddenly they’ve reappeared. The police said they couldn’t do anything, since 

no crime has been committed, but one of them suggested I get in touch with you.” 

 

She left a number that I recognized as a Brentwood exchange. 

Why the heck would someone in the police department tell her to call me? I 

wondered. 

Because the call had peaked my curiosity, though, I decided to talk with this 

Allison Parisio before getting back to Rissa. 

A young girl answered on the second ring, trying to sound oh-so-grown-up. 

“Parisio residence. This is Michelle.” 

“May I speak to Ms. Parisio?” I asked. 

“There are two Ms. Parisios,” the girl answered. “Actually, three, counting 

me. Do you wish to speak to Rebecca or Allison?” 

“Allison,” I said. 
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“That’s my mom. I’ll get her for you.” 

After about fifteen seconds of silence a woman came on the line. “This is 

Allison Parisio. May I help you?” 

“Caitlin O’Rourke,” I said. “Returning your call.” 

Her voice fell to a whisper. “I can’t talk right now, but could you meet me 

somewhere later today? Please? I really would like to hire you. The detective who I 

talked to in Robbery said your fee was three-hundred dollars a day plus expenses. I’d 

gladly pay it, just for the peace of mind. But he also said you might be leaving for 

Wisconsin soon. Is that true?” 

She sounded worried—worried and frightened. 

I could feel the adrenaline start to flow and the hairs on the back of my neck 

stood out. It was like taking the court for the start of the big game. I was pumped. 

“No,” I answered without any hesitation whatsoever. “That trip has been 

canceled. I work out of a place called Kehough’s Irish Pub, in Nashville, up on Wooten 

between Deford and Plainview. Why don’t you come up here and we’ll talk. How’s 

three o’clock sound?” 

“Oh, thank you so much,” she said, and I could hear an audible sigh of relief. 

“I’ll be there promptly at three.” She hung up without saying another word. 

Knowing full well who the detective in Robbery had to have been, I smiled and 

thought, God bless you, Brother Pat. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

FRIDAY - MID AFTERNOON 

 

The bar at Kehough’s is shaped like a capital-L, with the long side across most of the width 

of the room and the shorter leg up to the right by the restrooms and pay phone. 

At 2:45 P.M. that Friday afternoon, with a little stagecraft thrown in for good measure, Caitlin 

Kathleen O’Rourke, Confidential Inquirer, took her place on the left end-stool of the L’s long section. 

I had cast Seamus as the bartender in this little vignette—yeah, I know, type-casting—and had him 

stationed just about midway between me and the duo of old Mickey Ryan and young Jimmy Tuohey, 

both regulars—very much so—glued to their regular stools at the end of the L’s short leg. 

From this spot, as I perched sideways, right leg extended to the floor, I could see anyone who 

entered the pub and provide them—actually, the only anyone who concerned me was my very first 

client—with a good look at me. First impressions, I think, are everything. 

For the occasion I had put my long raven-black hair into a French braid and had donned tan 

Charlie 1-Horse calfskin boots with two-and-a-quarter-inch heels, dark indigo jeans that fit really, 

really well, a white, silk western-cut shirt, and a navy linen blazer. For accessories I had chosen just 

my stainless steel Omega Speedmaster watch and my favorite necklace, a 14k gold pendant with my 

name inscribed on it in the ancient Celtic Ogham alphabet. The one accessory I had left off, since I 

hadn’t planned on fighting anyone that afternoon, was the plastic guard for my recently surgically 

repaired aquiline nose. 

“You’re looking really good, Katie,” Jimmy Tuohey piped up from his end of the bar. “You 

got a date or something?” 

“Unfortunately, just the ‘or something,’ Jimmy,” I answered wryly. “A business meeting at 

three.” 



ICON FEEL YOUR POWER                                                                                            11 

 

 

He grimaced slightly and nodded his head, an unspoken, ‘Too bad.’ I’m sure that if we had 

been in Minnesota, he would have said, ‘Uff da.’ 

Our resident leprechaun, Jimmy was an extremely nice but not too awfully bright little guy in 

his late twenties, who, while not having what might be termed a ‘steady job,’ never seemed to be 

without work for very long, helping out in the bar and around the neighborhood doing whatever odd 

jobs came his way. 

That being said, I might have to revise my assessment of his brightness. He did, after all, think 

that I looked nice enough to be going out on a date—fat chance of that happening, though, since most 

men seem to be intimidated by me.…I wonder why that is? 

Mickey Ryan fixed his aged, but still-twinkling, blue-gray eyes on me and hit me with a few 

lines of Yeats: 

 

“Never give all the heart, for love will hardly seem worth thinking of to 

passionate women, if they seem certain…” 

 

He continued with, “Your dear old Da and Ma would be right proud of the way you turned 

out, Caitlin, lass. Ahh, but they surely would.” Then, with a palsied hand, he lifted his schooner of 

Guinness toward the framed photograph of my mother and father that hung on the back wall of the 

bar, centered on the mirror among the whiskey bottles, and said, “To Liam and Kathleen.” 

“May they rest in peace,” Jimmy added, hoisting his glass also. 

Seamus poured himself a shot of Bushmills. As I stood with my ginger ale, and we both lifted 

our glasses in the direction of our parents’ photo, we said in unison, “To Ma and Da.” 

Since Mickey and Jimmy had finished their drinks with the toast, Seamus felt compelled to 

refill their schooners—on the house, of course. The grand lush and his young apprentice smiled and 

thanked Seamus profusely. They would now wait three or four days before finding another reason to 

toast our late parents. After all, lushes they may be, but not so stupid as to kill that golden tap of free 

booze by overworking their con. 

Michael Aloysius Ryan had been one of Da’s closest friends. Although among ourselves we 

refer to him as Mickey, we always respectfully address him directly as Mr. Ryan. Many years retired 

and not financially well off at all, Seamus lets him run a tab at the pub. In Da’s memory, though, my 

soft-hearted older brother bills Mickey for only about a quarter of what the old man actually eats and 

drinks. 
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I had barely resettled my tush on the stool when the door to the pub opened tentatively about 

eight inches and a small, very pretty, but anxious face peered in, blinking repeatedly to allow its eyes 

to grow accustomed to the relative dimness of the pub’s interior. 

At that point, the almighty Herself exited the kitchen and, seeing the face in the door opening, 

bellowed, “Either in or out before we’re plagued with every bug in Nashville!” 

The door slammed shut. 

So much for first impressions. 

“Ahh, jeez, Mary Grace,” I whined, letting my shoulders slump. 

“What?!” Then the realization set in. “Oh, Holy Mother of God. Tell me that wasn’t your 

client, Katie. I am so sorry.” 

Rushing to the door, she threw it open. A petite, but very nicely proportioned body belonging 

to the pretty face still stood there, wringing its hands, unsure of what to do next. 

“Come in, come in, lass,” Mary Grace told the young lady, taking her by the upper arm and 

pulling a reluctant Allison Parisio into the pub. “There you are, now. I am so sorry I yelled, but 

sometimes we get some real lunkheads in here. You know what I mean? Not that I think you’re a 

lunkhead. Why just by looking at you, lass, anyone can tell that you’re not, but here you are and 

there’s Katie over there.” My sister-in-law pointed in my direction, then finished with, “And I think 

I’ll be going back into the kitchen, now.” As Mary Grace bustled back behind the bar, she gave Jimmy 

a swat on the back of his head and muttered, “You’ll be wiping that smirk off your face if you know 

what’s good for you.” 

I approached the dumfounded young lady, who stood there clutching her Coach Rambler’s 

Legacy purse to her chest as if she expected to be mugged, and said, “Hi, Allison, I’m Kate. Why 

don’t we sit over here.” She had to crane her neck to make eye contact, and while still a bit 

apprehensive, she, nevertheless, allowed me to usher her over to the table in Caitlin’s Corner. 

Able to read a customer with the best of them, just as we sat, Seamus showed up with a glass 

of white wine for Allison and another ginger ale for me. 

I nodded and winked a thanks to my brother, then said to Allison, “So, any problem finding 

the place?” 

Catchy opening, don’t you think? 

She shook her head, then looked over her shoulder as if expecting to be attacked from behind. 

“N…no. The directions were just fine.” She took a sip of the wine and checked over her shoulder 
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again, still cringing a little as she did so. Only then did she let go of the purse, setting it down to the 

wall side of her chair so that no one could steal it. 

Wearing a frilly, flower-print sun-dress, cut two inches above the knee, and white three-inch 

heels, with perfectly manicured fingernails painted pink (the same shade as a third of the flowers in 

the dress), Allison Parisio had impeccably coifed, shoulder-length blond hair, exceptional skin, and 

Delft-pottery blue eyes. A single strand of choker pearls, pearl stud earrings—both cultured, no doubt, 

just like their owner—were her only jewelry, aside from the Piaget Dancer wristwatch in white-gold 

set with diamonds that complimented her wedding band and engagement ring—an engagement ring 

with a marquise-cut diamond that had to weigh in at least three carats. 

Quite a few movies are shot in Nashville these days and, as I looked across the table at Allison 

Parisio, I wondered if there had been a casting call in town for a remake of The Stepford Wives. 

“How old is Michelle?” I asked, in an effort to ease into a conversation with something 

familiar and non-threatening. “She sounded really cute on the phone.” 

The attempt achieved its purpose as Allison’s face brightened. “Ten, going on thirty.” She 

gave a little laugh and took another sip of the wine. “I sometimes wonder who’s the child and who’s 

the parent.” 

“Sounds like you and your husband must be really proud of her.” 

As she looked down at her wine glass, all that new brightness in Allison’s face suddenly 

dimmed, and I thought, Bad move, Katie-Kat. Really bad move. 

Some years ago either Dear Abby or Ann Landers answered a reader, whose question escapes 

me now, with: “Unless you know a couple really well, never ask about an absent spouse. ‘We’re 

getting a divorce,’ is a hard act to follow.” 

Well, Abby or Ann, not nearly as difficult as Allison’s response. That one sentence of mine 

undid all the putting-at-ease I had accomplished. 

Very softly, she said, “Stevie doesn’t get to see Michelle all that often. He’s over at the Federal 

Correctional Institution in Memphis, serving time on a racketeering charge.” 

Allison continued to look at the table top, which was probably a good thing. That way she 

didn’t see Mary Grace stutter-step and open her eyes owley-wide, just before narrowing them to slits 

as she turned and looked at me. Hopefully, my new client was also so lost in her own thoughts that 

she didn’t hear the sharp intake of air that accompanied my sister-in-law’s flusterment. 

Making a swift recovery, Mary Grace forced a smile onto her face and said, “Here you are, 

lass. We can’t be discussing business on an empty stomach, now, can we?” 
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From her tray, she set napkin-wrapped flatware in front of each of us, as well as Dublin 

Lawyers and Rhubarb Fools. 

“There, now. If there’s anything else you’ll be needing, you just let Katie know.” 

“Oh, you shouldn’t have,” Allison said. “I really couldn’t eat a thing.” 

Mary Grace set her tray on an empty table, unrolled the flatware and placed the napkin on 

Allison’s lap. “That’s what they all say…until they’ve taken their first bite. Then, somehow, everyone 

always finds the room. Enjoy!” 

My sister-in-law’s diversion seemed to take Allison’s mind off of her jailbird husband—for a 

while, anyway. I knew I would have to re-address the subject when I asked about the rather expensive 

items that her phone message had said were disappearing from her home and then reappearing. I don’t 

know about you or Allison, but it just seemed to me that there might be a connection between having 

a husband in the pokey for racketeering and expensive items disappearing from your home. Maybe 

not. Just call me naturally suspicious. 

As it turned out, I didn’t need to re-address the subject after all. While we sat there eating our 

lobster in whiskey-cream sauce, Allison filled me in on the Parisio family’s background. 

You’re probably curious about my husband, but just too polite to ask,” she said, looking up at 

me and blushing slightly. “Little Stevie—that’s what everyone calls him—took over the family 

business—Parisio’s Amusements—after his father, Big Stevie, was killed in a hit-and-run accident. 

The company leases video and arcade games to a number of bars and private clubs in the Middle 

Tennessee area. I’m surprised you don’t have any of them here.” 

The ding, ding, ding of a pinball machine went off in my brain. I knew I had heard the name 

‘Parisio’ before but just couldn’t place it. A quick glance over toward the bar where I could see 

Seamus and Mary Grace having a heated discussion, told me that my brother, having just been 

informed that Allison’s husband was in jail for racketeering, had made the connection as well. 

Within two weeks of our taking over Kehough’s, a representative from Parisio’s Amusements 

had tried to get us to lease three of their video poker machines—not for gambling, mind you, just for 

fun, wink, wink, nudge, nudge. Seamus and his Louisville Slugger, which he keeps behind the bar, 

had declined the rep’s kind offer. 

“I could have my brother-in-law contact you, if you’d like,” Allison continued. “He’s running 

the company while Stevie’s…away.” 

“I appreciate the offer, Allison,” I replied. Then gesturing to the half-dozen or so people in 

the pub, I said, “But, as you can see, our patrons are mostly working-class stiffs without a whole lot 
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of disposable income. Mary Grace just doesn’t think it would be proper for us to have them waste 

what little money they have on game machines. Some of those things can be pretty addictive, or so 

I’ve heard.” 

When all else fails, blame it on Mary Grace. I did it for years when I was younger: 

 

‘No, Tommy, I can’t let you put your hand on my boob. Mary Grace would just 

kill me if she found out. And she would. Believe me, she would. She’d know for sure.’ 

 

That was when I had been a little lady and wanted to avoid a confrontation at all costs. 

However, once the growth spurt and weight gain had kicked in, the Tommys of the world ended up 

with broken fingers or kneed groins when they overstepped their boundaries. 

Allison nodded and smiled. “That’s what I always thought, too, But Stevie’s philosophy was 

that people who wanted to—pardon my French—piss away their money would always find a way to 

do so and it might as well be on Parisio equipment.” 

Sweet guy, that Little Stevie, I thought. What I said was, “So how did your husband end up in 

Memphis?” 

“Someone firebombed a private club up in Goodlettsville and framed Stevie for it. Planted 

evidence at the scene and paid people to testify that they had overheard him threaten one of the club’s 

trustees who didn’t want our machines. And now he’s away from us for the next eight years.” She 

started to cry and used her napkin to dab at her eyes. 

Oh, swell, I thought. I’ll have to have a word with Seamus about supplementing the Louisville 

Slugger with a sawed-off shotgun. 

Before she could spiral down the vortex of self-pity, I asked, “In your phone message you said 

something about rather expensive items disappearing from your home and then reappearing?” 

The tears stopped and Allison again looked over her shoulder before leaning in toward me 

and answering in a hushed voice. “Yes. Various objets d’art that my mother-in-law has acquired over 

the years. Religious icons, actually. The Parisio family is very devout. As a side business to the video 

games, they also run a small import-export company. They cater to a very wealthy clientele in the 

area, obtaining some very nice artworks for them. Sometimes a religious object comes in that, instead 

of selling it, Rebecca—that’s my mother-in-law—keeps it for her own private collection.” 

Better make that sawed-off shotgun a double-barreled one. 
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I sat there trying really, really hard not to smile. Don’t get me wrong. I wanted to smile 

because, not only didn’t Allison seem to know that her husband was a racketeer, but she had 

absolutely no idea that he was a smuggler, as well. Maybe she was an honest-to-God Stepford Wife. 

The reason I tried so hard not to smile is that when I do, the corners of my mouth don’t go up 

by the same amount. One goes up; the other is sort of crooked and turns down on the end. My Aunt 

Bridget used to call it a bemused smile. My eighth-grade teacher, Sister Perpetua, used to call it a 

smirk and was forever telling me to wipe it off my face. As gullible as Allison Parisio appeared to be, 

she also came across as an honestly sweet person and I didn’t want her to think that I was rude. 

“The detective who gave you my number,” I said, “did you happen to catch his name?” 

“No. He was just walking by the other detective’s desk—the one who said he couldn’t do 

anything—when I was getting up to leave. I guess he saw how distraught I was. We were walking 

toward the exit together and he asked me what was wrong. When I told him, he gave me your number 

and suggested I call you. You will be able to help me, won’t you. Kate? These icons go missing and 

then I find them in my bedroom—in drawers tucked away under my clothes, or on closet shelves 

behind boxes. I have no earthly idea how they get there, but no one believes me. My mother-in-law 

and Stevie’s half-sister, they treat me as if I’m some sort of lunatic—a clepto. But I’m not! Honest 

I’m not!” 

This just gets better and better, I thought. 

“So this other detective,” I said, “the one who gave you my number, he didn’t know your 

name, either?” 

“No. He never asked. He just seemed so genuinely concerned about helping me out.” 

Genuinely concerned. That’s Brother Pat, all right. But he’d better be genuinely concerned 

about his own hide when he shows up for dinner tonight. Mary Grace will probably flay him and tack 

that genuinely concerned hide up on the wall. 

Again Allison asked, “Will you be able to help, Kate? Will you?” 

As I felt my lips move and heard myself say, “I’ll sure try to figure it out for you, Allison,” I 

glanced over at the blank space on the wall next to where Pat’s hide would certainly go, and saw that 

there was more than enough room for a second pelt to fit there perfectly—one with raven-black hair 

and olive-toned skin. 

“How will you go about it?” Allison asked. 

Although I thought, Damned if I know, I said, “I’ll need some sort of cover story to gain access 

to the house. Tell me some more about Michelle. Is she into sports?” 
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Allison’s giggle spoke volumes, then she followed it up with actual words. “She tries, bless 

her heart…” 

Let me digress here for a moment. In the South, the phrase ‘bless her/his heart’ can be followed 

by one word and one word only. Make book on it. Bet the farm on it. Take it to the bank. And that 

one word is: ‘but.’ 

As a good Southern lady—and, again, here in the South we are ‘ladies,’ not ‘women’—Allison 

held true to form. “She tries, bless her heart, but she is the most uncoordinated little girl on the face 

of the planet. We’ve tried soccer but she trips over her own feet. We’ve tried softball but she can’t 

keep from closing her eyes when she tries to catch the ball. She’s small for her age. Way too short for 

volleyball. My brother-in-law, Gianni, had a basketball hoop installed on the rear terrace but she can 

barely hit the wall. I was a cheerleader myself all through school so I’m not very much help when it 

comes to actually playing sports.” 

A cheerleader, I thought. Who would have ever guessed. But thinking about the B-ball hoop, 

I asked, “Has she shown any interest in basketball?” 

“Surprisingly, yes. She’ll be starting the seventh grade this fall over at Marian Academy-

Lower and would really like to try out for the team. Two of her BFFs are sure to make it, and Michelle 

wants to so very badly. But I’m afraid there’s just no hope.” 

“Do the other members of the household know about her wanting to make the team?” 

“Oh, yes. That’s why Gianni put up the hoop. But we all know it won’t happen. The poor little 

dear.” 

“It still might not happen,” I said, “but having a personal coach who averaged twenty-two 

points and nineteen rebounds per game through four years at Regina Caeli College here in town, and 

has an Olympic gold medal in basketball certainly can’t hurt Michelle’s chances. Plus, it will give me 

the cover I need to poke around without anyone becoming suspicious.” 

“Oh, Kate, would you?!” Allison gushed, grabbing my hand and squeezing it. “Would you?” 

“Only you and I will know the real reason I’m there, Allison. As far as anyone else is 

concerned, you’ve hired a personal coach for your daughter. Now give me my hand back so that I can 

dig into that Rhubarb Fool.” 

I now know the exact look Atlas would have on his face if he were allowed to set the heavens 

aside. Allison seemed to grow at least three-inches taller as she smiled and released a sigh from 

somewhere deep inside of her. “Oh, thank you, Kate. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much 

this means to me. Let me write you out a check for as many days as you want.” 
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As she reached for her purse, I said, “Let’s hold off on the check, for now. How about if I 

come out to your place, get the lay of the land, and we’ll see how things go from there.” 

This lady had roller coaster mood swings. 

Tearing up, she nodded and said, “I understand. You want to make sure that I’m not a lunatic 

before you take the job.” 

“No, Allison” I assured her. “I just want to make sure that there’s some chance of me being 

able to help you before I take your money.” 

“Oh.…Okay, then.” She managed to force a little smile. 

“Of course, if it turns out that I can help but that you actually are a lunatic,” I told her, “then 

I’m going to charge you double.” 

She waited for me to smile before letting go with another little giggle. 

“Now,” I said, “how about if I show up tomorrow morning for Michelle’s first lesson? Say 

around nine?” 

“Lesson?” Allison asked, somewhat bewildered. 

I sat there and said nothing, counting to myself, one, two, three, four,— 

“Oh, right! Lesson! Yes, nine would be fine. Yes!” 

“And remember,” I cautioned. “No one else is to know.” 

“Not a soul, Kate. It’ll be our little secret. Oh, thank you so much.” 

As we finished eating, Allison filled me in on the rest of the household and gave me a brief 

rundown on the layout of the house. 

Kehough’s is the middle establishment in a five-building strip that takes up the entire block 

on Wooten Pike between Plainview and Deford. After seeing Allison out to her car, I circled around 

the Claridge Cleaners building at the Deford Avenue end of the block and came back in using the 

pub’s rear door from the alley—a door that also leads to a small vestibule and the stairs down to the 

basement and up to my living quarters—so that I wouldn’t have to encounter the almighty Herself. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

FRIDAY - EVENING 

 

As I had told Allison Parisio that afternoon, Kehough’s clientele is made up mostly of 

working-class stiffs without a whole lot of income. They also have to rise early in the morning—not 

so that they’ll be healthy, wealthy, and wise, but to get to their mostly menial jobs to earn enough 

money to put food on the table that day. And because of this, attendance during the week is limited. 

We’re simply another neighborhood pub, catering to a more-or-less local patronage, and the fifty-

fifty mix of Country-Western and Irish music on the Wurlitzer reflects their varying tastes. 

However, Friday and Saturday nights are another story altogether, with Irish and would-be 

Irish from all over the Greater Nashville area flocking in to become immersed in Irish heritage. These 

two nights are ceili nights. We have an Irish band and dancers and poems and stories—the whole 

Irish works. 

And on this particular Friday night we had dinner theater, as well. 

I had thought about calling Brother Pat and giving him a heads-up on who he had gotten me 

involved with as my first client, but that would have spoiled the fun—for me, that is, not for Pat. I 

watched for him to arrive from my upstairs window, and when he had parked his black Chrysler 300 

in the vacant of the three reserved parking spots in front of the pub (construction was proceeding at a 

snail’s pace on the new garages, so alley parking had been temporarily posted as off limits), I waited 

for five more minutes before going downstairs. 

At six-thirty when I opened the door to the pub I could see that the weekly overhead would 

be covered nicely. Already three-quarters full, fried potato skins and an assortment of salty snacks 

were being washed down by pitchers of Red Mountain, bottles of Harp, and schooners of Guinness. 

And that was in addition to the food orders. Also, the patrons, if they did so at all, talked in hushed 
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voices as Brian Mulcahy’s lilting tenor struck at their heart strings with his rendition of Isle of Hope, 

Isle of Tears. 

However, one voice was not so hushed that it couldn’t be heard through the closed door to the 

kitchen. As I ventured behind the bar and headed for that door, Brother Seamus, with a frown and a 

warning shake of his head, said, “I wouldn’t be doing that, if I were you, lass.” 

“Pat in there?” I asked. 

“Getting himself a new one torn. I’m telling you, Katie, don’t go—” and as I opened the door, 

he finished with, “Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. If you’re going in, get in quick and close the damned 

door behind you.” 

I did as he had asked and stood there with my back against it. Mary Grace, facing away from 

me, had Brother Pat pinned against the walk-in cooler and was, indeed, tearing him a new one. 

“…one simple thing. Just one. That’s all Seamus and I asked of you. And what do you do?” 

For an otherwise smart detective sergeant, sometimes Pat can be downright thick. Coming in 

late on the conversation, even I understood that the question was rhetorical. But Pat? Oh, no, he had 

to attempt an answer. 

“Honest, I didn’t know, Mary Grace,” he whined, looking around for an escape route but not 

finding anywhere to go. 

“You should have known, you lunkhead.” A swat with a kitchen towel. “You should have 

made it your business to know.” Another swat. “It’s not bad enough that you almost got the poor lass 

killed before?” Two swats. “Now you have to involve her with mobsters so that they can finish the 

job?” 

I crossed to Mary Grace and grabbed the end of the towel just as she swung it back over her 

shoulder. She almost pulled herself off her feet as she tried to swat Pat again. 

“Can we take it down a decibel or two?” I asked “You’re scaring the paying customers.” 

My sister-in-law turned toward me and gave me her owley-look again. 

“And the her,” I continued, “is standing right here, Mary Grace, and she knows what she’s 

doing.” 

I actually didn’t, but I needed to gain control of the situation. 

“But they’re mobsters, Katie! Criminals! You could get hurt! Or worse!” 

“Did that pretty young thing who was in here earlier look like a mobster to you?” I asked, 

leading Mary Grace over to a stool and nudging her onto it. 

“Well, you—” 
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“And she has a ten-year-old daughter. Do you think the little kid’s a mobster?” 

“Well, I—” 

“That’s who I’m working for, Mary Grace. That rather helpless young creature and her 

daughter. I’ve been hired to coach the poor little kid so that she can make the basketball team at school 

this fall and be able to play with her best friends.” 

All throughout the Mary Grace tirade, Finbar and Shauna McAliskey, who help in the kitchen 

on ceili nights, had simply gone about their business, preparing the food and ignoring the commotion. 

Now Fin approached the cooler with an empty carving board. 

“If you’ll pardon me, Pat,” he said, “I need to be getting in there for another leg of lamb. It’s 

a big seller tonight.” 

With just a nod, Pat used the opportunity to make a strategic exit, circling around the cooktops 

in the hope that the almighty Herself wouldn’t notice. 

No such luck. 

Mary Grace peeked around me and called out to him. “We are far from finished with this 

conversation, Patrick.” 

Pat scurried out without replying. 

I did so for him. “Let it go. Like I said, I’m just teaching the kid how to play B-ball. Nothing’s 

going to happen to me. See?” I pointed to the nose guard. “I’m even going to be wearing my nose 

guard for another week, so what’s the worst that can happen?” 

“Well, okay, Katie,” she said as she hugged me. “But Pat still should have found out who she 

was before getting you involved.” 

“His heart was in the right place, wasn’t it? Or would you rather have me upstairs packing for 

a move to Wisconsin? Doesn’t that count for something?” 

As I kissed her on the forehead, she grudgingly mumbled, “I guess so.” 

Exiting the kitchen, I looked around and couldn’t see Pat anywhere. Back in Mary Grace’s 

doghouse again, he’d probably make himself scarce for the next few days. 

Meanwhile, Brian Mulcahy and his band, The Tara-Diddles, were rocking the place with their 

version of Whiskey in the Jar. When the song ended, I mounted the stage, picked up a bodhran and 

joined them for Lannigan’s Ball. 

“Maeve’s gonna be a little late tonight,” Brian said when we had finished. “Child care issues. 

Fancy a dance or two until she shows up? We’ll do Lots of Drops.” 
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Normally I would have gladly accommodated him. Lots of Drops of Brandy is one of my 

favorite songs to dance to. And although many years have passed since I placed third in the twelve-

to-thirteen cailini category of the Eastern Region Oireachtas, as one of the largest photos in Caitlin’s 

Corner attested to, I loved step-dancing and always managed to practice a couple of times a week, 

even when I was playing volleyball full time. However, as much as I wanted to go upstairs and put 

on my hard-shoes, I pointing at my nose guard and told Brian, “Can’t. Still hurts when I jar it.” 

“Bummer,” he said. 

“Yeah. Should be all right by next weekend, though.” 

“I’ll hold you to it, Katie.” 

Somewhat dejected at not being able to dance, I made my way across the room to the back 

door and the stairs to my living quarters, doing my hostess duties and schmoozing with the customers 

as I went. 

I made the turn at the landing, a light from under my door and the sound of the announcer for 

the Atlanta Braves gave me a clue as to where Brother Pat had gone to ground. It wasn’t so much the 

light—I had left that on myself for my cat W.B.—but the baseball game, since W.B. had heretofore 

never shown much interest in our national pastime. 

I opened the door and there they sat, Pat propped back in the La-Z-Boy, sipping from a bottle 

of Harp, with a black-and-white little ball of fur curled up on his tummy. Having developed a bit of 

a paunch over the past few years, Pat radiated just enough heat to please the little Manx. 

“You’re welcome,” I said, closing the door and crossing over to Pat and the cat. 

“For what?” he answered, feigning puzzlement. 

With one hand, I wiped the beer-bottle condensation from the English-oak end table next to 

where he sat as I plucked a coaster from the stack with the other and placed it in the now-dry spot. 

“For rescuing your butt down there.” 

“I had it well in hand,” he replied, setting the bottle on the coaster. 

“The only thing you had in hand was your hankie. You were about to cry like a little girl if I 

hadn’t walked in when I did.” I reached down and picked up W.B., then thumbed with the other hand 

toward the sofa. “Move.” 

W.B. meowed once, then went back to sleep on my shoulder. Pat humphed once, lowered the 

chair, hit the OFF button on the remote, picked up his beer and the coaster, and moved his carcass over 

to the sofa. Yes, I know it wasn’t polite, but it’s my house and my chair, and besides, Pat wasn’t a 

guest. 
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“Honest to God, Katie,” he said, settling himself down on the cushions, “I didn’t know she 

was a Parisio. I mean, look at her. It’s as if she stepped out of a Disney movie. You are going to tell 

her to forget it, aren’t you?” 

“Nope. Your first impression was spot on, bro. She needs help.” 

“Let her get it from someone else.” 

“Okay,” I said, and reached over and took the telephone receiver off its cradle. 

As I began to punch the buttons, Pat asked, “You’re going to call her right this minute?” 

I stopped mid-poke, looked over at him, and said, “No, silly. First I’m going to call Rissa. I 

had planned on talking to her later to decline her offer of the Fond du Lac job, but since it seems that 

I don’t have any prospects here in Nashville, I figured I might as well call her now and tell her I’ll 

take it.” 

While I may be tall, with black hair and a dark complexion (that’s another story that those of 

you who have read my first chronicle may remember), Pat, Seamus, and Mary Grace are typical Irish, 

with reddish-brown hair, blue or green eyes, ultra-fair skin, freckles, full of face, not too tall, and 

pleasantly plump. And when they get angry—or, as in Pat’s case, sitting across from me completely 

flustered—their faces get all red and blotchy. 

“L…let’s not be too hasty, here, Katie,” he said, motioning me to hang up the telephone 

receiver. “Let’s just talk this out, okay?” 

I could see the scales in Pat’s head weighing his options as he tried to decide which one—

allowing me to leave for Wisconsin or letting me consort with mobsters—would keep him in Mary 

Grace’s doghouse the longest. 

“There’s nothing to talk about,” I told him. “It’s quite simple. I either help poor Allison here 

in Nashville or I coach V-ball for Rissa in Wisconsin.” Tapping the wristwatch on my receiver hand 

with the index finger of my right hand, I hummed the theme from Jeopardy. 

“Okay, okay,” he relented. “But you keep me informed with daily reports on your findings or 

suspicions. And you accept my advice on how to proceed. Deal?” 

Although he wasn’t negotiating from a position of strength, and I could have easily told him 

to piss off, it actually alleviated some of my concerns about going it alone as a confidential inquirer. 

After all, Peter Gunn hung out at a club called Mothers and had Lt. Jacoby as a police contact. How 

bad would it be for me to hang out at a bar called Kehough’s and have Sgt. O’Rourke as a police 

contact? 
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Some of you are probably thinking, ‘Peter Gunn? How does a girl this age know about Peter 

Gunn?’ Well, without much of a social life I spend way too much time watching Retro TV. There! 

Are you happy, now that I’ve embarrassed myself? 

Anyway, beads of perspiration had begun to appear on Pat’s forehead as he sat there waiting 

for an answer. Unable to torture him any longer, I simply nodded my head, recradled the telephone 

receiver, and said, “Done.” 

A surge of relief broke over Pat like a tsunami. After a deep breath, he said, “Tell me what 

you know, so far.” 

I filled him in on my meeting with Allison that afternoon and the plans for my cover as 

Michelle’s B-ball coach. 

During my recitation, Pat mostly nodded, though every once in a while he asked a question 

for clarification. When I had finished, he said, “So what’s your plan?” 

“Like I said, I’m going in as Michelle’s coach.” 

“That’s your cover. What’s your plan?” 

I don’t remember Lt. Jacoby ever asking Pete what his plan was. I guess that’s because Pete 

always had one, and the lieutenant knew that. But as Sgt. O’Rourke asked me what mine was, I 

realized, except for getting inside the house, I really didn’t have a plan. 

“Well, I thought I’d…uh…take a look at…umm—” 

Pat gave a derisive snort. “You don’t have a plan, do you?” 

“It’s not quite fleshed out, yet.” 

“You don’t even have a skeleton of a plan to put any flesh on.” 

“I’m working on it.” 

“You can give Mary Grace that line of crap about teaching a little girl how to play basketball, 

but Katie, you’re actually getting ready to play hardball with people who play it for a living. There’s 

a reason those art objects disappear and reappear, and you can bet it’s not just pesky dwarfs playing 

an innocent practical joke on Snow White. Without a plan, someone is going to see through your 

cover, and you’re going to end up getting hurt. And you know what happens then?” 

“You come and visit me at the hospital?” I asked, giving him my patented smirk. 

“Seamus comes and visits both of us in the hospital because Mary Grace will skin me alive.” 

“Okay,” I said, holding up both hands in surrender. “Gimme a clue.” 

“For the first couple of days,” Pat explained, “you do absolutely nothing except establish your 

cover. You coach the kid. Period. You talk about basketball and nothing else—with anyone and 
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everyone you come in contact with there. You don’t mention art. You don’t mention icons. You don’t 

talk about anything that isn’t basketball related.” He raised his eyebrows, looking for a response. 

I gave him one. “Okay.” 

“If you go into the house, for lunch or to use the bathroom or for any other reason,” he 

continued, “you make with the usual pleasantries about what a lovely home they have and that sort 

of stuff, but you don’t spend any time looking at icons and you don’t mention icons. You with me?” 

I was now. “In other words,” I said, “make them feel comfortable with having me around until 

they’re used to me being there.” 

“Exactly. Give it at least three visits that way. Just do your coaching job. But keep your eyes 

and ears open. Observe what goes on. Learn the cast of characters. After your third visit we’ll talk 

again, if not before, and then we’ll decide what to do next. Okay?” 

“Sounds good to me.” 

“There’s no ‘sounds’ about it, Katie. Do-we-have-a-deal? Because if not,”—he pointed to the 

telephone—“you can make that call to Rissa right now. I’ll gladly take my chances with Mary Grace 

about why I let you leave home rather than have to face her if you get hurt doing this confidential 

inquirer thing.” 

I winked at him. “It’s a deal. And thanks for the advice, Jacoby.” 

“Jacoby?” 

“Never mind,” I said, reclining my chair and transferring W.B. from my shoulder to my lap. 

“Hit the remote. Let’s see how those Braves are doing.” 

*     *     * 

With the game over (Braves-4; Mets-3) and Pat gone, I finally sucked it up and returned 

Rissa’s phone call, hoping that I’d not live to regret burning that bridge behind me. I knew full well 

that Rissa’s offer of a coaching job was based purely on our personal relationship, and that with my 

Ph.B. degree instead of one in Phys Ed, I would probably never be given an opportunity from anyone 

else. 

Rissa picked up on the first ring and, without a ‘hello’ or any other preliminaries, said, “So, 

girl, it looks like I need to find me a V-ball coach, huh?” 

…“H…h…how did you know?” 

“You put this call off until the last minute, girl. If you had really wanted the job, I would have 

heard from you way before now. Are you positive about this?” 

“No, Rissa, I’m not. But I’m going to turn it down anyway. It’s hard to explain.” 
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But explain I did, filling her in on everything that had happened in the past few weeks and 

hoping she’d understand. 

She did, and we ended the call with her saying, “You do what you gotta do, girl, but I haven’t 

given up on you. Another opening comes up in V-ball or B-ball and I’m calling you. You hear me?” 

“I hear you Rissa.…And thanks.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

SATURDAY - EARLY MORNING 

 

After my six-mile run around the neighborhood and an hour on the Nautilus, I showered, 

redonned my knee brace, and selected royal-blue sweats for my coaching gig. The short-sleeve shirt 

had the Regina Caeli crest over the heart and bobcat paw prints traveling up the front from left hip to 

right shoulder, then down the back again to the left. The pants simply sported an RC crest on the left 

hip (although some of my college teammates had pasted a stick-on paw print over each butt-cheek). 

Declining Mary Grace’s offer of an Irish Farmhouse Breakfast, I opted, instead, for two 

grapefruit halves and a slice of buttered Barm Brack with cherry jam. 

“You’re certainly looking the part,” Brother Seamus said, walking by and pointing to the 

lanyard around my neck with a chrome-plated whistle attached to it. 

I used the opportunity to give him two tweets of said whistle, then, when he had turned toward 

me, I pointed to my empty tea cup. “Let’s put a little hustle into it, huh?” I tweeted him again. 

“Spread some jam on that whistle, Katie, because if you blow it at me once more, you’ll be 

washing it down with the tea.” 

Seamus is not a morning person. 

“And that’s assuming that we can get enough water to actually make tea,” he continued. 

“I know. I know,” I said, arms raised in surrender. “My shower is down to almost a trickle. 

What do you suggest?” 

“More than suggest. I’m putting in a call to Olie Olafson later this morning. We’re going to 

have to bite the bullet on this one.” 
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Olie Olafson of Olafson Brothers Plumbing had been patching our galvanized steel pipes ever 

since I bought the place. And every time he came out, he said the same thing: ‘Pay me now or pay 

me forever.’ 

Even though Seamus wasn’t asking for permission, I nodded anyway. “Let’s see what the 

estimate is.” 

With breakfast finished, I went back upstairs for a few minutes to take care of some things 

and to make sure W.B. had enough water and dry food in her dishes. Then Mitzi and I set out for the 

Parisio home in Montauk Estates. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

SATURDAY - MID MORNING 

 

An exclusive gated community off of Tyne Boulevard in the City of Oak Hill, Montauk 

Estates backs up on the Radnor Lake Natural Area and Wildlife Refuge. Five-acre plots had been 

carved out of the wooded area, with as many of the trees left standing as possible. Each of these plots 

sports a multimillion-dollar McMansion. 

Since the name on my driver’s license matched the one on the gatekeeper’s clipboard and my 

face, even with the nose-guard, sort of matched the photo on the license, I managed to clear the 

security checkpoint without too much of a hassle. Until those facts had been established, however, I 

fully expected that sniffer dogs and guys with undercar mirrors were going to give Mitzi the once-

over. But, no, I was who I said I was and on the list and, therefore, expected. The guard with a nametag 

that read, TOMMY, couldn’t have been more gracious after that, with a ‘Ms. O’Rourke’ this and a ‘Ms. 

O’Rourke’ that, and precise directions to the Parisio home. 

Proceeding down Montauk Drive, past Oyster Bay Circle and Ronkonkoma Avenue, we made 

a right-hand turn onto West Hemstead Way. 

I know I just told you that Montauk Estates had multimillion-dollar homes. How about if we 

emphasize the ‘multi’ for the Parisio manse at the end of the cul-de-sac—a fifteen-thousand square 

foot, two-story, Country-French style chateau with a cut-stone exterior, complete with two three-story 

turrets. 

Wow! I thought. So this is how the other half lives. 

I guessed I could have charged five-hundred dollars a day and no one here would have batted 

an eye. 
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Parking Mitzi in the drive out front—a drive that encircled a landscaped reflecting pool with 

a three-tiered fountain in the center of it—I mounted the nine steps to the front portico of the house. 

There I put my shoulders back, stood tall, and pressed the doorbell button—Caitlin K. O’Rourke, 

Confidential Inquirer, at their service. 

Two deep ‘bong’ sounds reverberated from inside the house, and I took in a breath, preparing 

to meet the ‘other half.’ 

Usually money doesn’t impress me much. Six years of playing professional V-ball plus a few 

million in product endorsements, combined with some sound financial management, has left me quite 

well off indeed. But from what I could see here, we were talking serious money. 

I had prepared myself for a stuffy butler type, but when the door opened, I received a very 

pleasant surprise in the person of Marciano, a cheerful butler type—mid-fifties, five-foot-ten, about 

two-fifty, full head of salt-and-pepper hair, close-cropped beard, with a winsome smile and laughing 

eyes. 

“Ms. O’Rourke,” he said with an even bigger smile and just the hint of an Italian accent. 

Standing aside, he gestured slightly with his left arm toward the marble foyer. “I’m Marciano. Please, 

do come in. Ms. Allison is on her way from the second floor as we speak. She’ll be with you 

momentarily. And Miss Michelle is out on the rear terrace with her basketball, practicing to impress 

you.” He winced slightly and gave a small shake of his head. 

As I entered the two-story foyer, I tried really hard not to look around like a country hick 

coming to the big city for the first time. 

“I take it you don’t think I’ll be impressed?” I said, matching his smile with my bemused one. 

“Let’s just say that she is very much in need of your services.” 

“Kate!” Allison Parisio called out, entering the foyer from an archway on the left-hand side. 

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to greet you, but I was cleaning some paint brushes and didn’t want to 

leave them to stiffen.” 

“That’s okay,” I answered, surprised first of all that Allison had been painting in white slacks 

and a French-blue silk shirt, and secondly that she hadn’t hired out the painting job. “Are you redoing 

one of the rooms? And don’t worry about not being here. I’m a little early, and Mr. Marciano, here, 

has been taking good care of me.” 

Allison seemed at a loss for words. 
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Marciano suppressed a chuckle and said, “It’s just ‘Marciano,’ Ms. O’Rourke. And Ms. 

Allison is an artist—a very fine one, I might add.” He gestured expansively with his right arm toward 

framed canvasses next to the arches on either side of the foyer. “These are two of my favorites.” 

“Oh, Marciano,” Allison said, casting her eyes downward and blushing. “You say that about 

all my paintings.” 

“Only because it’s true, ma’am,” he replied in a fatherly tone. “They’re all my favorites.” 

Marciano was right. Allison was a very fine artist—but also a somewhat troubled one, I 

suspected. 

Do you remember Rod Serling’s Night Gallery? The types of paintings that were featured? 

Yeah, yeah, I know, it’s an old show. But Retro TV airs it at one o’clock on Monday mornings in 

Nashville. Anyway, Allison’s paintings resembled some of those. 

The one on my right showed a waist-up shot of a young girl standing in a field of sunflowers. 

She held a flower in her hand that she apparently had just picked. Her sad eyes looked at it, and a tear 

trickled down her cheek. The dying sunflower’s head also drooped and half the petals had fallen off 

and were cascading toward the ground. In the background, an ethereal dream sequence showed the 

same young girl—a laughing and happy one—standing in front of a lake that shimmered in the 

moonlight. Both arms were outstretched in greeting as a winged white unicorn swooped out of the 

sky toward her. 

“Wow!” I said. “Powerful.” 

Allison blushed and Marciano gestured slightly with his left arm toward the painting on the 

opposite wall. I crossed over with him in silence, as Allison stood in the center of the foyer, clearly 

embarrassed by the attention. 

This second one featured a fantasy forest scene. In a clearing, a young girl in a flowing white 

dress, with a roundlet of white flowers on her head, knelt with her arm outstretched to pet the nose of 

a white unicorn that had tentatively approached her. The trees in the forest all had faces—faces fraught 

with horror. As my eyes followed in the direction that all the tree faces looked, I saw a witch, clothed 

completely in black, peering out from behind one of the trees. The witch held a gleaming dagger in 

her hand. 

To kill the unicorn, the girl, or both? I reflected. 

All I said was to repeat my previous exclamation. “Wow!” 

“Indeed, Ms. O’Rourke,” Marciano replied. 

I glanced down at his face. Those once smiling eyes were now a little sad, but, also, hopeful. 
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Could I have blown my cover already? I wondered, looking into those eyes. Surely I hadn’t 

had much of a chance to. But Marciano definitely was trying to tell me something. Maybe it was, 

‘Take what she tells you with a grain of salt. She’s a very disturbed person.’ Perhaps it was, ‘Her grip 

on reality is tenuous. Please help her if you can.’ 

Deciding for the moment not to acknowledge either interpretation, I whispered to him, “If you 

must use the ‘Ms.’ honorific, hows about making it ‘Ms. Kate.’” 

The smile returned and he winked his assent. 

“These are great, Allison,” I said, turning to her. “Really first rate. You’ve got one heck of a 

talent.” 

The blush became a shade or two deeper. She smiled and said, “My analyst thinks that painting 

is good therapy for me.” Then she brightened somewhat and quickly changed the subject with, “Now 

come on, Kate, let’s find your pupil, and then Marciano and I will introduce you to the rest of the 

household.” She took me by the hand and we headed toward the back of the house. 

Turning my head as we walked, I received a smile and a nod from Marciano. Although I may 

not have blown my cover, clearly he suspected that the purpose of my visit had a bit more to it than 

teaching a little girl how to play B-ball. 

As Allison and I walked toward the French doors to the terrace, I couldn’t help but think, 

Analyst? Therapy? Things disappearing and reappearing? Maybe things that go bump in the night? 

On top of racketeers and smugglers? What the heck have you gotten yourself into, Katie Kat? 

*     *     * 

This initial visit turned out to be just a get-acquainted one, without a whole lot of coaching. 

I’ll spare you the blow-by-blow details and just sort of summarize my observations of the day, hitting 

only the highlights. 

It began and ended with my poor-little-rich-girl pupil. 

The terrace in the rear of the horseshoe-shaped mansion was really the concrete deck of a 

swimming pool that would be termed large even by resort standards, with chaise lounges for about 

thirty-some people and an island hot-tub and bar in the center of the pool. 

Allison told me that her brother-in-law, Gianni, had installed a B-ball hoop and backboard at 

one end of the rear of the house. My guess is that he had had one of the household functionaries do 

it, but nevertheless, from where I stood, it seemed to be at regulation height. He even had a key and 

free-throw line painted on the concrete. 

“Michelle?” Allison called out, not seeing her daughter. 
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“Coming, Mom,” a small voice called out from around the side of the house. A moment later 

my pupil ran out, dressed in maroon Marian Academy Wildcats shorts and T-shirt, and carrying a 

basketball, which I surmised had not only missed the hoop and backboard, but the wall of the house 

as well. 

While the cute little face was, indeed, a miniature of Allison’s, the brown eyes, short dark-

brown hair, and olive complexion clearly belonged to her da. You and I know all about that sort of 

thing, don’t we? 

“Michelle, this is Coach Katie,” Allison told her by way of an introduction. “She’s going to 

help you become a better player.” 

Heaving a sigh that seemed much too big to come from her little body, Michelle looked up at 

me and said, “I sure hope so, because I really, really want to make that team.” 

“We’ve got plenty of time,” I told her, although thinking that for someone who obviously 

couldn’t hit the broad side of a mansion with the ball, even plenty of time may not be nearly enough. 

After a little more coach/pupil interaction, Allison said, “You keep on practicing, Honey, 

while I show Kate around.” 

“Don’t watch the ball,” I told her. “Keep your eye on where you want it to go.” 

“Okay, Coach Katie. Okay! Super!” 

As Allison and I returned to the French doors, Michelle ran to retrieve the ball from the pool, 

having tried for a free throw and actually hitting the edge of the backboard this time. 

See what a little coaching can do? 

When Marciano, who was not simply the butler, but the major-domo of the household, had 

finished introducing me to a bevy of servants and functionaries, Allison took me around to meet the 

family—literally and mob-erly. 

Of course I didn’t see Allison’s husband, Stephano ‘Little Stevie’ Parisio, who, as you already 

know, was a guest of the government in a Federal B&B. But I did get to meet Rebecca, Gianni, and 

Delanna. 

We climbed a stone circular staircase to get to Rebecca Parisio’s apartments in one of the 

turrets, and after Allison had knocked, announced herself, and had received a frosty “Yes?” we 

entered the inner sanctum. 

I managed to keep the smile on my face as my mind thought, Oooo! at all the heavy dark 

furniture and scarlet-and-black brocade material. The leaded glass windows added to my trepidation. 
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Although Allison’s mother-in-law lacked an intimidating physical presence (about five-foot-

six, one hundred-twenty pounds) she more than made up for it with her aura. She was clothed from 

head to toe in black-on-black brocade. Her hair, worn in a flip, was as black as mine, except for a 

pure white streak that ran the length of the left side. And her obsidian eyes, I’m certain, could bore 

through steel-plate. The only item of color on this woman, except for the skunk-streak in her hair, 

was a braided sterling silver choker-style necklace with about a dozen rubies and diamonds 

interspersed along its triple strand. 

Had I not been so tall, I’m sure she would have looked down her nose at me, but instead, she 

had to satisfy herself by looking up her nose at me. 

“So, you’re the girl my daughter-in-law has hired to teach my granddaughter how to play 

basketball,” she said, focusing those coal-black eyes on me. 

Girl? I thought, but then answered as cheerily as I could manage “Yes ma’am. Michelle seems 

really eager to learn.” 

“In my day, girls spent their time on more practical endeavors, but, nowadays…” She sniffed 

disparagingly, gave a dismissive wave with her hand, but left the sentence unfinished. I assumed that 

she meant endeavors related to manners, social status, country club teas, debutante balls, and the like. 

I would have loved to have found a more charitable way to describe Nonna, the name by 

which Michelle referred to her paternal grandmother, but the only apt description that comes to mind 

after my initial visit is one that I saw within this past month silk-screened on a T-shirt. It read: 

 

Meddle not in the 

affairs of dragons, 

for you are crunchy 

and good with ketchup. 

 

After a brief inquisition as to my qualifications for teaching her granddaughter and not having 

much to criticize about someone who was All State in her junior and senior years at Immaculata, plus 

had an Olympic gold medal, Allison and I were released from the tower. 

Taking a last look at the leaded glass windows, I wondered if they afforded entrance and 

egress for the flying monkeys. 

The next stop on the tour brought us to Gianni and Delanna Falcone. 

Remember the old nursery rhyme? 
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Jack Sprat could eat no fat. 

His wife could eat no lean. 

And so between the both of them, you see, 

they licked the platter clean. 

 

It fit Gianni and Delanna to a ‘T.’ 

Delanna was Rebecca’s daughter from her first husband—long deceased—but inherited most 

of her personality genes from her mother. While not a full-fledged dragon, I guess that would make 

her a wyvern of sorts. 

Along with Michelle and Marciano, Gianni seemed to be the only other one in that household 

who knew how to smile. He good-naturedly put up with his wife by saying things like, ‘Yes, caro 

mio,’ and ‘I will see to it, Dee,’ but then ignored whatever it was he had been told to do, since he had 

no intention of doing it anyway. By being so affable, though, he avoided any direct confrontation. 

Then when scolded later on for his neglect, he would simply shake his head, shrug his shoulders, and 

say something like, ‘So sorry, caro mio. The old mind just isn’t what it used to be.’ His mind couldn’t 

have been too bad, however, since he apparently controlled the Parisio racketeering and smuggling 

interests, and also had the good sense to suppress his smile until out of Delanna’s sight. 

During lunch (just Allison, Michelle, Gianni, Delanna, and myself—Rebecca chose to have a 

plate brought up to her apartments), conversation fell into two categories—Gianni, Allison, Michelle, 

and I talking about B-ball and V-ball, and Delanna complaining to Gianni about things that the cook, 

maid, gardener, housekeeper, et al had forgotten to do. 

Usually when dads go away, to war or prison or what not, they take their little boys aside and 

tell them, ‘Now you’ve got to be the man of the house while I’m gone, and take care of your mother.’ 

Well, although no one had had that talk with Michelle, it had fallen on the very small, but 

obviously strong, shoulders of this ten-year-old little girl to be the ‘(wo)man of the house’ and take 

care of Allison, protecting her from both dragon and wyvern. 

As an example, when after lunch Delanna asked Allison, in a rather sharp manner, “Did you 

remember to take your medication?” with an implied, ‘I’ll bet you didn’t,’ at the end of the sentence, 

Allison just stood there trying to remember if she had or hadn’t. Michelle, the little protector, jumped 

right in with, “Of course she did, Auntie Dee. She’s not an imbecile.” 



36                                                                                                     STACKHOUSE 

 

 

After Delanna had left the room, only then did Michelle quietly remind her mother that she 

had not, in fact, taken her pills. 

Also looking out for Allison was Marciano, who within seconds of the beginning of Delanna’s 

question-slash-accusation, exited the room. When he returned a minute or so later, he surreptitiously 

handed Allison a vial of pills and a glass of water, then used his body to block anyone else’s view as 

she took the medication. 

While this was going on, I said to Michelle, “Okay, Mickie, let’s go out back and see what 

you’ve got.” 

“Super, Coach Katie! she answered enthusiastically, and bounded away toward the French 

doors to the terrace. I could tell that she liked the nickname I had given her. To be honest about it, I 

sort of liked the sound of ‘Coach Katie’ as well. 

My guess is that you probably raised an eyebrow earlier when I referred to my pupil as a 

‘poor-little-rich-girl,’ thinking me catty for using that term. But I didn’t mean it that way at all. 

Honest. Yes, Michelle’s family was rich, as I’ve already told you—filthily so. And, yes, she was 

little—at ten years old, she stood only three-foot-ten-inches high and weighed only sixty pounds, 

either dry or soaking wet. As for her being poor, I meant it in the kindest possible way, as in, ‘aw, 

poor kid,’ because of her somewhat dysfunctional family. 

Once outside, I picked up a basketball and underhanded it to Michelle saying, “Show me your 

layup,” then followed that up with a silent, Oh, shit! as the ball hit her squarely in the face. 

After three bounces, the ball ended up in the pool. With no bounce, my pupil ended up on her 

little butt, blood gushing from her nose and tears streaming from her eyes. 

Oh, swell! I thought, running to her and taking a wad of tissues from my pocket, resisting the 

urge to use a coach-like phrase of, ‘Get up and walk it off.’ 

I knelt down next to Michelle, held her head back, and pinched her nose, telling her, “Just 

breathe through your mouth, sweetie, it’ll stop in a little bit.” When she looked up into my eyes, trying 

to be real brave and stop crying, I said, “Trust me. See this nose-guard? I know just how you feel. 

We’ll stop the bleeding, then get some ice on it to keep the swelling down.” 

“The household staff must have been watching us from one of the windows—and reading my 

mind. Consuelo Jaramillo the housekeeper, to whom I had been introduced earlier, ran out with a wet 

washcloth and a towel full of ice. 

“There, there, now, Miss Michelle,” Consuelo cooed, “we will have you as good as new in no 

time.” She handed me the towel of ice to press against Michelle’s nose as she proceeded to wipe the 
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blood from the rest of the little girl’s face. “If you are going to be a basketball player,” she continued, 

“you are going to have to get used to bumps and bruises and scrapes, I think. Just look at Ms. Kate. I 

will bet she has gotten herself pretty banged up over the years.” 

“Oh my God!” a voice cried out, and Allison came running toward us from the house. “What 

happened?!” 

With me still pinching her nose and holding the ice bag on it, Michelle’s answer came out 

something like, “Ith okay, Mom. I juth clothed my eyths again when I thouldn’t have. I’ll be all right.” 

“Sorry,” I said to Allison as I stood up, the bleeding now stopped. “I’ll try and be a bit more 

gentle with her.” 

“No, Coach Katie,” Michelle said. “It was all my fault. I’ll do better next time. I promise! 

Honest!” 

The kid may not have had talent, but she sure had heart. I looked down at her and gave her a 

wink. 

Consuelo had completed the clean-up and finished by kissing the tip of Michelle’s nose. She 

stood, smiled, and nodded to Allison and me, then returned to the French doors. 

“I’m sure you will, Mickie,” I said, “but let’s call it a day, huh? We’ll start fresh first thing 

Monday morning, okay?” 

“Okay, Coach Katie. Whatever you say.” 

*     *     * 

On the drive home, I thought about the day’s events and any observations that I would share 

with Brother Pat that evening. 

There was an awful lot of tension in that household. Gianni and Delanna bickered almost 

constantly—mostly her. 

Delanna clearly did not care for Allison and seemed indifferent to Michelle. Her only 

interaction with her sister-in-law and niece seemed to be when she found something to criticize. 

Rebecca didn’t care much for Allison, either, and also seemed indifferent toward them. Not 

once in my presence did she ever use Michelle’s or Allison’s names, referring to them, instead, as 

‘my granddaughter’ and my ‘daughter-in-law,’ respectively. 

Allison, herself, could only be described as ‘fragile.’ Okay, let’s call a spade a spade. She was 

a bit of a head-case with—from what Gianni told me in confidence—a history of mental problems. 

Although hospitalized only twice for them, Allison, nevertheless, got confused very easily. 
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And, finally, although I did manage to heed Pat’s warning about not spending any time looking 

at icons or mentioning icons, there was no way I could ignore the icons in that house. Each room had 

at least one, and Rebecca’s apartments were chuck full of them—some quite exquisite. 

One in particular had caught the corner of my eye. Off in an alcove set up as a private chapel, 

complete with an elaborately carved wooden altar, candlesticks, and a prie-dieu, a beautiful triptych, 

about a foot high by a foot-and-a-half wide, sat in the center of the altar. The entire oil-on-wood icon 

appeared to be mounted in genuine silver. The middle panel contained images of Mary and the Christ 

Child, both in silver crowns studded with jewels. Flanking the Mother of God, images of two saints 

faced the center panel. 

Pat would have been proud of me, though. I never looked directly at the chapel. 

All in all, I thought I had done a pretty good job of establishing my cover—with everyone 

except, maybe, Marciano. I still had the feeling that he suspected an ulterior motive for my presence. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

SATURDAY - EVENING 

 

The remainder of the day turned out to be rather uneventful. 

With Saturday being a ceili night, we had another great crowd at Kehough’s, and I’d finally 

be able to write out the check for our insurance payment. Our agent Gary Muldoon, whose office was 

at the Plainview end of our strip of buildings, had begun to haunt me of late, explaining, recently, at 

lunch that a grace-period usually meant a few days, not a month. 

Brother Pat and Mary Grace had apparently called a truce of some sort. Even though they 

didn’t seem to be on speaking terms, at least he was being fed indoors and not out in the alley. 

Last night’s leftover leg of lamb had transformed itself into tonight’s Irish Stew, and as we 

sat there side-by-side slurping, I said, “After you’re done with dinner, why don’t you head on upstairs 

and I’ll fill you in on what I learned today.” 

Washing down a bite of Irish Soda Bread with a swig of Red Mountain Lager, Pat nodded, 

then replied, “Take your time with the schmoozing. Braves are at Philly tonight.” 

I did as he had asked, and after the game (Braves-1; Philly-2) I recapped the day’s events and 

my impressions—especially those regarding Marciano. 

“Marciano?” Pat asked. “First name?” 

“Didn’t say. In fact, made it a point that in that household he was just addressed by his last 

name. No ‘Mister.’ No nothing. Just ‘Marciano.’” 

“Okay. I’ll check him out with a buddy over in the mob squad. For now, just continue with 

your coaching duties. And remember what we talked about last night.” 

“Make them feel comfortable with having me around until they’re used to me being there.” 

“You got it, Katie.” 

One piece of information I omitted in my narrative to Pat was about me sneaking a peek at 

the icon on the altar up in Rebecca’s private chapel. No point would be served by it. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

SUNDAY 

 

In the morning, Brother Pat and I joined Brother Seamus, Mary Grace, and their fourth son, 

Tim, who still lived at home, for nine-thirty Mass at Our Lady, Queen of the Universe. We had all 

been baptized and gotten our religious education at OLQU, and we still worshipped there—some of 

us not as regularly as others. I’ll leave it up to you to figure out who that ‘some of us’ were. 

Fr. Turlough McInerney, Mary Grace’s brother and the pastor of OLQU, let his smart-ass 

tendency get the better of him when, during the announcements, he asked any visitors to stand and 

introduce themselves. Of course, he looked straight at me when he said it. I’m sure the Lord was 

proud of me, though. I waited until after Mass when we were out in the parking lot before I gave 

Nephew Tim a smack on the back of his head for snickering at his uncle’s remark. 

That afternoon, I wandered over to the Y to check out the pick-up B-ball game. With the 

freshly repaired nose, I couldn’t play for another week, but it gave me something to do with my time. 

“Hey, babe,” Bobby Curtis called out. “About ready to put yo fine face on the side of a milk 

carton. But now that I sees you with yo nose thingy, I won’t do it. No, babe, I won’t. Can’t chance 

scaring the kiddies away from their moo juice. When you be back with the pack?” 

“Another week,” I told him. “Probably next Sunday.” 

“Take yo time, babe. Whilst we’d like you back, we don’t really need you just now, the 

competition as pitiful as it be lately.” 

Bobby is probably the only person who I let get away with calling me ‘babe.’ For him it’s 

truly asexual. Just about everyone, male or female, is called ‘babe’ by Bobby at some time or another. 

“Who you calling ‘pitiful?’” a big black kid with his head shaved barked out from the key. 
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Bobby smiled at me, dribbled the ball up to the big kid, then dribbled it through the kid’s legs 

and went in for an easy lay-up. 

“Oliver, Oliver,” he said with a big sigh and a head shake, setting the ball down behind the 

baseline. “You had to ax, didn’t you? And now you know who I’s callin’ pitiful. It be you, babe.” 

*     *     * 

Since the Braves had played an afternoon game, W.B. and I did laundry that night. Then while 

the little kitty curled up in her freshly laundered bed, I sat at my desk and took care of some financial 

matters, writing out the first check to Gary Muldoon and hoping that he wouldn’t cash it until Tuesday 

at the earliest. 

With the bills taken care of, I settled into my La-Z-Boy and fell asleep watching TV. Woke 

up just before one in the morning and caught an episode of Night Gallery on Retro TV before brushing 

out my mane and turning in for the night. 

The paintings on Night Gallery must have triggered something in my subconscious: 

 

I was the girl in Allison Parisio’s enchanted forest canvas. However, there was 

no unicorn, just an unexplainable dread as I ran frantically through the woods, 

constantly glancing over my shoulder in an attempt to see what the tree-faces were so 

frightened of. 

 

Shuddering myself awake, I lay there for a few moments as my heart rate slowed to some 

semblance of normal. I really hadn’t a clue as to how I could help Allison with her supposed problem, 

but vowed that if I couldn’t, I certainly wouldn’t take her money, regardless of how rich she was. 

After all, there was no way I’d earn three-hundred per day getting Michelle to the point where she’d 

make the B-ball team. Not even Bill Russell could accomplish a feat like that. 
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