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This book is dedicated to my beautiful nieces, Ashley Dawn and Tianah Rose who are going to be mortified that their crazy auntie dedicated a book about dueling sisters to them, because there is like, no way they resemble Bev and Belinda.





Chapter One

“When did my toes get that big?”
Beverly Nichol lay flat on her back with one eye open, blearily staring at her feet. She attempted to guess the time of day.
“I’m thinking it’s pretty early in the morning because of the position of the sun.”
Bev contemplated this celestial body. “It’s odd though because normally the sun is not in my bedroom.” She opened both eyes and found another body. This one was right beside her. She was relieved.
“Oh, they’re your toes, not mine! So how come you only have one shoe on? Um, buddy? Where’s your other sock and shoe? Buddy? What are you; dead or something?”
She was cold and covered in dew. The body beside her was even colder.
He was handsome, she’d give him that. Three-piece suit, complete with fancy hanky puff thing in his pocket; matching tie and beautiful wavy black hair. And he smelled like almonds and cherries. What was that wonderful smell?
“Jergens hand lotion! This dream is getting better and better!” Bev smiled and picked up his hand to check how smooth it was. Forget smooth. It was cold. It was very cold.
She frowned and then pinched herself.
“Expletive!” she said purposely using a euphemism, “this dude is dead.” She quickly sat up and massaged the back of her head and turned around. She had been sleeping against a tombstone.
The dead dude was permanently sleeping against the tombstone and behind his back was a long-jagged line of red splatter.
Bev stuck out her lower lip and patted the dude’s blue hand. “Oh you poor thing, you were murdered.”
It could have been that Bev was still drunk from the night before, or it could have been her general laid-back attitude, but her sudden priority was to find the dead man’s right shoe. The sock was negotiable. She got up and began her search.
She found her purse two tombstones over, her car keys, her spring jacket with the pink polka dots and her wallet, but no right shoe approximate size twelve. She went back and apologized to him.
“Sorry I couldn’t find your shoe.” She looked closely at his face; did she know him? She felt she should say something nice, because he was dead. Maybe a compliment?
“You must be about ten years older than me, right? Not that I expect you to answer but you look around thirty-four; but good for your age, you know?”
Bev noticed something pretty and shiny in his ear.
“You won’t be needing this, am I right? Of course I am. You’re dead.”
She had to tug a bit, but she got the earring out and dropped it in her purse. Then she felt guilty and started talking to the dead man again.
“I know it would be so embarrassing to be found like this; well, not the dead in a graveyard part, but the nicely dressed except for your one shoe.”
Bev looked at her wrist. It still didn’t have a watch on it, but she felt like she was late for something. She kneeled down and removed the remaining shoe.
“I’ll just keep this for you,” she said, hugging the left shoe to her chest as she looked at the details on the tombstone.
“Miss Thelma Honeyford, 1927 to 2017, the best auntie, sister and friend. Pure in heart and body, gone home to meet the Lord.”
“I’m sorry, Miss Thelma, that this gorgeous hunk of man was dropped on your doorstep after you were dead. Maybe if you met him a few decades ago, you wouldn’t have been so pure?”
Bev opened the door to her car when a wasp went zzzing by her ear. That’s a pretty fast-moving wasp, she thought.
It was actually a bullet.
***
Her old red Tercel had so many dents and rust spots, that Bev didn’t even notice the new holes in the trunk when she arrived home. Fortunately, she had been driving around with a sleeping bag rolled up in the back seat so the bullets that didn’t blow out her taillights, travelled through the car and lodged safely in the sleeping bag.
Bev was oblivious to the danger. She had the radio cranked up and was singing lustily along with the classic rock. When she got home, she popped the trunk, threw the shoe in and went in her motel room and sat on the orange couch.
Once she sat down, she started to come down from the previous night.
I really have to get a life, she thought. I keep doing this over and over again. Start the day hungover, segue to remorse, have some hair of the dog…
“Speaking of which, what sort of hair do I have?”
Bev headed to the box under the sink which she affectionately called her liquor cabinet. She was fortunate. She had several liquor cabinets; one under the kitchen table and one on the kitchen table. All were next to empty.
“Maybe I should have just stayed with the dead guy,” she said morosely, “At least I would have somebody to talk to.”
***
Tony ‘Fettuccini’ Taylor was ticked. His gun was empty. He phoned his boss, Helen Percy.
“I missed, Auntie Helen, and now I’m out of bullets.”
“Is this Tony?”
“Yah.”
“Do you know what time it is Tony? It’s six o’clock in the damn morning! Who were you shooting at?”
Tony was standing in the graveyard admiring the sunrise. He missed part of the question.
“No, I wasn’t shooting a cat, I was shooting at that Beverly Nichols.”
“What? Tell me you didn’t hit her? Why in the hell were you shooting at her?”
Tony hung his head. “I told you, I missed. You told me to kill her Auntie Helen, so I tried.”
Helen Percy was out of bed by now, smoking a cigarette. Dealing with staff was always fraught with communication difficulties, but her nephew Tony took the cake.
“I told you to tail her, TAIL her Tony, not kill her.”
Tony put his finger in his ear and wiggled it. “You know Auntie Helen; I think my ears are blocked or something. I went to the clinic and he told me to put oil in my ears, but I thought that was pretty dumb, so I didn’t do it. Maybe I should have?”
Tony heard a sigh on the other end of the phone.
“Did you fall back asleep Auntie?”
“Tony, you work for me. It’s always Mrs. Percy; always. Do you know how to text?”
“Yes, of course.”
His boss said, “Text me,” and hung up.
Tony noticed a guy leaning against a tombstone and went over to investigate. If the guy heard him talking about trying to kill Beverly Nichols that wouldn’t be good. First thing Tony noticed the guy was barefoot. Then he noticed it was his cousin Serafino.
Tony’s phone beeped and he read the message. “Text me now.”
Tony immediately phoned his boss. “I didn’t realize you wanted me to text you right away, so I didn’t. Plus, I just found Serafino.”
“Serafino? He’s with you? Put him on.”
This time Helen Percy heard Tony sigh deeply. “I’ve kicked him several times, but he’s not waking up. I think he’s dead. He’s got that kind of blue color dead people get.”
“Serafino’s dead? Who else knows this?”
Tony thought hard. “I imagine the person who killed him.”
Helen continued to process the death of one of her best enforcers by lighting yet another cigarette. There were now two burning in the ashtray; but she didn’t notice.
“Nephew mine, I am going to text you instructions. Please read them and do them and text me when they’re done, okay?”
“Sure, Mrs. Percy. See Auntie Helen, I said Mrs. Percy.”
***
The mixture Bev made from all the leftover booze in her motel was not good. Even her bird complained, and she hadn’t given her any.
She had picked up the bird the previous month, instead of paying the rent. Bev had been on her lunch hour at her new job and walked by a pet store. She saw a beautiful green bird with an orange face. The guy at the pet shop told her it was a peach-faced lovebird and would live for over twelve years and would talk up a storm! It would be great company, he said.
On the spot, Bev bought it and a cage and food. She called her bird ‘Angel’ and set her up beside the liquor cabinet on her kitchen table. Really, it was her only table and with the bird and the box of booze, there wasn’t any room to dine had Bev been inclined to. She wasn’t; she mostly drank.
Angel didn’t talk. At all. But she did chitter and attack any paper and shred it to pieces. Bev had to throw her mail in the trunk of her car, or it ended up ripped in strips and woven in Angel’s cage.
Bev, with the horrid hair of the dog in her plastic cup, returned to her litany of self-loathing.
Yup, I really do need to get a life. I make all sorts of promises and resolutions to myself and promptly go out and break every single one. And the whole vicious cycle begins again. I wonder if I still have a job?
The next important question was, ‘where do I work’? Bev had a little problem. She had blackouts. People were always telling her she did this and did that and she didn’t remember any of it. The blackouts were getting worse and overlapping into her sober times.
Take this morning, for example. She woke up next to a dead guy.
Why? Did she know him? Is that why she was sad, because her subconscious was telling her that her friend was dead?
What if he was my fiancée? Should I go tell his parents? How am I supposed to do that when I can’t remember their names or where they live? Or what happened last night?
She knocked back the booze, shuddered and looked at the wall. Apparently, she had thrown something red there and it had dripped down to the floor.
Bev grunted and told Angel. “Looks like someone died in here doesn’t it? Why can’t I be like my older Sister, Belinda? She’s as neat as a pin and probably doesn’t wake up to dead guys.”
With good intentions, Bev started to search for a pay stub so she could phone whatever company and tell them she would be late; or if she was fired, that she wouldn’t be coming in but about ten minutes into her search, she found some money.
It was stuffed into each sleeve of a black sweater that Belinda had knit for her when they were still getting along.
“Look at this Angel! We’ve got enough money here for the rent! You know what we should do? Forget the rent, we’re going to buy some gas for the Tercel and go see Belinda! Road trip to Eureka, baby!”
Angel was pretty happy about this. Anything to get out of this hole. At least in the pet shop there were people to talk to. This idiot was never home. It was just Angel and the television left on constantly; tuned to home improvement shows. Angel wanted to fly, not listen to discussions about countertops. She didn’t care what they were made of; she could poop on anything.
Bev kept talking to her bird. “Should I phone her? No, let’s surprise her!” She got some garbage bags and started to stuff her in her clothes, but she kept finding money stuffed in sleeves.
Even in her hungover state, she knew this meant trouble.
“Let’s see what we have. Dead guy, lots of money, and a big red stain on the wall. Yup. I’m thinking we should leave sooner, rather than later.”
Bev was on a mission now. The booze had helped to fire up her brain cells and she started packing in earnest. She ran out to the car with a bag of what she figured were necessities and noticed the lid of the trunk was still up.
“Bonus!” she said as she took the spare tire out and filled the cavity with ramen noodles. She brought out Angel in her cage and put the cage on the front passenger seat.
That’s when she noticed a half-empty whiskey bottle on the floor.
“This would make the perfect gift for Maggie,” she said. She brought it inside to wrap it up and add an extra little touch. After her gift was ready she carried it towards the tiny bathroom.
A quick survey from the doorway confirmed her suspicions; there wasn’t anything in there she needed. Bev was not that fastidious with her grooming; in fact her goal for several weeks was to get rid of her unibrow, but that hadn’t happened. On a whim Bev ripped the shower curtain aside and found a grey duffle bag with another stash of cash and some boxes.
“Hot Diggity, Angel, we got ourselves some travelling food partner!” she yelled as she found ten boxes of brandy filled chocolates.
I guess I don’t do anything by half measures, she thought as she wedged the boxes beside the bird cage in her car. For a change maybe I should be responsible. Now what would be responsible?
Bev realized she left the money in the tub and debated leaving it for rent. Nope, she thought, Belinda might need it. Or I could buy a new car. She looked over at the black SUV parked beside her and decided she would get a car like that, but red or maybe yellow and definitely a convertible.
Bev went back inside and grabbed the money. She carefully locked the door to her motel room but left the key in the lock for the manager to find. She wouldn’t want him to have to pay for a lost key.
“Now that’s responsible!” she said as she drove away. As soon as she passed the office she slammed on her brakes.
Angel the bird contemplated Bev’s driving skills and debated suicide while Bev ran in the office and back out again. Once they were under way, Angel chittered happily. The scenery was breathtaking even if, at times, they travelled a little too close to the vehicle in front of them.
***
The owners of the black SUV were still sleeping. Jamal and Hailey had the easiest work assignment ever and splurged on wine last night. They had toasted their brilliance far too often at hiding their relationship from their bosses. They also toasted the subject they were to keep under surveillance.
“Here’s to Beverly Penelope Nichols! Thank God for sloppy drunks!” said Hailey Peterson.
“And the mile-wide swath of destruction they leave behind them!” Jamal Osman added.
If Bev wasn’t stumbling into people, she was singing loudly songs she made up on the spot. To find her they just had to listen for her warbling or for people cursing her out in the club.
The FBI agents had been watching her for two weeks. Far from being the nefarious underworld criminal their bosses suspected she was; Beverly Penelope Nichols was the dumbest redhead in the country. No way would they lose track of her!




Chapter Two

“Heading out in the car, man we’re going far; going to see my older Sister, hope she isn’t shacked up with a mister!” Bev sang as she flew down the highway towards California.
Angel didn’t mind Bev’s braying; at least they were on the road. The little bird was hopping from perch to perch trying to get a better view of the road, but a big semi was in front of them and another behind them.
“Belinda’s going to be so proud of me; today is the first day of my sobriety!” Bev sang as she ate another brandy-filled chocolate. She suddenly reverted to a normal speaking voice.
“Glasses. I think I forgot my glasses.” Shortly afterwards she pulled over at a rest stop to start searching the bags of clothes.  She was notorious for leaving her glasses in pockets; but first she had to smell the flowers growing in between the concrete curbing.
“Whoa. You did not live up to my expectations!” Bev said as she recoiled from the stink of the daisies. It was enough to throw her into tailspin.
Some things just let you down when you least expect it, she thought. Especially people things. One minute they’re all ‘I’ll love you forever’ and the next they’re like, ‘I’m going back to my wife and kids’.
She looked over at her car where Angel was clinging to the side of the cage. Like this bird, she thought, it’s supposed to talk and doesn’t. What good is it?
Bev immediately cringed at the thought of speaking ill of her bird.
“I’m sorry little Angel. Here, be free! Fly away little bird!”
Angel was ecstatic. The idiot had opened the cage door and let her out! Angel had never flown any great distance, but she wanted to. Out she went, up and up and then sideways. A passing semi narrowly missed her, and the breeze created knocked Angel off course. She somersaulted in the air, regained her equilibrium and flew through an open window in an RV parked at the rest stop. Angel heard a wolf whistle. She looked for the source and saw a caged male lovebird.
She boldly walked past the humans who were seated at the breakfast table and pushed her beak through the bars. “How you doing?” she asked.
Beverly on the other hand determined that she would never look at another male again. She returned to her car and passed out.
***
Helen Percy had a dilemma. She had joined forces with Gary, the Loss Prevention Officer at a big box store, but he had delayed initiating the next phase of their operation. She confronted him about his reluctance and he finally confessed his screw-up.
Oddly enough, Helen couldn’t get in touch with Serafino, so she sent Tony to follow-up. He was as useless as the proverbial female genitalia on a bull, but he was family. Sort of.
Now to find out Serafino was dead? That was a shame. Once it was public knowledge, she’d send some flowers to his family. Serafino could have ‘talked’ to Gary and made sure Gary wasn’t inclined to screw-up again. She sure couldn’t send Tony and her other enforcers were out of town on different projects. What to do?
Helen thought back about how she entered into a business arrangement with Gary. She ran several operations including loan sharking. Gary had a little gambling problem; Helen had a big enforcer solution. The thing was, Serafino wasn’t just brawn, he was also brains. He quickly realized Gary could provide them with an opportunity.
“Helen, before I tune this guy up; how about if you come over and talk to him? He’s in charge of preventing what they call shrinkage at the big box chain called “Mansion Decorating Discounts”. If he can prevent shrinkage, then why can’t he cause it?”
And indeed, with Helen’s resources, Gary could create undetected shrinkage.
The key was the truck driver and Serafino’s persuasive techniques. If the manifest read “eighteen skids” to be dropped off at Cherryvale Mall, the truck driver would write change the 18 to a 13. Or 15 to 10. Sure it was sloppy, but it worked. The warehouse manager was too new and too harried to question the changes. The driver would systematically short Mansion Decorating Discounts at least five pallets of merchandize with every delivery.
Gary would arrange for higher end furniture to be shipped to the mall location; but of course, all of it wouldn’t be delivered. The five-pallet holdback always included some large ticket items. The goods were then delivered to a new store, owned and operated by Helen Percy.
It was by far, Helen’s most profitable operation.
But then, Gary was questioning Helen’s decisions. It was a shame Serafino was dead, Helen thought again as she sipped her coffee. She looked at the numbers on her screen. Her flagship discount store, Cottage Decorating Discounts, in the same city but downtown, was performing well as her overhead was approximately 90% lower than a comparable store.
One reason her overhead was low? Helen had a ‘relationship’ with the owner of the building that housed her store. It was simple. She had strongly suggested, ‘You give me store space and I won’t give evidence that you had several of your older buildings torched for insurance money’; he agreed without a peep. Of course Helen’s team was responsible for the arson as well as recording sufficient information for blackmail.
Another reason? Helen didn’t have to pay for stock. Mansion Decorating Discounts provided it and even paid the truck driver to deliver the pallets to her store. Also, she paid her staff minimum wage to ensure a frequent turnover of personnel. This guaranteed no one would stay long enough to care about anything like re-ticketing. Helen lowered the price on the appropriated merchandize to twenty percent below the competitor’s retail price and made a killing in sales daily.
Now she wanted to run the operation in another city, yet Gary was reluctant. Helen could not understand why as he could basically do everything remotely from his office. Gary was making tons of money; he even had his teeth fixed and was taking vacations.
For the past year, Gary had been a very greedy guy, but now he didn’t want to make even more money? Something was up, so she demanded a meeting.
That was when she found out about a flamingo flash drive.
***
That evening, Bev parked in the no parking zone and ran up the steps to her sister’s townhouse and pounded on the door.
“I’m here!” she yelled. She could see the change in light as someone stood on the other side of the peephole.
“Belinda! It’s me, Bev. Open the door!”
The door slowly opened.
Belinda Nichols looked at her younger sister and said, “I have to call my sponsor,” and walked away.
“Bonus,” Bev said as she hauled in a couple of her trash bags full of clothes and money. As Bev placed the birdcage on the coffee table, she heard a funeral march being played. She looked around and realized the sound was coming from her bra.
“Oh, it’s my phone! Hello?”
“Miss Nichols, this is the Manager at the Shady Rest Motel. Your rent continues to be overdue. If you do not pay today, I will have no other choice but to evict you and turn the matter over to a collection agency.”
“Oh, no worries Tom! This is Tom, isn’t it? I’ve already evicted myself.”
“This is not Tom. There is no one here called Tom. You have evicted yourself? I do not understand, Miss Nichols.”
Bev’s enthusiasm to be at her sister’s home turned to jaw-dropping wonder as she looked around the living room. Every square inch of every wall was covered with puzzles. Completed puzzles glued and framed.
“You should see these puzzles Tom, they’re awesome! She’s got teacups and gardens and hot air balloons and…”
“Miss Nichols, I need the rent.”
“I’ve moved out Tom, but you can keep all the furniture and sell it to make up my rent shortfall.”
“Ma’am, you rented a furnished motel room.”
Bev thought back to her morning exodus. When she had taken one last look at what had been her home for who knows how long, she certainly didn’t, she noticed a nice little side table. For some reason, she had bolted it to the floor.
With more grit than she knew she was capable of; she used her hacksaw to cut through the metal. Bev didn’t know where the hacksaw had come from, but it and the side table were currently stored in the backseat of the Tercel beside her sleeping bag.
“Ma’am, if you do not pay the rent today, I shall have to call your employer and advise them of your tardiness.”
Somewhere in the back of Bev’s pickled brain she knew it was against the law to threaten a delinquent client in this manner, but she really wanted to know where she worked. “Could you do that Tom? Could you look up where I work and let me know?”
Bev could hear the clacking of the computer keys. The Manager of the Shady Rest Motel came back on the phone.
“Miss Nichols I am looking up your employer. This is your last chance.”
“You know, that would make a much better name for your motel. The Last Chance Motel sounds much better than Shady Rest Motel. Shady Rest sounds like a graveyard. But Tom, I do like going to the cemetery to relax; I find it very peaceful.”
“We shall keep the name then Ma’am. I am phoning your employer as soon as I disengage the line.”
“Who do I work for Tom?”
“Considerate Collection Agencies.”
Bev started laughing so hard she dropped her phone. Considerate? How in the world could a collection agency be considerate? What did they do, walk up to you with tea and cookies and ask politely for their money back? The irony that she was behind on most of her bills and collection agencies were probably after her was lost on Bev.
Belinda came in the room and was definitely not laughing or smiling. Not one little bit.
“You are part of my step nine according to my sponsor,” she said flatly as she looked with disgust at the trash Bev had dragged into her neat home.
“So, you’ve got a sponsor? Fantastic! What show are you in?”
A wave of relief washed over Belinda as she saw the empty birdcage. Thank goodness! But was the bird loose in the house?
“Beverly Penelope, I have no idea what you are talking about. Did you bring a bird into my house?”
Boy, thought Bev, so many people today are having a hard time understanding things, must be something going around.
***
Tony clearly understood the text. He loved texting. As per Auntie Helen’s instructions, nope, make that Mrs. Percy’s instructions, he searched through Serafino’s clothes. He found nothing and texted his boss to that effect.
The highway only ran north or south and Tony was told to come back home; south to Eureka. Tony wasn’t sure of directions, but he did know how to read a road sign. So after driving for about thirty minutes; after he read a road sign, he turned around and drove the other way.
***
Hailey and Jamal had spent the day looking for Bev. Hailey had gone to get real coffee that Thursday morning; not that complimentary motel crap and noticed that the little red car wasn’t parked in it’s stall. She rushed back to the hotel room and shook her partner.
“She’s gone. Wake up Jamal; Beverly’s gone!”
Jamal mumbled something, then sat up. He repeated his statement.
“Well she didn’t go to work; she got fired yesterday.”
Hailey looked at her watch. It was a little after nine.
“Bars aren’t open this early, are they?”
Jamal wasn’t concerned.
“She’s a weird one, but predictable. We’re going to find her sleeping it off in the cemetery. I’m having a shower.”
Hailey drank her coffee and thought about it. In the two weeks they had been surveilling this subject, they always followed her from a bar to the cemetery. Then the subject would sit and bawl.
Hailey had pretended she was a relative visiting a grave and buddied up to Beverly to mine her for intel. Or so Hailey said in her report when she asked for permission to engage the subject about one week ago. Hailey had long dismissed Beverly as any source of information; the FBI agent was just curious why this young woman always ended up in front of headstones.
“Oh no, this isn’t my family; I just take care of the graves,” Bev said when Hailey found her planting flowers.
“Where do you get the flowers from?”
“I take some of them from other graves. You know, some of these people have been dead for a long time and nobody is taking care of their burial plots. So I just brighten things up a bit and share the wealth, you know? I like to think of it as a service I’m doing for the community.” Bev was drunker than a skunk and started to tear up and sing a song of her own composition.
“Sometimes I see a plain grass grave and wilting flowers I save; and plant them in the ground. Say, what rhymes with ground?”
Hailey said the first thing that came to her mind. “Pound.”
“And I plant them carefullllllly; I don’t pound!” Bev finished her song and confessed to Hailey, “I don’t have that copyrighted yet so don’t steal my song, okay?”
Hailey agreed and sat down beside Bev. “Sure, but why do you come here every night? What’s the attraction?”
In a rare moment of honesty, Bev whispered, “I figure the best place to be lonely is right here.”
***
Once Jamal had his shower and the coffee Hailey had brought him, they headed out to the cemetery but instead of finding Bev, they found a dead guy. His neat three-piece suit did not have a hole in it but his chest certainly did. They spent hours dealing with the local cops and finally returned to their motel room around supper time.
“This is not good Hailey; do you think she killed him?” Jamal asked as he fiddled with the remote.
“She didn’t strike me as a murderer, but maybe we’re totally wrong about her. Maybe she’s the mastermind behind this whole thing.” Hailey stretched then added, “I’ll go talk to the Manager and see what he knows.”
Jamal kept pressing buttons on the remote. “This thing isn’t working. Can you ask him if he has any batteries?”
Hailey walked over to the TV and pressed the on button, then went to see the Manager. She was informed that Miss Beverly had phoned and advised that she had evicted herself.
“She eviscerated herself?” Hailey asked scrunching up her nose. “Ew.”
“Yes. I phoned Ma’am to pay her rent or she would be evicted, and she said she had left.
Hailey sighed with relief; Bev had not eviscerated herself. But it seemed Hailey would have to change the batteries on the hearing aid for her right ear.
Hailey was still pissed at the local cops though; it had taken hours before they would let Hailey and Jamal search the crime scene. The Coroner was equally uncooperative. Hopefully he believed the fax sent to his office from the FBI field office and would forward a copy of his report. For these reasons Hailey decided not to share with the Coroner and local cops anything she might find in Bev’s room until later; if ever. Fortunately, the Manager had already accepted Jamal’s credentials two weeks previous and let his partner into Bev’s motel room without a moment’s hesitation. Or a search warrant.
The kitchen wall was covered with dried blood. A study of blood spray patterns was included in her training, so Hailey was certain this wasn’t the area where the unknown male was shot. She didn’t see the same arterial spray that she saw on the tombstone. The blood drops on Bev’s kitchen wall and floor had tails.
Hailey had grown fond of Bev; she felt sorry for her and oddly protective, but she wasn’t going to tell Jamal that. He was a master of detachment; he never got close to a subject. His partner was another matter.
“Bev, please tell me you had a nosebleed and did not murder someone else,” Hailey asked as she looked through the boxes of empty liquor bottles.
A voice spoke from behind her. “Oh no Ma’am, we do not allow murders in our motel.”




Chapter Three

Hailey swirled around and saw the Manager standing at the doorway holding his cell phone.
“I will be needing to contact my housekeeper; how long will you be needing this room?”
Hailey knew there was quite a lengthy process of fingerprinting required, but she also knew that she could catch more flies with honey.
“I am so sorry Sir, but we are going to need tonight and at least another day to process the scene.” She pretended to suddenly have an idea. “You know, my partner is a real go-getter. If he knows where Bev is, he might just hurry through the processing of the room and race off to find her! Any idea where she might be?”
Hailey knew that Bev had family back in Eureka; but she thought if she buttered up the Manager, she might find out some tidbit of information that the FBI didn’t already know. It was a murder investigation now and she was in the thick of it! If she solved this, it would be a real feather in her cap.
The Manager loved being called Sir and loved being included in the investigation.
“Miss Beverly Nichols mentioned three items of interest; puzzles, teacups and gardens. Plus, I am sure she is somewhere in California by the water.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Ma’am, the tardy rent paying lady who may have had a nosebleed in this room also mentioned hot air balloons. It is far too dangerous to go up in a balloon in this area. Many hot air balloon gatherings occur at this time over water. Which, if I may say, is just as foolhardy a choice as over tall buildings.”
Jamal was the usual contact with the motel office; so Hailey leaned forward to read the man’s badge, but it only said Manager.
“Why don’t you have your name on your nameplate?”
“This is the sad state of some citizens I have met. Many would think less of me if they knew my name and not treat me with the respect I deserve as Manager of the Shady Rest Motel for these past ten years.”
“So put a different name on it.”
The unnamed Manager smiled. “I could put Sean Connery as my name Ma’am?”
“I’d pick a different last name, Sean, but I’d really like to thank you for all the information you have given me. Do you remember anything else about this phone call to Bev?”
“I am going away and coming back shortly,” he said and exited the room.
Hailey still had an extra set of gloves reluctantly given to her at the murder scene in the cemetery; so she put these on and started sorting through the various pieces of clothing scattered around the room.
She started finding hundred-dollar bills tucked into the sleeves of shirts.
“What the hell?”
***
“So what show are you in?” Bev asked her sister Belinda but without waiting for an answer she rushed on, “Did you get work as an extra or are you the star? It must be so exciting! Is it an adventure treasure seeking movie? Do they want you to hold up a can of dog food as you zip line through the jungle while being shot at by bad guys?”
Her older Sister shook her head and said, “Oh snake-spit, bad word, bad word.”
Bev had never heard Belinda swear so much. Actually, it wasn’t true swearing, but ever since Belinda had hung up on Bev for ‘having a mouth like a sewer’, the sisters had decided to use euphemisms instead of swearing.
“I am not in an expletive show, Beverly, what ever gave you that idea?”
“You said you had a sponsor. You know, like Grandma and Grandpa had when they did radio shows.”
Belinda started flapping her hands and breathing rapidly.
“I am a drunk who is trying to stay sober, so I have a sponsor!”
Bev pulled a face. “And they make you sell dog food?”
Belinda strode across the front room and held the door open.
“Out!” she yelled.
“I don’t have anywhere to go,” Bev said quietly.
Her older sister flew into a rage and started kicking the trash bags Bev had dragged in.
“I said get out and I mean get out! I do not need a drunken leech in my life! You are nothing but trouble and I told you two weeks ago that you are never allowed in my house again! Get the hell out!”
Bev pursed her lips and sat down on a chair. “Two weeks ago? I wasn’t here.” She smirked. “I mean, I don’t actually know where I was, but I wasn’t here. Heah, stop kicking my clothes!”
Belinda smiled wickedly. “Oh I’ll kick your clothes if I want to; not only that, I’ll rip them apart if I want to!” She ripped open the plastic bags and started pulling out the clothing. She stopped.
“You saved the sweaters I knit you?”
“Of course,” said Bev. “My sister knit them for me, why would I get rid of them? Sure you knitted them when you were drunk and some of the sleeves look like you kind of forgot what you were doing and just kept knitting.” Bev started searching through the bags. “You’re not going to believe this, but one has a sleeve close to four feet long. The other sleeve is regular length. The cutest thing I ever saw.”
The fire had gone out of Belinda and she sat on a chair next to Bev. “I can’t quite remember,” she said, “Did you ask for all black sweaters?”
“Nope, but you just kept knitting them. Part of your obsessive-compulsive personality, I think. Look, here it is. Wait, let me just take this money out of the sleeves. Oh, do you want some?” she asked when her sister looked shocked.
Belinda was shocked. Bev could barely hold down a job let alone save money. “Where did all this money come from?”
“After I woke up in the cemetery I came home and there it was; stuffed in my clothes. There was even some in a duffel bag in the bathtub beside the chocolate boxes. It might belong to the dead guy I woke up beside or maybe I took it from work? I used to be a bailiff you know.”
Belinda started flapping her hands again and getting red in the face.
“Dead guy? I can’t deal. I have to go.” She locked her front door and went down to the basement. Bev followed and found a nearly empty basement. The only piece of furniture was a filing cabinet sitting directly on the cold concrete floor. It had an old boombox on it.
“Say, I know where you can get furniture cheap. Just rent a motel room but be sure to bring your own hacksaw; they bolt their stuff down.”
Belinda continued to ignore Bev. She opened the filing cabinet and pulled out two pairs of classic roller-skates.
“Put these on,” she ordered.
Once both sisters were skate ready, Belinda turned off the lights.
The entire basement lit up with glow in the dark stickers. Moons, stars, planets and nasty swear words glowed magically from every surface.
Belinda rolled over to the boombox, cranked up the tunes and began skating around the basement faster and faster.
Bev, higher than a kite on boxes of brandy chocolates she had eaten, was completely disoriented. She didn’t know which way was up or down. She decided to stay in one spot and spin.
Not her best idea.
***
Tony ‘Fettucine’ Taylor liked his nickname. He figured it made him cool, so he introduced himself that way at the taco stand.
“I’m sorry sir, we do not sell fettucine; only tacos. There’s an Italian place a couple of blocks over if you want pasta.”
Tony thought this over. Why not? He already lost the chick on the drive down here; he’d have a nice meal before he phoned Mrs. Percy.
Helen Percy phoned him first. She figured that since they didn’t connect with Bev in Seattle, she must be headed to her sister’s in Eureka. A quick google search gave Helen the address.
Tony’s side of the conversation was short. “Now? A Taxi? Bye.”
The entire taxi ride over to Belinda Nichol’s townhouse was troublesome for Tony. It was even more so for the taxi driver as he had to listen to endless questions from his fare about someone called Auntie Helen.
“What? Does Auntie Helen think I’m stupid? Does she think I can’t even find an address? So what, is Serafino going to find the Nichols chick? Oh I don’t think so Auntie Helen. Serafino is dead. I’m the one you need now, don’t you?”
Tony threw the money at the driver and got out in front of 1104 Wayfare Road. He was still grumbling. “Why didn’t Auntie Helen just give me the sister’s address to begin with? Doesn’t she trust me?”
He spotted Bev’s beat up red Tercel and, as per both verbal and the follow-up text instructions sent for clarity, he started to rip it apart; but Tony ‘Fettucine’ Taylor style. First, he carefully started peeling the tape from the piece of cardboard on the side window and removed the cardboard. From there, he reached in and opened the door and started looking something strange. A bird; a pink flamingo in fact. Tony didn’t understand, but he had it in writing; Auntie Helen wanted him to find a pink flamingo.
***
“Why here are the batteries you asked for little lady.”
Hailey recognized the Manager, but not his newfound Texan drawl. His nameplate now read “Sean W. Johnson”; in his hand were four triple A batteries.
“Howdy Ma’am!”
Hailey hid a smile. “I see you had a label maker handy. I understand where the Sean came from but Johnson?”
“I am a big fan of Mr. Rock Johnson Ma’am; I mean, well shucks ma’am, I like the Rock plenty.”
“And your Texan drawl?”
“The Duke is a right favorite of mine.”
Hailey walked around Sean. “This is good,” she said and continued circling. “I see a confidence; a determination to lead by example! Yes, I see a leader!”
Sean lifted his chin and looked determined.
“But I think less is more. If you were to add the drawl right now, it would be gilding the lily. Your staff would be too overwhelmed.”
“Yes, undercover FBI authority person Hailey. You have made a fine point and I will abide by it.”
“Thanks Sean. Was this chain attached to a side table?”
“Yes, rightly so Ma’am.”
Hailey wandered through the room looking for more money. Currently, she had found just over three thousand dollars in one hundred-dollar bills, non-sequential and old. Probably not from a bank robbery. Her phone rang.
“Hailey, where are you? Did you get the batteries?”
“I’m working the case Jamal,” she said testily. She turned away from Sean and whispered, “You know, the case of the missing woman we were supposed to keep under surveillance instead of knocking boots.”
Sean giggled.
“Oh yes Ma’am, we do allow many knocking of boots in this no-tell motel.”
***
The twins stopped roller skating for two very separate reasons. Belinda had worn herself out and Beverly was on the verge of passing out.
They went upstairs.
Belinda started eating a piece of chocolate, then ran to the sink and spit it out.
“This has alcohol in it!”
“No kidding Sherlock.” Bev was getting to the mean phase of her drunkenness.
“If you think you’re so smart, can you tell me the difference between borrowing and stealing?” her older sister shot back in the same mean-spirited tone. “Like how is borrowing a table from a motel different from stealing?”
“There is only one cushion on your couch. Why? Do you have an aversion to fluffy things? Is that why you hate me, Belinda, because I’m so fluffy?”
Belinda looked away.
“Okay,” said Bev, “Back to my appropriation of furniture from the motel. Now after five years, the owners can no longer depreciate the furniture at twenty percent a year. So basically, I did them a favor. Now they have to go buy new furniture and then they can start the cycle of depreciation anew. And ta da! They have a tax write-off!”
“Did you just use the word anew? What are you? Some sort of poet accountant savant?”
Before Bev could formulate an answer, a loud banging began on the front door.
“Open up; this may be the police!”
Belinda grabbed Bev by the scruff of the neck and pulled her to the kitchen in the back.
“Not the police,” she panted, “Out! Let’s go!”
The two young woman ran out the back door as Tony Fettucine Taylor crashed in the front.
He was looking for a pink flamingo so naturally he ran over to the bird cage. No pink flamingo resided there. Actually, Tony seriously doubted a flamingo could fit in that bird cage; flamingos were big!
He did notice a little pink flamingo toy hanging inside on a chain.
“Isn’t that precious,” he said as he opened the cage and reached in for the toy. Tony’s frame was sometimes called husky by kind salespeople who assured him he could fit the jeans they were trying to sell him. Other people just called him fat.
His hands were husky too. What he wanted to do was rip the little flamingo off the chain, but he could barely get his hand inside. He grasped what he could of the flamingo and tugged.
“Awe, your butt came off.” Tony stared at the half of the flamingo still hanging inside the bird cage. A shiny metal square with two divots stuck out from the top half of the pink bird.
Unfortunately, Tony had no idea what a flash drive was. Instead he was worried that the real bird who lived in the cage would be saddened when it came back home because it’s little toy was broken.
“That doesn’t look pretty. Let me put you back together again.”
With a significant amount of grunting and twisting Tony was able to push the butt back on the pink flamingo. He continued to look for an actual bird while wondering why his Auntie Helen would need one.
He ripped every puzzle off the wall looking for hidey holes that a bird could crawl into. Tony looked inside the kitchen cabinets and was disappointed. He was going to go upstairs and check the bedrooms, but he heard a siren, so he went out the front door, lumbered down the steps and watched with relief as the police car drove by without stopping. Tony pulled out the address where he had left his car and then hailed a cab. The only thing he had to show for his search was a beautiful green feather he found in the car.
***
The sisters had run out the back door, circled around the townhouse and watched from across the road.
“I saw him leave, let’s go back inside,” Belinda said.
“Do you know who he is?” Belinda asked trembling. Fear made her cling to the nearest person, even if it was Bev.
“I haven’t got the foggiest.”
The simple sliding latch was no longer attached to the front door. It was laying on the floor inside the townhouse, but so were thousands of tiny pieces of colored cardboard.
Belinda saw her broken puzzles and screamed.
“Overreact much?” Bev asked. “What’s the big deal Belinda? Think of how much fun you’ll have when you put them back together again!”
“These were my sobriety puzzles!” Belinda screamed. She started picking up handfuls of puzzle pieces and throwing them at her younger sister. “These were accomplishments!” She hit Bev in the knee with a handful of cardboard. “First day sober.” She hit Bev in the thigh. “First week sober, first day sober again, first week sober again, first month sober, first day sober again.” She picked up a fistfuls of pieces and flung them at Bev’s head. “You are a useless waste of skin!” she screamed hoarsely.
Belinda continued to rage. She walked back and forth from the kitchen to the living room, huffing and puffing and flapping her hands. She finally stopped and pointed at Bev.
“Nothing. You have accomplished nothing. There is nothing in your life you could ever be proud of.”
Bev had protected herself from the tiny missiles aimed at her head; but against this latest assault by her sister she was defenceless. She nodded, started crying and looked down at the floor.
Then she raised her head and said quietly, “Well, there was a child.”




Chapter Four

Gary Chorney was scared. He had finally confessed to Helen Percy two weeks ago the reason he was reluctant to duplicate their successful operation. He had not only stored all the copies of truck manifests and details regarding the new store on a flash drive, but he had also downloaded copies of emails between him and Helen.
Then he lost the flash drive.
Gary had always been driven and was determined he would be a millionaire before he turned thirty. When that birthday came and went, he doubled down and continued to double down until he had lost all of his savings gambling. About one year ago, he went out of state to attend a work-related event; sort of a meet and greet with the multi-millionaire owner in his hometown. Afterwards, Gary hit the casinos. He lost. He borrowed. He lost again. He borrowed and of course, lost. Gary wound up in debt thirty thousand dollars to a local loan shark, Helen Percy.
After a few cracked ribs, and two black eyes, he had a delightful conversation with Helen and Serafino and agreed wholeheartedly to enter into the loss creation business.
Gary was the head honcho for not only preventing theft in the big box chain he worked for; but also the detection and recovery of internal fraud. Gary even ran seminars when new stores opened, so he could easily divert merchandise and scrub video footage. And he could do it all remotely from a few states away. After his last foray to Helen’s state, he determined he would never visit it again and thus, never meet Serafino or Serafino’s fists again.
His income jumped exponentially with his illegal activities. In one more year, he would attain his goal of becoming a millionaire. While Gary and gambling had parted ways, he had a new addiction. Drinking.
That was how he had met that cute little redhead, Bev.
She was a pistol! For such a petit woman, she had a large voice and blew everybody away at Karaoke. She also drank a lot.
“You know Bev, I have in my hand the key to a million dollars. Did you know that?” Gary had drunkenly asked.
“Well you look like a million dollars my friend,” Bev had responded. “All green and wrinkled!”
They both laughed, but then Gary’s mood changed to super serious.
“No really Bev. See this? This is worth at least a million dollars. I’m going to be a millionaire by the time I’m thirty-three.”
“Bonus. What is it made of? Like, um, the most expensive thing in the world?” Bev squinted. “Is it the world’s smallest flamingo? Is that why it’s worth the big buckeroonies?”
Gary leaned forward and confidentially said, “Don’t tell anyone, but on this flash drive…”
Bev grabbed the little flamingo out of his hand and threw it on the floor.
“It’s didn’t light up and go boom!” she said sadly and started to bawl. “Where’s the smoke?” she cried.
Gary was a sucker for tears, especially flowing on Bev’s beautiful face.
“You’re thinking of flash powder, sweetie. It’s going to be okay. Let me just get that.”
Bev stopped crying and scooped up the flamingo. At the same time, the karaoke host called out their names.
“And now, by popular request, it’s time for Bev and Gary’s encore performance of “Don’t go breaking my heart!”
Both Bev and Gary forgot about the flash drive resting in Bev’s pocket. Their audience awaited!
The next morning, as Gary lay sprawled over his new king size mattress, he opened his eyes and saw the neon shamrock stamp on his hand. Then he remembered The Tipsy Leprechaun pub, the karaoke challenge for free drinks and then Bev.
“Seriously Helen, her name was Bev Moneypenny. And again, I’m sorry.”
“Sorry for what?” Helen barked. “The fact that you intended to blackmail me by copying our records or the fact that you lost those records?”
“Never, never in a million years did I intend to blackmail you! I just wanted a copy in case I had to um…”
Helen snickered. Despite Gary being able to thwart creative thieves by always being one step ahead of them; he was a terrible liar.
“Gary, give it up. You lost the flash drive. So far, all you can remember is that it’s shaped like a flamingo. Think hard. What was this woman’s name you were drinking with? I’m pretty sure it wasn’t Miss Moneypenny.”
Gary added another wee nip of whiskey to his coffee. “It is. I swear it. She said she has a twin sister Belinda who lives in Eureka.”
“Really helpful. Bev who? Belinda who?”
“Good questions.”
“Think Gary!” Helen demanded.
Gary wasn’t pleased with this attitude of Helen’s. Then he thought about Serafino and decided to keep his opinion to himself. Too bad Bev hadn’t come home with him; he could just ask her to give back the flash drive. But she said something about having to feed her bird.
Something clicked in Gary’s brain and he excitedly told Helen, “She gave me the card from the motel she’s staying at!” He got up and dug through his wallet.
“Right,” said Helen, “I’ll send Serafino up there today. No more screw-ups, Gary. Understood?”
Serafino coming to Seattle? Gary thought he was going to pass out. “Understood,” he whispered.
***
Carmen Napoleone was not a happy camper and she told her new Esthetician why.
“So, my husband has been working out of town for the last two weeks. He is supposed to phone me by five thirty. Every. Single. Day. Even the kids know the schedule. Today is Thursday. The last time I heard from him was Tuesday. Oh no, hon, we could go darker on the eyebrows. Sort of a cross between a walnut and a dark cherrywood, oh here, let me show you my new bedroom set. It is the exact color I want.”
Luna smiled and patiently waited. Carmen was a new client and clearly liked to spend money on herself. Most of her body was augmented, those teeth could be used as a search light and those boobs; flotation devices. Plus, no way was that her original wrinkle free forehead. Luna figured if she listened now, Carmen would leave a big tip and become a regular client.
Luna even had a little black book she wrote notes in so she could reflect her client’s words back to them. They would think she was showing personal interest when in fact she was angling for a tip.
And, she thought, tip could be interpreted different ways, couldn’t it?
“Isn’t that darling,” Luna gushed. “What does your husband do for a living? He must be good at his job to treat you to a new bouncy-bounce for the boudoir!”
“Oh he’s in finance. At least, that’s what we say, but since you’re my beautician and you know a woman’s beautician should be like her sister and she should be able to tell her anything; well, Serafino is, how shall I say it? Oh, I’ll just come out and say it, he’s a collector for a loan shark.”
Luna’s heart sunk. Now she really had to bend over backwards to please this woman. There was no way she wanted Carmen’s husband after her.
“Would you like some more tea? Perhaps a different flavor this time?”
“No hon, but thanks. Could I switch to coffee? Something strong with hazelnut flavoring? I got to go to work yet tonight and I need to stay awake. You know, I think you and I are going to get along fine. Not like that Yolanda over at Merilee’s Salon; that woman was vile! Do you know, she insisted there was basically only two eyebrow colors, brown or blonde. Brown or blonde! I mean really, can you believe it? Then she hands me over to some novice to thread my eyebrows. Honestly, I couldn’t be seen in public for days!”
Carmen chatted on during her entire appointment. Luna didn’t find out what Carmen was going to say or do when her husband finally phoned; but she did find out several important names to go into her little black book.
***
Belinda and Bev stared at each other. No one ever crossed the line about the child. It was an unwritten rule. No matter how much the sisters bickered and fought, even the child’s name was sacrosanct and never mentioned.
“Let’s go to the cemetery,” Belinda said.
Belinda didn’t know how to drive, and Bev was still dizzy, so they walked the short distance to the graveyard.
“Is that why you bought your townhouse, because it was so close to the graveyard?” Bev asked as she walked along, holding her high heels.
“In a nutshell, yes. I thought if we were ever talking again, you could visit, and we could come here.”
“Mom ever come by?”
Belinda shook her head sadly. “Nope. I’ve asked her, but she’s always terribly busy. I’ve only lived at this address for two years. Do you know, she actually takes a hot yoga class about three blocks from here?”
Bev twirled her stilettos. “Did you know, Belinda, there is a name for a mother like her?”
Belinda smiled for the first time that evening. “Is it absent?” she asked.
“No it’s more like a real expletive.” Bev thought about the puzzles. “Look; I’m really sorry about that guy destroying your puzzles. I don’t know who he is. Maybe I pissed him off. I can’t remember.”
“And you’ll probably want to thank me for not calling the cops,” Belinda admonished her younger sister.
“Thank you for not calling the cops, Bell.”
“Your welcome five and dime; when my sister shows up at my door and tells me she woke up next to a dead guy…well, it was the least I could do. And, you brought money.”
“Five and dime! You haven’t called me that in years!” Bev laughed and punched her sister in the arm. “It didn’t make sense when you gave me that nickname and it still doesn’t.”
“Come-on, Beverly Penelope “Penny” Nichols, that’s pretty close to five and dime! And I was ten at the time I thought it up. I thought it was pretty clever.”
“Is this it?” Bev said as they reached a wrought iron gate. It had a massive padlock on it. Belinda nodded, and kept walking. She crooked her finger at Bev to follow.
“See all this foliage? It hides the fact that the fence is missing. We just go in this way.”
The two sisters pushed their way in. Belinda hung back, watching to see which grave Bev would go to.
“Look at this one, Bell, it’s beautiful.” Bev sat down in front of a marble angel.
Belinda sat down beside her. “It’s my favorite. It looks like the angel climbed up these steps and then threw herself over the casket in despair.”
Bev continued, “She’s cried ever tear and now, exhausted from grief she lies there. Her wings are drooping and just about touch the ground. Whoever bought this headstone just loved their dead relative so much.”
Belinda shone her phone on the inscription and the dates. “She was only little when she died.”
“Yes she was,” said Bev, thinking about her daughter. “She would be nine now. She never had a tombstone.”
The two sisters reached out and held one another’s hands. A siren sounded as a police car went by a couple of streets over and broke the spell.
“We really should get over this obsession with cemeteries,” Bev said, “It’s not really healthy.”
“Practically deadly,” said Belinda.
Despite her grief, Bev started giggling. “You know, one of these days we are not going to mourn when we come here; we’ll make an evening of it and bring something to eat.”
“Like a loaf of bread?” Belinda asked.
“Think big. If I’m going to party, I want cake! Confetti cake with strawberries and whipped cream!”
“I don’t like confetti cake; I like croissants.”
Bev smirked. “But if you had to choose cake, it would be…?”
“Carrot or spice cake.”
“Fine, we’ll get a lot of cakes. No! Better yet, how about a bunch of cupcakes? And we will spend the night eating cupcakes and not mourning.” Bev grew serious again and leaned forward and traced the angels’ wing.
“Maybe we will be able to think about my daughter and not think about how she was conceived and how she died.”
Belinda stood up. There was only so much thinking about the past she could take because the guilt threatened to crush the life out of her. “But not tonight,” she said briskly. “We have to go back to my house and count money. You are going to buy me a new door.”
“Don’t you mean a new lock?”
“No,” said Belinda firmly, “You are going to buy me the whole damn door. And you should really buy yourself a pair of sneakers.”
They pushed back through the greenery.
“And some deodorant,” Belinda added.
***
Mr. Sean Johnson, Manager of the Shady Rest Motel with his newly minted nametag and name, spent some time walking back and forth in front of the mirrored wall in the foyer.
This was an excellent decision, he told himself. He also congratulated himself on his sleight of hand earlier, when he managed to palm a few hundred-dollar bills from the motel room belonging to former resident Beverly Nichols. The FBI agent, one Hailey Peterson who was more than a partner with FBI agent Jamal Osman, had not noticed.
Sean wondered if he should go back and try to get some more money. He knew this was basically a motel for knocking boots; a sleazy no-tell motel. For himself, no matter how much he was knocking boots he would always be noticing the large blood stain on the wall. Yes, he would have to replace the green striped wallpaper as he could not rent the room in it’s present condition.
“Hello, this is Sean W. Johnson phoning you quite late in the evening. Are you finished with the room?”
“Not yet Sean but Hailey and I are printing it ourselves as the local yokels are taking way too long. Do you know they are still at the crime scene in the cemetery?”
The manager realized that Jamal had mistaken him for some other official person. Then the other penny dropped for Sean. Despite talking to Jamal, in person, for two weeks, the FBI agent did not recognize his voice. Fine. The deception will continue, Sean decided.
“Unacceptable.” Sean said as he debated using the drawl again.
“No kidding. You know what’s weird about this whole mail fraud/kidnapping thing Sean, we didn’t consider the woman a suspect. We thought she was an innocent by-stander. Plus, Serafino Napoleone was dressed after he was shot.” Jamal was dividing his viewing pleasure between a soap opera he had on mute and Hailey’s contortions as she was fingerprinting the room.
Usually the manager had to repeat himself several times before he was understood. This new name, however, seemed to give him new communication powers. Not only did people understand him, but they were volunteering information about dead people.
“So tiny Beverly Nichols, who has a habit of drinking sufficient alcohol to make her parking a continual inconvenience to her neighbors; stripped this Serafino, shot him and then put his clothes back on?” Sean asked, while he chewed on the end of his pen. “I find this most inconceivable.”
Jamal was confused. How would the Assistant Deputy Director know how Beverly parked? Was he running a secondary ghost operation? Oh my god, did Sean know about the fraternization between Jamal and Hailey? Time to mend fences.
“Say Sean,” Jamal started tentatively, “I want to thank you again for my promotion to Special Agent. And you know I was just joking when I said I’d phone your wife and tell her about you and Lisa?”
Hailey had been listening to this conversation while she was working, but because she hadn’t changed the battery yet in her hearing aid, she was only catching part of it. She decided to walk closer to Jamal and heard the last sentence clear as a bell.
“I’ll take that, thank you,” Hailey said as she grabbed the receiver from Jamal’s hand and pointed to the motel phone. “You see this button that says, ‘front desk’? That’s who you’re talking to.” She swiftly put the phone to her left ear nearly smacking Jamal with it in the process. “Thanks for your help Sean; we’ll get back to you soon.”
Jamal was peeved. He was the lead on this investigation; he was the one who gave the verbal reports.
“You idiot!” he spat out, “You just hung up on the Boss!
“Again, take note of the phone. You were talking to Sean Johnson, the front desk manager of the motel, not Don Halverson, Assistant Deputy Director.”
Jamal blinked a few times as he reviewed the information.
Hailey smirked as she watched him mouth the words ‘not Don Halverson’. Jamal had that whole tall dark and handsome thing going on; strong deductive reasoning? Not so much.




Chapter Five

Two months before…

He walked by the mirror, then swiftly turned to catch his appearance in the mirror. Serafino had a theory. If he turned quick enough, he would see himself as strangers would. A fine-looking man with a new half carat diamond stud in his left ear. He repeated the process several times just to make sure.
His much older girlfriend walked in the bedroom.
“Serafino, really? I’ve told you it looks good. It makes you look even sexier. Now stop parading around like a peacock. We’ve got dinner reservations.”
“Okay, Boobsy, let’s go to dinner.”
“Serafino, please!” Suzanne begged, “If you call me that in private, you could slip and call me that in public again. I’m a classy lady; treat me like one.”
Serafino’s back was to her, but she saw his glare in the mirror.
“Sorry baby, I didn’t mean to tell you what to do. Your earring, that suit, you look sharp baby. Really sharp.”
Her boyfriend’s jaw relaxed. Suzanne breathed a sigh of relief. This dinner was important. Serafino had to be on point, and she didn’t want him clouded with anger. She watched as he continued to preen in front of her full-length mirror. He was smooth all right; she just hoped he was smooth enough to impress her employer.
***
Jamal hoped he had set his PVR correctly to ‘record series’, not just ‘record episode’. The new soap was airing at two pm and the teasers looked promising. ‘Before they were infamous’ promised a scandalous look at celebrities lives and loves and murderous schemes before they became well-known. Of course, it was thinly disguised as fiction, but Jamal was already hooked. The first episode hinted at a Presidential candidate and a popular singer and their lovechild who grew up to be a Senator.
Jamal was currently searching Senators and their origins. His work lay untouched on his desk. Jamal reached out and divided the pile in half. He arbitrarily flipped one half of the reports over. His workload didn’t change but didn’t seem so overwhelming that way.
“I see you’re really going after this stack of anonymous tips,” his boss said.
Jamal looked up at Don Halverson and smiled. “You bet, Boss. I received an anonymous tip about a Senator; and I’m slogging through backgrounds to see if it has any merit.”
“Good job Son. At this rate, you’ll be out in the field as a special agent in four or five years.”
Jamal kept smiling but groaned as soon as Don left his desk. Mr. Jamal Osman was a striking looking young man with big dreams that involved prestige combined with adventure. He daily dreamed of going undercover and being the hero in an epic take-down of criminals. As a relatively new FBI agent, he would not even begin to be considered for undercover work until he had done his time with paperwork. Like Don said, four or five years.
At least he had a party to go to tonight; a combo going away and welcome aboard party. Special Agent Hailey Peterson was recently assigned to the office while Special Agent Jakob Kim was leaving for greener pastures in Springfield.
Jamal had already set his sights on his conquest for the night; namely Field Agent Lisa Stopford-Perkins. He logged on to the intra-office email and sent her a cute little cat video. She sent him heart eyes and a kissy face emoji. It was going to be a good night.
***
“This is my employer, Mr. Vincent Millar. Mr. Millar, this is the young man I was telling you about, Mr. Serafino Napoleone. Excuse me gentlemen.”
Serafino waited until the older gentleman sat down, then joined him at the table. Suzanne excused herself and returned to her condo. She had only been there to make the introductions; she wouldn’t be in on the negotiations.
“So what you’re saying, is that you’ve already set up this charity and you want to us to support you?”
“I’m not fond of the word support,” Serafino said evenly, “It would be more of a relatively cost-free promotion. We would supply you with all the signage and flyers and ten percent of all monies received. In return, you would have your people put one flyer in each shopper’s bag. That’s it.” Serafino cleared his throat. He had eaten way too many potato chips.
Mr. Millar leaned forward. He was amused. “I have over six hundred stores in the Continental United States; let alone my international interests. You think you can supply me with enough flyers for my millions of customers here at home?”
Serafino adjusted his tie and looked down at the table. He cleared his throat again and asked the waiter for some water.
Mr. Millar, owner of the Mansion Decorating Discounts chain was disgruntled. He thought his assistant and mistress, Suzanne Turcotte, who normally was a sharp cookie, was going to bring him a real opportunity. He looked over at the thirty-something man guzzling water. Another upstart thinking too big for his britches and a nervous nelly at that. Oh well, at least I’ll get a good meal out of this, he thought.
“If you could just look out the window,” Serafino said, his thirst finally sated, “You’ll see two semi-trailer trucks blocking the view of the harbour.”
Mr. Millar looked. Two plain white semis were in fact parked just outside the restaurant.
“If we were to open the back of each truck, we would find millions of flyers ready to go. Here is a sample.” Serafino pulled out a thin paper that read in part:
“Help Seniors in Trouble! Donate now to S.A.A.R.P. Senior Advocates Aiding Real Pensioners!
“You’ve heard of us for years. You’ve seen our ads on television and heard them on radio. We’re the people who go to bat for our precious elders and get them the monies they deserve.
“Simply send your donation in this pre-addressed, pre-stamped envelope. Fold this flyer in half with your generous donations to help our seniors and mail it in as soon as possible.
“Don’t send your money overseas. Send it to Seniors in Trouble Now!”
Serafino pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, placed it on the dotted line, and folded the flyer. He put his fingers in his water glass and then ran them over the pre-glued edges. He handed the now sealed envelope to Mr. Millar.
“This is one of the few times in my life I’ve been pleasantly surprised, Mr. Napoleone.  Very pleasantly surprised. But why would I agree to this? As I mentioned, I have hundreds of stores at home and more abroad. Money I don’t need.”
Serafino could feel his body tense up. He felt exactly like he did before he landed the first blow on one of Helen Percy’s debtors; happy.
“You and I disagree Mr. Millar. I understand you are having a re-branding issue along with union certification issues in dozens of your stores. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a little cushion?”
Vincent Millar stood up. “We are not having dinner, Mr. Napoleone; we are making a deal. I am going to shake your hand because you are going to give me twenty-five percent and then we are going to go and look at those trucks. I want to see my multi-million-dollar cushion.”
***
Bev woke up and realized she was still drunk.
“Apparently I now live in a motel,” she said to herself as she looked around her surroundings. She recognized her purse, and her collection of stilettos in red, black and yellow so if all her shoes were here, she was home.
“And now, welcome Beverly Penelope Nichols; you’re the next contestant on what time is it?”
It was that weird time of day, she decided, when it could be early morning or early evening.
“Do I need to go to work or have I already been is the question of this unknown hour?” She got out of the bathtub and headed into her living room/kitchen/bedroom and turned on the television. It was 5:53. After she put her glasses on, she could read the tiny PM on the screen.
“Bonus!” she yelled, “I’ve already been to work! That’s worthy of a celebration!”
She went to her stash of bottles under the sink and started picking up random bottles looking for any remaining booze. A horrible thought occurred to her.
“What if I work at night?”
***
“So he went for it?” Carmen asked when Serafino came home late that night. She was tired. Their four kids had been hopped up on red licorice their Auntie had bought them and took forever to go to sleep. She could not even get excited when her husband told her they were going to be millionaires.
“That’s nice,” she said and started snoring.
Serafino gently nudged her. “I bought a diamond earring, amore.”
At the word diamond, Carmen’s eyes sprang open and she sat up in bed and looked at Serafino’s ear.
“Very nice,” she said, “Now where’s mine?”
He reached under his pillow and brought out a deep purple box. Like a hungry woman, Carmen snatched it from his hand and opened it. Two one carat diamond studs sparkled back at her.
“Are you finished with the cougar now?” Carmen asked as she put her earrings on.
They were a unique couple. They really loved one another, and also told one another there were no secrets between them. Carmen knew that Serafino used other women to get ahead in life and Serafino knew that Carmen didn’t care what he did as long as he loved only her and brought home money. He also knew if he ever took any of his women seriously, Carmen would kill him.
“She’s still thinking she’s helping me get on my feet. She doesn’t know about my work for Helen, or about you and the kids of course. She’s bought the whole former stockbroker who lost everything and is now a recovering alcoholic line.” Serafino kissed Carmen on her nose. “Thanks for the plan to approach her through the AA meetings. It was an excellent idea.”
“She doesn’t know about the charity scam, does she?” Carmen was alarmed. They did not need a jilted lover to rat them out to the FBI before they even made some money.
“Don’t you worry my love; she doesn’t have an inkling; and there are a million inklings in a clue. We’re safe.”
Carmen wasn’t giving up. “What about Helen? You were the one who hooked her up with Gary Chorney. What if she finds out you not only went over her head, but you have a side deal? And what if Gary mentions your name to Mr. Millar?”
“Helen thinks she’s a big fish in this state, but she isn’t. It’s just a matter of time before her store is shut down. Somebody other than Gary is going to rat her out. I mean, why Helen chose a name so close to the original is beyond me. Someone is going to put two and two together and figure out that Cottage Decorating Discounts has merchandize stolen from Mansion Decorating Discounts. We’ve got this nice charity scam coming on stream soon, so we won’t need Helen anymore.”
Serafino reached for the bottle of Jergens on the bedside table. In his line of work, his knuckles got quite the beating. He laughed at his own joke. He reassured Carmen, “After Gary’s one and only visit to our fair state he won’t be coming back. I really busted his balls ten months ago.”
“Hush, Serafino, the kids might hear you! Language, please.”
“All I’m saying, amore, is that Gary Chorney and Vincent Millar don’t live in the same state or travel in the same circles. Chorney certainly won’t return here, even if his big boss insists.”
Carmen was fully awake now and overflowing with questions.
“Have we got enough fail-safes in place so the feds can’t trace anything back to us? Should we just take the money and not cash any checks? What about your cousin, Tony? Can we really rely on him to go to the Post Office every day for us?
“Hush Carmen. It’s late. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
***
Jamal could not find Lisa at the party and there weren’t that many places to look since it was being held at the office. He knocked on the woman’s washroom and the new woman came out.
“Yes? Is the men’s room occupied?” Hailey asked.
“No, I’m just looking for Lisa; is she in there?”
Hailey looked at this tall dark and handsome guy. Nope. No way, she thought, I’m not getting involved in another office romance. The last time she ended up getting shot at. Thankfully the bullets didn’t pierce her flesh, but they came damn close. Her hearing was now wonky. For a week after the incident, it felt like she had water in her ears. The FBI had shelled out for a hearing aid when it was discovered she had some damage to her right ear. And when they found out her former lover was on the take.
“Is she the woman with the British accent?”
Jamal looked at Hailey. She was a stunner, but stand-offish. Better stick with his original game plan. He thanked Hailey then started opening doors to offices.
Jamal found Lisa and Don Halverson in the fourth office. While they were at the desk; they were not doing paperwork.
Jamal sighed and took a photograph and left. He went back to the staff lunchroom and found to his delight, that there was a lot of guacamole and sour cream left for the tacos. It made his night.
***
Belinda was getting pretty sick of putting puzzles together. She craved excitement but tamped down the feeling because she knew where that road led to; namely a bar.
She phoned her mother instead.
“Can you come over for lunch some day?” she asked.
“Oh sister, I’m so busy.”
“Please mom, you haven’t even seen my townhouse yet,” Belinda begged.
There was silence, then her mom said in a catty tone, “And I suppose you’ll want me to leave Melvin at home?”
Belinda felt sick. “Yes mom, I don’t want him here. You know that.”
Her mom turned immediately nasty. “It’s all because of your sister and her lies, isn’t it? Why you would take her side instead of mine, I’ll never know. Melvin is and always has been a wonderful husband. You girls have always been nothing but trouble!”
She hung up on her daughter.
Belinda sat up straighter and picked up one small piece of cardboard. She held up the box so she could see the photo of the assembled puzzle. It was a gardening puzzle with myriads of terracotta pots in a potting shed. Belinda carefully studied the picture and found the exact spot where the puzzle piece belonged. She delicately put the piece down on her table.
“One,” she said. When Belinda had put forty-four pieces in their approximate spots on her table, she finally started crying.
“I am so glad, Bev, that you do not live here,” Belinda cried to her empty home. “You do not need to be anywhere near that man or woman. If you were here, we’d probably get together and murder them both.”




Chapter Six

Present day:

Tony did not want to tell Carmen that Serafino was dead, but he had to even though Auntie Helen said not to. Tony owed it to Carmen. His cousin and his wife had hired Tony to help him out. Tony’s jobs with Helen were few and far between. Not like Serafino. Helen was always using him; she sent him on an assignment two weeks ago to Seattle.
But out of the blue, Auntie Helen ordered Tony to go to Seattle to kill a woman, even though Serafino was already there. She even gave Tony the address of the motel this Bev Nichols was staying in.
Tony was excited. This would be his first hit. So Tony drove all night to Seattle; found the motel and talked to the woman at the desk, Margaret. She said Bev would be in the cemetery singing.
“You can’t miss her, hon; she’s got flaming red hair.”
Just like that, Tony found her. She had an arm full of clothes and was an easy target. Or so he thought. He missed several times. Shooting a gun was harder than he thought. Then there was that business with Auntie Helen chewing him out. Then he found Serafino; deader than a doornail in the cemetery.
Without one minute of sleep; Tony drove home; with one minor detour.
Tony trudged into the mail depot and was immediately hailed by the clerk.
“Where the hell have you been? I’ve got bags of letters for you.”
Tony apologized and hauled three huge bags out to his car. Then he emptied the mailbox as well and drove the short distance to the storage unit. His heart sank. Carmen was there.
Serafino always had a motto: ‘Work first, then talk’ so Carmen and Tony nodded at each other as they dumped out the mail. It was good to just concentrate on the work. Over two thirds of the envelopes had bills. The checks were thrown in a basket and the bills by denomination in their own baskets.
Mr. Vincent Millar thought he was part of a high-tech scam with a highly trained team, but it was just Serafino, Carmen and Tony.
Of course, Mr. Millar did not know where the Napoleone’s had set up; nor did he even know how to audit the operation. He just picked up his cash that Serafino gave him weekly and assumed it was ten percent. Thousands upon thousands of dollars. It was all gravy anyhow and was being carefully stashed away in a bank in the Cayman’s.
It was hard for Tony not to stop and read the letters that came with some of the donations, but speed had been drilled into him. Nor could Tony understand why the checks were not being cashed. He had even opened an envelope and found a five thousand dollar check payable to S.A.A.R.P. Tony showed it to his cousin the first day.
“No, we are not cashing any checks. People will want tax receipts; if the check isn’t cashed; they might think there has been a delay in the mail and won’t be worried about it. We are not setting up a bank account in the charity name. We just take the cash. That’s it. Get to work!”
Tony had to admit that sometimes Serafino and Carmen were jerks. Later that first day Tony had asked what the large locked cupboards on the wall were for.
Serafino glared at him. “What three words did I tell you earlier?” he demanded.
His cousin held up his hands and pointed to each finger as he said, “Put them over there. That’s four words, Serafino.”
“Get to work!”
“But I counted; it was four words.”
Serafino could be scary when he wanted to be. And now he was dead. As the dread of telling Carmen built up inside him, plus over thirty-six hours without sleep catching up to him, Tony got slower and slower. He finally stood at the counter holding a twenty-dollar bill in one hand and staring into space.
“Spill it Tony. What happened to Serafino?” Carmen demanded.
“He’s dead Carmen. I found him dead in a cemetery in Seattle.”
Carmen turned off the bill counter. She knew her husband was dead because he hadn’t phoned her for two days, but to hear it spoken out loud shook her. She sat down.
“Again. Tell me again,” she said.
“Auntie Helen sent me up to Seattle last night to find a chick named Beverly Nichols. I found her in the cemetery this morning and then I found Serafino. He was blue.”
Carmen felt sick. Sick like the surprise when you find out you’re two months pregnant when you thought you were in early menopause.
The love of her life, gone.
“Was the woman dead too?”
“No, I missed.”
Carmen couldn’t figure out why Tony would be involved with Helen Percy. Sure, he was her nephew, but he didn’t have any skills. Not like Serafino. She flopped forward on the uncounted cash. “Oh Serafino! My love!” she cried.
Tony gently patted Carmen’s back.
“He really loved you, you know?” he said.
If he had stopped there, Carmen would have started another round of weeping and wailing and would have found it very therapeutic to let her grief out.
Unfortunately Tony added, “Yup. Serafino told me when you and the kids move up to Seattle with him, he’ll already have Suzanne Turcotte in a house across town; so you’ll never even have to see her. She was just going to be his side piece, but you, you were the one he really loved!”
Carmen’s tears dried up. Her sorrow turned to anger.
“Well I can’t kill Serafino any deader than he already is, but I can beat the crap out of that cougar! Where is she, Tony?”
Tony had upset Carmen and he didn’t know how. One minute she was bawling her eyes out; the next she was breathing fire and brimstone.
“I don’t know where to find a cougar, Carmen. Are you sure you want one around the kids? And why would you want to hurt a cougar?”
Carmen held her temper and looked at Serafino’s cousin. Was he really that stupid? Or was she being played?
“This side piece; this Suzanne that Serafino was going to move up to Seattle. Where is she?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never met her. Maybe Auntie Helen knows?”
“The less Helen Percy knows about my life, the better.” Carmen went back to opening envelopes and sorting the contents. “You haven’t mentioned anything to Helen about this operation, have you Tony?”
“Cousin Serafino said he would break both of my kneecaps if I did.”
Tony “Fettucine” Taylor looked at Carmen and the wheels turned in his brain. “Now that Serafino’s dead, you would do it for him wouldn’t you?”
“In a heartbeat,” she said and turned on the bill counter machine.
***
Belinda was singing the next morning as she made the coffee. Her front door was still busted, her puzzles were as well, and Bev was still sleeping on the couch; but Belinda was happy. The trip to the cemetery last night felt like a turning point in their relationship.
Things were looking up.
“Do you think I murdered the guy at the cemetery up in Seattle?” Bev asked as she dragged herself into the kitchen.
Her older sister just pointed to the bathroom. “Shower is that way. There are towels, a change of clothes, and deodorant. Do not return before you have washed away most of the previous week.”
“About that…” Bev turned around to talk to Belinda, but Belinda’s jaw was set, and she continued to point to the bathroom.
The hot water felt good. It really did feel like she was washing away the previous week. The only problem was, she couldn’t remember any of it.
“It will come back, or it won’t.” Bev shrugged. Did she really need to remember? Her sister’s clothes, although in a neutral palate compared to Bev’s neon and hot pink, fit her perfectly.
A memory, unbidden flashed into her mind.
“He wanted to buy a coffee franchise! Or was it a donut franchise? No matter. That’s why he was in Seattle!” Bev had actually spoken to the guy before he was dead. He also wanted to buy a laundromat. No, that wasn’t it. Smelling fresher than she had for days, Bev walked slowly out to the kitchen.
“Thanks for the clothes, Bell. The dead guy, he wanted to launder money. His name was Serafino and he’s married to Carmen and they have four kids. Three boys and one girl. The girl is a real character. The youngest of the bunch, but tougher than all the boys put together. She’s the apple of her daddy’s eye.”
Belinda looked her younger sister up and down and nodded.
“You look almost human,” she said.
“Thanks a bunch. High praise indeed coming from you. What are you cooking? It smells, well, odd.”
“Portobello mushroom omelette.”
Bev smiled uncertainly. “I think I hate mushrooms. Sorry.”
“But you don’t know?” Belinda asked incredulous. “What’s up with that?”
“My taste buds, my memory, everything is royally expletive swear word to the tenth degree. You may not know this Bell, but I’m a medical miracle. With my liver, it’s a wonder I’m alive.” Bev grabbed a coffee and sat at the table. “I really have huge gaps in my memory. And I have for years. I think I should get sober.”
“Well you wouldn’t want to rush into something like that. Let’s see, you’ve been basically drunk for the last nine years; do you think sobriety is really a good fit for you?”
“Ha. You got sober; I think I should be able to. So, back to the dead guy. I think that’s where the money came from.” Bev looked around the home. “Where is my money, by the way?”
“Your money? Nice try. I counted it. Three hundred and fifteen thousand dollars and change. It’s in the grey duffle bag just as before, but neater. Eat your breakfast.”
Bev obligingly took a bite, then quickly put her fork down.
“I’m going to stick with coffee.” She suddenly snapped her fingers. “Eureka!” she yelled.
Her long-suffering sister rolled her eyes. “Yes, we are in Eureka.”
“No, Bell, that’s where the dead guy lived. In Eureka. All we have to do is find his family and give the money back.”
“And then maybe they’ll stop trying to kill you. I went out to your car, Bev. It has bullet holes in it.”
***
Against her better judgement, Hailey had entered into a romantic relationship with Jamal practically as soon as they received their assignments two weeks ago. She had seen him around the office making moon eyes at Lisa, but after the combo going away/ welcome to Eureka office party, he abruptly stopped being interested in Lisa. He seemed to avoid her at all costs.
Now she knew why. He had blackmailed their boss to make him a special agent like Hailey. Well they certainly had fun the past two weeks, but was it going to come back and bite them in the butt? They had lost Bev temporarily and she was now the number one suspect in the murder of some low life out of Eureka.
“So did you do the scanner thingy?” Jamal asked.
It was now early Friday morning and Hailey was not amused at being told what to do by someone who could not even remember their boss’s name.
“You mean the Biometric Live Scan that digitizes a fingerprint and sends it electronically to the FBI database? Yes, I have,” Hailey said as a quiet beep sounded. “We have a winner, one Serafino Napoleone of Eureka California. His fingerprints are also all over this money, but not this room.”
“What? You mean, our corpse is from Eureka and Beverly Nichols sister lives there as well?” Jamal shook his head. “Then why in hell did we come up here to begin with? We work in Eureka!”
Sure; Jamal had the biceps and abdomen of an elite swimmer, but Hailey was getting pretty tired of explaining the obvious. She held up her hand and ticked off the points.
“One, Mr. Vincent Millar’s personal assistant, Suzanne Turcotte, was kidnapped approximately two weeks ago. Two, Suzanne was last seen singing karaoke with Beverly Nichols in Eureka at the Shillelagh Shenanigans Pub. Apparently Beverly has a thing for Irish pubs. Beverly had also driven the ten hours from Seattle to Eureka that day for no particular reason.
“Three, Mr. Millar paid the $500,000.00 in ransom immediately by dropping it under a park bench by the Shillelagh Shenanigans Pub. Four, that same evening, after finishing a riveting rendition of ‘Mockingbird’, Beverly broke into her sister’s home; stayed for a half an hour then returned to Seattle. Five, in a parallel investigation, it was discovered that the Mansion Decorating Discount stores; Mr. Millar’s chain of stores, are promoting donations, through the US mail service, to a non-existent charity.”
Hailey looked at Jamal who was busy neatly piling the one hundred dollar bills they continued to find. “Does it all make sense now?” she asked.
“Oh sorry, I was counting. What did you say?”
***
“I was here two weeks ago? I don’t remember that,” Bev said as she took poured herself another cup of coffee and added three heaping teaspoons of sugar.
“I don’t know why you bother with the coffee. You basically have sugar water. Yes; I was out grocery shopping and came home to you singing away in the basement. That’s when I kicked you out.”
Bev smiled. “What was I singing? I write songs you know. Some of them are pretty good. I’m going to record them one of these days and make a killing.”
Belinda raised an eyebrow. “Dead guy in the cemetery; remember? You may have already made a killing.” She immediately scraped her dish and washed it and the pan and put them away. “You kept singing “Oh Suzanna” but, yes, you added your own weird lyrics. Something about “both men are cheating on their wife and me, that’s why they call it adultery!”
“Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“What does? Let’s run through your life. Yesterday, you woke up beside a dead guy. You stuffed over three hundred thousand dollars in your clothes and a duffle bag and came to inflict your drama on me.”
Bev frowned and started to say something, but Belinda held up her hand.
“You inflicted your drama on me as evidenced by the huge guy who broke into my home last night. We have to figure out what you’ve done, five and dime, because I’ll need to save up the bus money to commute to the prison.”
“Oh, I’m not going to prison! With this color hair, orange is not going to work.”
“The police may have a different opinion about that; apparently while you were decent enough to kill a guy in a graveyard, thus eliminating the need to transfer said dead guy to a graveyard; they do frown on the murder aspect of it. We’ll start with that cesspool you call your car. Let’s go.”
***
Mr. Sean W. Johnson, Manager of the Shady Rest Motel, was enjoying homemade pakora for breakfast. Grandmother had used the exact right amount of coriander and it was most delicious.
Normally, he had instant oatmeal as he tabulated the receipts and reset the key cards, but today was a special day. Soon he would be in that motel room and do a final check for one hundred-dollar bills, but more importantly, he was going to investigate a murder!
He had written down the name of the murder victim that Jamal foolishly told him late last night. After that fine-looking FBI agent, Miss Hailey Peterson, had hung up the phone, he had run down to the motel room they were investigating and stood outside the door to listen. Cleverly, he had brought a broom and dustpan with him in case they came out and asked what he was doing. Why he would be sweeping the sidewalk at one o’clock in the morning was a mystery he didn’t think about.
He also repeated his eavesdropping manoeuvre just a few moments ago. Sean returned to the office and phoned his grandmother and reviewed the latest information with her.
“Marta, the FBI investigate things like mail fraud and kidnappings. I do not think Miss Beverly Nichols did such things, but she may be involved somehow.”
His Grandmother snorted. “She is far too drunk to do such things. You, my grandson, will continue to investigate. You will claim the reward from the FBI and buy me a computer so I can sell my food on-line.”
Sean could barely stand still. He kept thinking that maybe he should change his last name again. Perhaps Bond would give him luck? Sean licked his fingers as he finished his pakora. He had already phoned the newly appointed Manager-in-training and offered her the opportunity to run the motel for a week. Plus his cousin Baljinder would look in on Marta and make sure she was okay. All he needed to do was check the room for travelling money.
He already had a notebook. He phoned his cousin Parmella and negotiated a deal for a five percent share of the reward money. She would drop off her gun as soon as her babysitter arrived.




Chapter Seven

This did not turn out as she had planned.
Suzanne was handcuffed to a pipe in an abandoned warehouse.
“How cliché,” she said out loud. Normally at this time on a Friday she would be fielding calls and making appointments and running errands for her boss, Vincent Millar. And going for lunch.
It had all started two weeks ago with that little redhead. They met at the pub and decided to enter the karaoke contest. Suzanne didn’t need much encouragement; she loved singing. In fact, she had been trained in classical opera but because that wasn’t paying the rent, she re-trained as a personal assistant.
That paid the rent. She also slept her way to the top. That really helped turn a rent payment into a mortgage payment. Yet here she was, handcuffed to a pipe.
Suzanne looked at the time. Well, maybe she could just run home for a pizza and then back to the warehouse. This time she would change her underwear, because ugh. Of course she would check the news as usual. It’s funny that after two weeks, her kidnapping wasn’t being reported. After all, her boss, Vincent Millar was a very important man.
Damn that redhead. Suzanne had wanted to sing Carly Simon’s part, but Bev stuck her with James Taylor’s part. Mind you, maybe it was a good choice because after they finished their song the applause was deafening! And drinks kept arriving at their table.
Flush with praise, Suzanne had confided in Bev.
“Now, if I could only get one of the two men in my life to buy me a diamond ring! But they’re already married. You know what’s really funny?”
“That guy over there? He’s wearing bell bottoms. And a gold chain around his neck. I think I could vomit.”
“He sent us drinks.”
“Oh, we’re all good then.”
“So Bev….” Suzanne leaned forward. “Wait, can I call you Bev?” Bev nodded so Suzanne continued. “Serafino has conned my boss, Vincent, to take part in a charity scam and they’re making money hand over fist. We’re talking thousands upon thousands of dollars. And what do I get? Bupkes. Nada. Nothing.”
Bev leaned forward across the table. “Suzanne, can I call you Suzanne? This is completely unacceptable. Wait. What do you do again?”
Her singing partner leaned back and put her hands on her hips. “I sleep with both of them!”
“Riiiiight. Anything else?”
“I introduced them to each other. My old wrinkled boss to my handsome Italian. In fact, I was the one that suggested to Serafino that he make up a fake charity and he ran with it.” Suzanne suddenly got very sad. “I was also the one that told Serafino to launder the money through a franchise. He could even go legit, I said, with the love of his life.”
“Well that’s cool.”
“No its not!” sobbed Suzanne. “He’s was living with me and now he’s up in Seattle looking at franchises.” She put her head on the table and cried.
Bev patted her singing partner’s head for awhile then asked, “I think I missed something. Why do you hate Seattle? I live there. It’s wonderful I think.”
Suzanne stopped crying and looked up. “Serafino’s checking out franchises for him and his wife and kids.” She flopped down on the table again and started crying.
Bev waved at their fan club. “Nothing to see here folks, just a fabulous singer overwhelmed with joy at placing first. Back to your regularly imbibed libations!”
Suzanne stopped crying as a thought occurred to her. “So why did you come to Eureka? It’s a long way from Seattle.”
“Well there’s this cute guy Gary who’s being blackmailed by someone named Helen and I wanted to have a talk with her. A serious talk.” Bev attempted to punch her fist into her hand and drunkenly missed. Her follow through was commendable though and she fell off her chair. When she again was upright and seated, she said indignantly, “And Helen’s scamming the guy Gary works for!”
Suzanne was disgusted. She clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “Everybody’s scamming everybody. Where are people’s morals today?”
Despite being three sheets to the wind, Bev immediately came up with a plan.
“Look Suzanna…”
“My name’s Suzanne.”
“What?”
“I don’t have an ‘A’.”
Bev shook her head incredulously. “Well that must make life interesting! Anyhow, Suzanne, what you need to do is get kidnapped. Get Mr. Moneybags Senior to pay the ransom and then you can follow Mr. Moneybags Junior to Seattle if you want.”
The women hashed out the plan.
“I have a pair of handcuffs in my car,” Bev said as they stumbled outside. “We’ll stick you in an old abandoned warehouse and handcuff you to a pipe to make it legit. I’ll take a photograph of you looking scared and tragic and you can send it to your Boss.”
Suzanne was totally on board.
Bev went to her Tercel and found the handcuffs and keys.
“Now all we need is an abandoned warehouse.”
Suzanne pointed out a building that was all boarded up. “That looks abandoned. Let’s see if we can find a way in.”
The drunk women tugged at a sheet of plywood until it came loose. Both women failed to notice the warning sign advising the building was unstable due to a recent fire.
“Do you think you should smash my face in or something? Blood will sell the look I think.”
Bev handcuffed Suzanne to the pipe and gave her the keys.
“Wait, my Sister lives here. She’s really into make up. I’ll go get some from her and be right back and make you look gruesome. It will be rad. Then I’ll take your picture and it will freak your Boss out! He’ll pay up in a minute!
The drunk redhead turned so swiftly, that she nearly fell over. “See you in fifteen minutes!” she hollered.
Bev never returned or answered her phone. After she broke into Belinda’s place, she went downstairs, saw the glow in the dark set-up and promptly forgot to look for make-up. In fact, Bev forgot about Suzanne, so when Belinda kicked her out; Bev made one pitstop and then drove the entire way back to Seattle without a break. Surprisingly, instead of ten hours it only took her eight hours as Bev figured speed limits shouldn’t apply at night.
Suzanne too decided she should return home. She unlocked her handcuffs and raced back to her condo to charge her phone, and order in some food. She tried not to wash her face and hands, but really, she had to. It would be gross otherwise. When she went back to the warehouse, she would rub dirt all over herself again. She certainly wanted to look the part when she was ‘found’.
Suzanne followed this routine daily. She also checked the local news reports. It had been two weeks already since she had taken a selfie and sent it to Vincent. Did he pay the ransom? Did Bev pick it up? All of Suzanne’s calls to Bev had originally gone straight to voicemail but for some days, the mailbox was full. Should Suzanne just return and pretend she had escaped?
Was anybody looking for her?
***
Jamal loved this new assignment. He and Hailey had hit it off and were now doing real undercover work in more ways than one. Hailey was so easy going until this morning. Jamal was letting her get a lot of experience fingerprinting and reviewing reports and she seemed almost resentful.
She continued sullen through breakfast and as they packed up the SUV for the drive back to Eureka.
In a rare moment of self-reflection, he wondered if he had crossed the line somehow. Jamal knew he was devastatingly handsome and charming and used those facts often to get what he wanted. He also was slightly underhanded as Don Halverson could attest. But Jamal also had to admit that he sometimes missed the finer points of a conversation.
He looked over to the passenger seat of the SUV. Hailey was busy reading reports on her phone.
“How is this going to work when we get back to Eureka? You know, the rules against office romances and all that?”
Hailey was reading the coroner’s report and noted that Serafino Napoleone had rohypnol in his system. The Coroner had added a query; did the subject suffer from chronic insomnia or was he roofied?
“Romance?” she asked distractedly, “Who in the office has a romance?”
The SUV swerved and Hailey looked over at Jamal to see what the issue was. He looked like he was going to bust out crying.
“Us, Hailey, our office romance!”
Hailey cringed internally. “Yeah Jamal, about that…”
***
Mr. Sean W. Johnson was on the road in his rented corvette with a cooler full of pakora, a thermos full of hot tea and the gun from his cousin. He knew he was ahead of the FBI agents by at least two hours. Sean’s Manager-in-training, Margaret, had used the cell phone to inform Sean of the departure time of the agents and to agree that indeed Hailey Peterson was a fine-looking woman. Margaret also agreed that Sean should pursue a relationship with this Hailey once he reached Eureka.
Sean fully intended to.
***
The two women went out to Bev’s car.
“I’ve been broken into!” Bev said with horror.
“How can you tell?” asked Belinda. “Also, welcome to my world.”
“Look at my soup. It’s all over the pavement.” Bev started to pick up all the packages of noodle soup but then stopped. “Great. My taillight’s busted.” She popped the trunk.
“You keep your mail in the trunk of your car?”
“I had to, otherwise my bird would rip it to shreds.”
“Your bird? I hate to tell you this, Bev, but the birdcage is empty, and no bird is in my home. Trust me, I searched. What did you do with your bird?”
Bev stared sorrowfully at the bus stop sign across the road.
“It was tragic,” she said. “I woke up and poor little Angel was hoarse. She used to sing to me every morning and chat up a storm all day. But this particular morning, she croaked out, ‘how’s it hanging’ and then didn’t say a thing for the rest of the day.”
Bev clasped her hands and put them over her heart.
“I thought it was just a bad case of laryngitis, so I phoned the vet and he said to rush her in. Apparently, all the lovebirds in Seattle were being stricken with a virulent form of human flu and the first sign was the hoarseness. I gently put her in the car with me; but on the drive to the vet’s, she croaked out, ‘I love you’ and died. I buried her in a nearby park, with a beautiful view of the cottages at the local mental health place. I sang a little song for her and put her birdcage with her new flamingo toy on top of the grave. Then I decided to take the cage with me as a memento of my little feathered friend.”
Bev sniffed loudly and wiped a non-existent tear from her eye.
Belinda rolled her eyes. “You have no idea what happened to the bird, do you? Tell me again why you took the spare tire out of your car and replaced it with instant noodles?” Belinda asked her sister.
“At the time, it must have been a good idea. Perhaps I thought I’d bring my own food, just in case you didn’t have any?”
“And again, you really don’t know do you?” Belinda reached out a hand to steady her sister. “You’re looking a little shaky. Has this been the longest you’ve been without a drink? Do we have to check you in to the hospital to detox?”
“Been there, done that. No thanks. The next thing you know they take you to a ‘residential setting’ mental health facility to teach you life skills and important crap like that. The cottages were cute though.”
Belinda covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh Bev, you were committed? I didn’t know.”
Bev was flipping through her mail. “Oh I was committed alright. I was committed to getting out of there as fast as I could! I went to all the therapy sessions and learned tons about other people. The blackmail possibilities were endless. Do you know one woman was using her sister’s name instead of her own, so when she packed up in the middle of the night and left, they couldn’t track her?”
“You used my name?”
“Just parts of it. Heah, look at this. It’s a flyer and has the name Suzanne Turcotte written on it. You said I was singing ‘Oh Suzanna’; do you think this is important?”
“Let me see.” Belinda grabbed the flyer and turned it over. “Okay, this is your writing on the front, but someone else’s on the back. Let’s leave this crap for now and go back in the house and I’ll look up info on the computer and maybe make another pot of coffee.”
“You wouldn’t have something a little stronger?”
Belinda ignored that question but looked back at her sister as they climbed the stairs. “If you fall and crack your head open, do not bleed on my stairs. It takes forever to wash blood off concrete.”
“How do you know?”
“None of your beeswax. Hand me some of those papers and then go and put the coffee on.” Belinda looked around her living room and the thousands of puzzle pieces that lay on the floor. “What are we going to do about this?”
“Could you put paintings up instead and just throw this in the trash?” Bev kicked a little mountain of cardboard. “I mean, these puzzles served a purpose at the time, but now, maybe it’s time to turn over a new leaf?”
“Look at you! Using your remaining brain cells like the rest of us. Actually, that might be a good idea. I always wanted a Van Gogh, but I love his poppies more than his sunflowers.”
Bev didn’t notice the water overflowing the measuring cup for the coffee maker. “Vincent!” she said.
“I take it this is a memory? Did somebody named Vincent have something to do with the dead guy?” Belinda asked.
“Snake spit. I can’t remember a thing.”
“Tell me something I don’t know. I put your clothes in the spare bedroom, so you can fill these bags with my broken puzzles. Beverly, what are you doing to my coffee machine?”
Belinda took over making the coffee and gave Bev the empty garbage bags.
Bev began cleaning up in earnest but halfway through she took a small nap on the couch. When she awoke, she found her sister sitting beside her with the laptop open on the table.
“Find out anything?”
“You know the flyer with Suzanne Turcotte written on it? Well she’s the personal assistant to one Vincent Millar; so your memory, although spotty, came up with her bosses name.”
“Yah me,” said Bev queasily. The nap had done nothing to refresh her. “Where did you put my brandy chocolates?”
“No Bev. You said you wanted to sober up.”
“But think about it, Bell, I can’t remember a damn thing, but if I was drunk, I probably could.”
Belinda looked at her broken front door and then over at the duffel bag.
“Fine,” she said. “But if you’re going to drink, you’re going to do it right.”
She strode to the kitchen and opened the cupboard under the sink. She grabbed a full three litre jug labelled vinegar and pounded it down in front of Bev.
“You want me to drink vinegar and weird vinegar at that? What is it; apple cider vinegar?”
“It’s whiskey. I just keep it in the jug, so I don’t get tempted.”
“But why keep it at all? I mean, I’m seriously grateful and would be even more grateful if you could get me a glass; but why keep booze in your house?”
Her older sister looked embarrassed. “It’s just a thing I need to do. I look at that jug everyday and say ‘no’ and then shut the cupboard door.” She handed her sister a glass.
Bev filled the glass up halfway and looked at the drink.
“Yes,” she said and downed the entire drink.




Chapter Eight

“Thanks for your offer, Don, but I just can’t take on anymore work.”
“Look Helen, I always appreciate the effort you go to on my behalf, and I think I’ve shown that financially by the way of bonuses on several occasions. Your reluctance over this request is quite surprising. Are you, in a round about way, asking for more money?”
“No Don, nothing like that. It’s a staffing issue.”
“Heah; I thought your boys were hungry? Come on Helen, what’s going on? I thought we were pals. Don’t tell me you’re working for my competition!”
Helen lit another cigarette. She did not want to get on Don’s bad side.
“Look, my number one guy, Serafino, got himself killed up in Seattle. I’ve got Schluter and Vazi in my state, but they’re stuck in LA trying to get access to a witness. That only leaves me Tony, and he is far too green to persuade one of your gamblers to pay up. Like I said, staffing issues.”
“Man, sorry to hear about Serafino. I’ll have to send Carmen a card. So the boys are in LA. Is it for that Senator bribery thing; the one with the talkative escort?”
“Yeah, yeah. You think a politician would know better than to pillow talk about who he bribed, who he killed, yada yada; but at least he has a lot of money to throw at the resolution to the problem.”
There was silence as Don contemplated his next move.
“What about you Helen? I know you haven’t been hands on for a number of years, but this is a big one. The guy is into us for nearly half a million.”
“Damn Don. How did that happen?”
“He’s a counter, Helen. We didn’t twig onto him for months. Different disguises. Really good ones too. Actually, it was a woman disguised as a man. Something else we didn’t catch until recently either.”
Helen thought about it. She could rough up a woman and make a nice commission in the process.
“A woman? How did you find out?” she asked.
“She started drinking and propositioned the waiter. He accepted and they went to her room and man, was he surprised that she was not the man he expected her to be; if that makes sense. Unfortunately, the waiter did not come forward with this information for a few days. You know Helen, we drill it into our people if you come across anybody at the tables attempting to conceal their identity; even if they’re not winning big, report it to security. Needless to say, once we got all the information we could out of the waiter, we handled him locally.
“We also reviewed the video from the pit and noticed she only played for thirty minutes tops then went back to her room. Of course, she won quickly and won big. I started to wonder, has she been in my establishments before? Because she had an excellent disguise; she looked like a mini Jake Gyllenhaal, I thought that was a lot of effort for just the one night of gambling.”
Although she was listening, Helen was wondering if Don Baum was losing it. In the olden days a card counter would have been spotted quickly regardless if they were wearing a disguise or not. Mind you, Don had a lot of casinos; some legal, most not.
Don continued, “Initially, we went back six months and made a list of all men who had stayed in my hotels for one night. We then looked at the footage outside their hotel room door and eliminated all the men that didn’t fit the general physical description.
“It was tough slogging, Helen. Even narrowing down the parameters left me with hundreds of possibilities. I nearly gave up, so I reviewed the tape from the night of the waiter incident yet again. This time, I noticed a few things; one, she always kept time to the music with her left hand and two, she was sitting at the seventh spot on the right at the seventh blackjack table. Knowing that gamblers are a superstitious bunch, I made some assumptions.
“When I went back through the tapes in the different casinos, I looked for a small male gambler who won quickly, won big, tapped in time to the music and sat at the seventh spot at the seventh table.”
Helen was tired. She wanted to shout get on with it; but Don ‘the bomb’ had thrown a lot of subcontracting work her way and this promised to be a well-paying job. She lit another cigarette and settled in.
“I found him; I mean her. I found her over two dozen times in the past five years. Even though she usually rented a room for the night, her identification documents were first rate forgeries. When we tabulated her winnings if was just shy of five hundred grand. So you can see my motivation to find this woman and have her return my money.”
“Okay Don, I’ll do it. Now, when did she leave Reno, and do you know for sure she’s headed my way?”
“I’m not sure exactly when she left but she checked out of one of my hotels about two weeks ago.”
“She’s got a two-week head start?” Helen groaned. “And the reason you think she’s headed to Eureka? My Eureka, not yours?”
“The only thing the waiter told us of value; she said, “I’m getting out of this zoo and heading to my own; the oldest zoo in California!”
“That’s my Eureka for sure. Anything else? I mean, I’ve got nothing to go on other than a small women who can count cards. Don, honestly, I would have known about her if she gambled locally disguised or not. We don’t have much in the way of gambling establishments here that I don’t know about.”
“There was one other thing everyone agreed upon; that is, everyone who was around her the night she got drunk,” Don said.
“Yes?”
“She could sing really well.”
***
He had a very simple plan “A”. He would drive to Eureka, look up all the pubs that hosted karaoke, then visit them until he found Miss Beverly Nichols. If this plan was not successful, then he would spend the rest of the evening visiting cemeteries.
“Perhaps I should be switching Plan A with Plan B?” Sean asked himself as he drove. Sean was enjoying himself. He missed the smell of the ocean, but the inland portion of the drive had it’s own kind of beauty. He was entering a National Forest and it was spectacular.
“Miss Beverly Nichols,” he rehearsed, “You are in serious trouble. The FBI are tracking you down like a dog with a bone for mail fraud, murder and kidnapping. With such serious charges as these, you should come with me to Los Angeles and visit my cousin Surinder. He is a number one criminal lawyer.”
This was the part where Sean was conflicted. He happened to be liking Miss Beverly Nichols just as he would his own sister. But he also wanted to turn her in for a reward. His Grandmother deserved a computer after all.
***
“I didn’t mean to freak you out, Jamal. I just thought it was a situational romance. You know, like what happens in Seattle, stays in Seattle?”
Jamal had pulled over to the side of the road and was busy inspecting his fingernails. He had never been in this position before. It was embarrassing. He had always been able to maintain an emotional distance from his coworkers. In particular the women he worked with, who were usually his conquests. The office ‘romance’ would end when Jamal got bored; they would transfer out, someone new would transfer in and the cycle would repeat itself.
Hailey had gotten under his skin and now she was telling him it was just temporary? That was hurtful. The more she talked; the worse Jamal felt.
“Surely you’ve had one or two short office romances? I saw the way you were flirting with Lisa. That ended abruptly.”
“It wasn’t a thing,” Jamal whined. This was the first time he had been dumped. It felt horrible. Suddenly Jamal was rocked with a thought. Is this the way those women felt after I dumped them? He felt a few tears roll down his cheeks.
“Oh good lord,” Hailey said as she pressed her fingers to her forehead and shook her head.
***
“If I was on a teeter totter, I’d probably slide off it like an otter! I’d land on the ground on my cute little fanny and how you figured out where I worked is quite uncanny!”
In spite of herself, Belinda was enjoying drunk Bev who had woken up and was drinking again. And singing crazy songs she kept making up.
Belinda told her sister, “I took your phone, looked under your contacts and found the one that said work. I then used the reverse directory. Simple.”
“You know who will be bankrupt soon, will be this considerate company, because I only worked not even a month and they gave me all their money. Plus probably other people’s too,” Bev sang.
“You didn’t rhyme. Why?”
Bev scratched her nose. “Have you ever noticed how drinking makes your nose itchy? No? Well, Gary told me that his palms were itchy, so he knew he was going to come into money. That’s how he met Helen he said. Right here in little ole Eureka!”
Belinda was making notes. The drunker Bev got, the more she rambled on.
As of yet, none of her ramblings involved a dead guy, but she was at least mentioning money now.
Through her on-line research, Belinda had discovered that Bev worked for the collection agency for one month and had been fired Wednesday for showing up drunk with the wrong vehicle. The woman Belinda talked to in Seattle could not figure out how Bev ‘repossessed’ a Hyundai Elantra instead of a Dodge one-ton truck.
“In her defence,” the Bailiff said, “They were both white.”
Bev seemed to be finished with the singing and rambling and had now descended into self pity.
“You know Bell, I always lose everything. Everything I care about is gone. My home…”
Belinda was trying to concentrate on the computer. “Bev, you have lived in a series of motels since you were fifteen. What home did you lose?”
“The one I wanted!” Bev cried. “It was so cool. It had a great big metal sculpture of a crab outside it and stars on the ceiling.”
“That was the planetarium in Vancouver British Columbia. Grandma and Grandpa took us there when we were eight.”
Bev sighed dramatically. “You know what I mean. Boyfriends faded away like mists in a beautiful dream. I miss Gary the most. He was perfect.”
Her older Sister frowned. “Who is this Gary? Where does he live?”
Surprisingly Bev gave her a truthful answer. “Gary Chorney; he’s a dreamboat. I met him at the Tipsy Leprechaun in Seattle. You should really go there, Bell, their hot wings are hot! Like seriously spicy.”
“Get back to Gary.”
“He can sing! We were a hit and won the karaoke contest. I’ve got a coupon for a free appetizer on ladies night. Seriously Belinda, we should go.”
“Definitely Bev, I so want to drive ten hours one way for free hot wings.”
“I know! Right?” Bev was happy again now that she was thinking about Gary; Gary of the blue eyes and lean frame. “He gave me that flamingo that I put in Angel’s birdcage. Such a nice man.”
Belinda looked over at the cage and saw the flamingo toy. She was going to go get it, but her computer search yielded an entry for Gary Chorney, Senior Loss Prevention Officer, Mansion Decorating Discounts. That company name was familiar. Belinda checked another window on her screen. Sure enough, Vincent Millar was the owner of Mansion Decorating Discounts.
Belinda searched through Bev’s mail and found the flyer that had Suzanne Turcotte written on one side and turned it over to read Bev’s note. It read, “This is all so phony.”
Originally Belinda disregarded the note as just an observation that Bev had scrawled regarding the contest or her life in general, but now Belinda gave it some serious consideration. This Suzanne woman was the personal assistant to the owner of the big box store and the current love of Bev’s life was the loss prevention officer. The guy responsible to stop stealing.
What did all this have to do with a charity? Could the charity be phony?
“Say Bev…Bev, don’t fall asleep on me now. Where did you get this flyer?”
“Suzanne gave it to me just before I kidnapped her.”
“Wake up! What do you mean you kidnapped her?”
Bev said sleepily, “With my handcuffs. I handcuffed her to a pipe, but I had to get some makeup at your house. She had to look all beat up to get the ransom from her boss.”
Bev opened both eyes and looked around the living room, but she wasn’t really seeing anything. “My life is a series of losses,” she said dramatically as she returned to her earlier theme. “I lose everything. I lost my handcuffs and I lost my noodles when that guy broke into my car. I just can’t catch a break. Maybe I’ll go see Belinda and she can help me. She’s got her life together.”
Belinda shook Bev by the shoulder, but she was passed out.
“I am Belinda you idiot. Your older sister by nine minutes. And I seriously do not have my life together. I may be sober, but I have my vices that may be catching up to me sooner than later.”
Outside, a large panelled truck pulled up in front of Belinda’s townhouse.
***
Friday afternoon, Carmen broke the sad news to her children. Eight-year-old Nella shrugged. “So Father’s dead. So instead of seeing him once in a blue moon, now we won’t see him forever. Big deal.”
She spun on her sparkly sneakers and walked away from her mother.
Carmen whispered to herself, “I can’t even…” and marched to the fireplace mantle for validation that they had been a family. Lined up chronologically were the family photos. As Carmen looked at them, she realized that Serafino had just been making memories for the camera; not for the family. These photos documented his rare appearances at family events. Sure, they looked happy, but the reality was that all her children had the same cavalier reaction.
Her older boys, Aldo and Santo had taken the news of their Dad’s death with a shrug. Carmen’s third child, Tulio, turned to them and said, “Like we didn’t see that coming” and his older brothers paused their video game and high-fived Tulio. Soon Carmen could hear the pew pew pew of the video game.
She needed to leave their house.
“Thanks for fitting me in,” she said Luna about twenty minutes later. “I talked to the priest; the funeral will be next Saturday so I think a mini-facial would be fine.” Carmen looked at her nails. “Steely gray for the nails? What do you think?”
The Esthetician could barely process the news of Serafino’s death. She kept up a good patter with Carmen but inside, Luna was deeply disappointed. She had taken many notes on Carmen’s previous visit and really thought she could land herself a better paying job through blackmail. When Carmen finally took a breath, Luna asked her, “What about your late husband’s business enterprises? Will you be able to take care of the kids without his income?”
Carmen laughed. “And then some! Honey I’ll be heading the family business now. In fact, I’m looking for an employee. Someone who can keep their mouth shut. Are you interested?”
“Would I have to beat somebody up?”
“This is a different business enterprise. All cash. Actually, lots and lots of cash. We have so much of it, we’re practically stuffing it in our pillows. Besides counting, I need someone to open bank accounts and make deposits under the ten-thousand-dollar limit. You in?”
Luna didn’t care what Carmen was paying; Luna could easily augment her wage. In another life, she had assisted a magician and learned quite a few of his sleight of hand card tricks.
“Yes, I’d be happy to lend you a hand. When would you like me to start?”
“How about tonight; you can meet my husband’s cousin Tony. He’s a really nice guy, but not the brightest crayon in the box, if you know what I mean.”
Wonderful, thought Luna, another opportunity to defraud Carmen.
She smiled at her client and soon to be employer.
“Let’s just freshen up your hair color as well, shall we? You do want to be known as the smoking hot widow, don’t you?”




Chapter Nine

The phone rang.
“Hello?” she said tentatively.
“Is this Suzanne Turcotte?”
“Yes. Who is this, please?”
“This is Hailey Peterson. I’m a special agent with the FBI. Where are you?”
“I can’t really talk right now.” Suzanne lowered her voice to a whisper, “Call me back later. I have to go.”
Suzanne disconnected and threw her phone across the floor.
“Oh my god, the FBI! What have I done?”
For the past two weeks she had felt like she was in a dream. If she wasn’t at home eating pizza, she was handcuffed to a pipe singing opera. The acoustics were amazing.
But now she was rudely awakened to the severity of her situation. How did the FBI get involved? She specifically told Vincent not to contact the police or anyone else. What was she supposed to do now? Her flight or fight response had kicked in. She chose flight.
Damn that redhead.
***
“She hung up on me; can you believe it?” Hailey asked Jamal.
They were finally back in Eureka. Even though they were off duty, Hailey wanted to go to the office to review the latest reports. She was exhausted though; Jamal had pouted and whined the whole way home.
“Well maybe the kidnapper was coming back into the room,” Jamal suggested.
“That’s about as realistic as me playing basketball professionally.” Hailey barely topped five foot two. “We already know something’s hinky with the whole set-up. Look at the report. Suzanne has been returning to her home every night and ordering take out and clearly charging her phone. What kind of ruthless kidnapper would allow that?”
“Look Peterson, we are not involved in the mail fraud investigation. I say we just do what we’re supposed to and let Jakob Kim and his people handle this.”
Hailey smirked. “Oh, it’s Peterson now, is it? Well Osman, I know it’s not part of our investigation, but aren’t you curious?”
“You know what happened to the cat. I don’t think you should have gone into Don’s office.”
“What can I say? I just happened to see the report on Don Halverson’s desk, and it fell open and I just happened to read it. On a whim I decided to try Suzanne Turcotte’s number and she answered. How wild is that? Do you think the money we found in Beverly Nichols’ motel room is part of the ransom?”
“Like I said, it’s none of our business. We’ve already stepped way outside of protocol with our, as you put it, situational romance and have been re-assigned to checking out tips from the FBI hotline. I say we keep our heads down and do what were told.”
Jamal walked over to his desk and picked up a sheet of paper.
“Here’s one tip that is going to prove exciting to follow-up on. One neighbor suspects the other neighbor of ‘cooking meth’ in their chicken coop because the chickens have not been clucking the same way they were before. She thinks they’re high on dope.”
Hailey laughed. “Right. We’ll stake out the yard and listen to the chickens all night. Come on Jamal; what’s wrong with trying to track down Bev?”
Jamal shouted. “Yes, okay, we lost our number one murder suspect!” He winked and lowered his voice. “So I think we better try and find her, don’t you?”
The former lovers stood facing each other in the field office; both surprised by Jamal’s suggestion.
Hailey raised an eyebrow. “That is not what I thought you were going to say. Well then, do you have a good singing voice because we’re heading to an Irish pub to enter a karaoke contest!”
Her work partner was already searching on his phone. “We got your Shillelagh Shenanigans; your Kelly O’Brien’s and finally, the Irish Pub. Where should we start first?”
***
This night could not get any better, Sean thought as he sat drinking green beer and listening to the contestants. There was one older lady on the stage right now, who you would not want to be meeting in a dark alley and that was for sure. She looked very mad, like she could actually shoot laser beams out of her eyes and yet she was singing very nicely about a good dog.
But like Sean, her eyes kept searching the crowd.
“Another pitcher of green beer?” his waitress asked.
“That’s right kind of you little miss, I reckon I could have another at that,” Sean drawled. Despite Miss Hailey’s recommendation, he decided to go ahead with the Texan accent. The drunker he got, the better he sounded.
“Well aren’t you the polite one,” the waitress said, putting her hand on his arm. “Even though Saint Paddy’s day has come and gone, we serve green beer year ‘round. And that’s not all we serve here.” She took out her pen and wrote her number down on a napkin.
Sean had heard about such things, of course. But he was saving himself for his bride. And wouldn’t it be lovely if that bride was one Miss Hailey Peterson? In the meantime, he would enjoy the night and look for a small woman with quite the head of fiery colored hair.
And then Miss Hailey Peterson walked in the door.
“Sean how are you buddy?” she asked and shook his hand.
He had never understood the expression I’ll never wash my hand again but tonight he did. Everything tingled in a most delightful way where Miss Hailey had embraced his hand. Sean could already smell the rose and jasmine garlands they would exchange at their wedding ceremony.
“Miss Hailey! I see you have brought your Jamal knocking boots partner with you tonight. How disappointing.”
Hailey shook her head. “Oh, um, that’s all over, we’re work partners and that’s all.”
“Have you seen Beverly Nichols?” Jamal asked.
“No, but I am thinking of standing on the stage. It would prove a most efficient vantage point.” Sean began humming a traditional song about a wicked Mother-in-law. “And how is your Mother these days?” he asked Hailey.
Before she could answer, Jamal interrupted. “I entered us in the contest. Sean here is right; you could get a better view from up on the stage.”
***
Eureka! Helen Percy thought as she watched the blonde woman up on stage belting out a tune. She was small and she could sing. Her partner, on the other hand, sounded dreadful.  When the woman got off the stage, Helen got up and followed her to the bathroom.
“Don’t turn around,” Helen said as she pointed her gun in Hailey’s back.
Hailey rolled her eyes. “I don’t need to; I can see you in the mirror.”
“Whatever. Look, Don wants his money back. I’m here to collect it.”
“Is this a prank lady? Wait, where are you out of? The Springfield Office? You tell Don that I already chipped in for Jakob Kim’s going away present; I don’t owe him anything.”
Helen pressed the gun barrel hard into Hailey’s back and growled, “I said Don wants his half million back. He’s really upset with you and he is not the kind of person you want to make mad. Now you and I are going to become good friends. Such good friends that we are going out to the parking lot and you are going to give me your car as a kind of goodwill gesture.”
Hailey calmly turned around and looked at the small gun in Helen’s hand. “Well that isn’t a standard issue firearm.” She reached into her shoulder holster and pulled out a gun and pressed it into Helen’s nose. “Now see, this is the Glock I’m to carry at all times.” Hailey took advantage of the older woman’s confusion and with a quick chopping motion knocked the gun out of Helen’s hand and kicked it across the floor. Hailey kept her Glock pressed against Helen’s nose.
“Would you care to explain why you think pulling a gun on an FBI agent is a good idea?”
I’m getting too old for this crap, Helen thought, but at least I have one more trick up my sleeve. She whistled.
“Any thoughts?” Hailey asked as she heard the washroom door opening.
A huge man with reddened cheeks walked in the door. “Excuse me,” he said to Hailey, “But my Auntie Helen wanted me to…”
“Oh good God Tony, pull out your gun.”
Hailey kept her gun on the woman but looked at this new threat. The large man continued to be embarrassed but was talkative.
“Okay, but like I told you Auntie, I used all my bullets trying to kill Bev up in Seattle.”
Hailey assessed the situation. The big goof seemed to be telling the truth.
“Get down on the floor,” she ordered him as she quickly reached in her pocket and then zip tied her captives’ wrists.
Tony bent his knees and started to crouch, then froze with indecision.
“Run you idiot!” his Auntie yelled.
He did.
***
The run from the pub to his car was nearly did Tony in. He was trying to catch his breath as he drove to Carmen’s storage unit.
“I’m not going to work for Auntie Helen anymore,” he panted as he told himself in the mirror. He had slept most of the day and was finally feeling like himself again. In fact, he was feeling more awake than he had been for days.
It was true, he told himself, Auntie Helen was mean and rude. Besides calling him all sorts of names she would phone him and demand that he drop everything and do her bidding. Like she did earlier tonight.
“Look, I need you over at Shillelagh Shenanigans right now. I’ve got a line on one of Don Baum’s bad debts. You’ve got to back me up.”
“But Auntie, I have a, a thing I need to do tonight for Carmen. She’s expecting me.”
“As long as I’m paying you, you will do what I say. Now get over here!”
The big man parked his car outside the storage unit but continued to sit and think. Wouldn’t it be nice to work for somebody who didn’t call me names? He got out of his car and locked it. Or somebody who didn’t threaten to break my kneecaps; that should be on the list too he thought.
A very tall woman, almost as tall as him, came toward him and shook his hand.
“You must be Tony; I’m Luna. Carmen had to go home; her youngest is beating up her brothers. Something about a ‘stupid video game’ and ‘girls can play too.’”
“That sounds like Nella. She pretends she’s tough and not girly at all, but she still uses the change purse I gave her with the silly kitten on the front.”
“I understand she is quite the character. Carmen showed me the system before she left; but I don’t understand these cabinets. What are they for?” Luna pointed to the large locked cabinets bolted on each of the storage units walls.
“I don’t know. Serafino and Carmen put them in before I started to work here, even though I told them you’re not supposed to hang anything on the walls. The owner made me read through the rules when I rented the unit.”
Luna tented her fingers. “So your cousin made you rent this unit in your name?”
“Oh he gives me money to pay the rent every month; I just couldn’t see the storage unit for the first month while they were setting everything up.”
“Well, since you’re paying the rent, I think you’re entitled to a little peek, don’t you?” She walked over to one of the cabinets. It was about six feet in height, four feet across and only about six inches in depth. She knocked on the cabinet and pulled at the lock on the off chance it was open.
“Odd. Maybe they keep their bank statements in there? No that’s stupid. Everything is done by email. But why would they need something so big, let alone three cabinets?”
“I don’t know Luna. Maybe they have recording devices?”
She grinned and spoke to a cabinet door. “Sorry Carmen, we’re starting work now!”
Tony laughed and directed his own comment to the cabinet door. “I guess you can keep your little stool for your feet Carmen; both Luna and I can touch the ground when we sit down.”
As usual, Tony sat down at the table and started opening the mail with a sharp letter opener. Because he was still upset with Helen and because he was basically clumsy, he immediately poked himself and drew blood.
“You know Tony, why don’t we switch jobs? Your hands are too big to deal with that finicky work. I’ll do it and you sort the money. Later we can put the money through the counter and band it up.”
Carmen never let Tony use the counter. He liked Luna. She smiled a lot and just had a real slick look about her. From her perfect eyebrows to her vinyl skirt to her lace up knee high boots, she reminded Tony of Serafino for some reason. Mentally, Tony snapped his fingers. She was confident just like Serafino was.
And somehow Tony knew that she would be as kind to him as Serafino was. Feeling emboldened, Tony leaned over and suggested to Luna, “Why don’t we turn on some music?”
***
“Talk about taking out the competition!” Jamal said as Hailey walked Helen outside.
“She pulled a gun on me, Jamal. Did you happen to see the big guy who ran out of here?”
Jamal shook his head. “All I know is Sean suddenly took off like a bat out of hell. I think he was going to be sick. He must be out here somewhere. Maybe he saw him.” Jamal looked around the parking lot. “Do you know what Sean drives?”
“Well a Chevy Malibu was parked in the Manager’s spot at the Shady Rest Motel everyday for the two weeks we were there; so I’m guessing he drives a gray Chevy Malibu,” Hailey said sarcastically as she held onto Helen.
“Actually, Miss Hailey, the color is “Nightfall Gray.” Most pleasing, wouldn’t you agree?”
Jamal flinched. “Where the hell did you come from Sean?”
Sean rocked back and forth on his heels. He was extremely pleased with himself. “Just when I am deciding that the big man should not have gone into the Ladies washroom and that I should politely ask him to leave; the big man ran out.”
Sean realized that he forgot to use his drawl. “So I high-tailed it outside and found the varmint vamoosing in a reasonably priced automobile such as my own.”
Helen muttered under her breath, “Idiots. I’m surrounded by idiots.”
The most important manager, now a helpful FBI informant produced a piece of paper on which he had written down the license number of the fleeing accomplice.
“For you Miss Hailey.” Sean then bowed but nearly fell over. He righted himself and announced, “And now partners, it is necessary for me to see a horse about a man.” He wandered a meandering trail back to the pub and went inside.
Hailey smiled and then phoned her boss. She was a little drunk and thus a little too casual in their conversation.
“Say Don, I’ve got a woman here who pulled a gun on me. Sounds like she’s mixed up with Don the Bomb out of Reno. Her accomplice mentioned he was shooting at Bev in Seattle. You interested in interrogating her tonight?”
She listened to Don talk and then said, “No, no we were not going rogue and pursuing our own investigation. We just went to a pub to kick up our heels a little after we were stuck in Seattle.” Hailey listened some more and rolled her eyes. “Yes Don, I know this is Jakob Kim’s investigation. Yes, I know we are off the case. We are standing outside the Shillelagh Shenanigans pub off fourteenth. Yes, by Eureka Childcare Centre. Fine. We’ll be here.”
“He’s pissed?”
“That would be an understatement.”
Jamal came up with a brilliant plan. “Nothing to stop us from going back to the pub; it’s not like we’re on the clock. Like you said to Don, we’re just here to kick up our heels, so let’s do it!”
Hailey pulled on Helen’s wrists. Helen stumbled forward and caused Jamal to jump again.
“You’re a bit skittish for an FBI agent,” Helen said, “What did you do to get in; blackmail somebody?”
Jamal sneered at her.
Hailey cleared her throat and asked casually, “What shall we do with our prisoner? Bring her inside for a couple of brewskis?”
Jamal sighed impatiently. “Just lock her in the car, Hailey. She’ll be fine.”
Never again, Hailey thought as she stared at Jamal’s thick dark brows and captivating grin. Never again am I having a situational romance.
Hailey held up the fob to her car. “I can lock the car with this, but once she is inside the car, she can unlock it herself.”
“With her hands zip tied in front of her? Get real.”
Hailey pushed Helen forward. “Okay lady break out of the zip ties, but remember, I now have two guns. Yours and mine.”
Before Hailey could even finish talking, Helen had lifted her arms over her head, and then brought her arms down swiftly; sticking them out like chicken wings while she pushed her hands into her stomach. The zip ties snapped.
Helen knew that the little FBI agent would shoot her just as soon as look at her, so she didn’t try to escape. Instead, she put one arm around Jamal and began running her fingers through his hair. With the other hand she made a nasty gesture to Hailey.
“My boy here is going to take me in for a beer; you can stay put.”
Jamal wriggled out of Helen’s embrace and said, “Okay I get it. We stay here.”
Helen knew she was in the soup. She was busy trying to figure out how she would get out of this one. Her current lawyer was on vacation and his partner was on sick leave. She smacked herself on the forehead. She had inventory scheduled for tomorrow. What was the store going to do without her?




Chapter Ten

“How many days did I lose?” Bev asked as she stared across the room.
“What are you talking about?”
Bev sat upright. “I may not remember much, but that is definitely a different door than what was here before I, um, decided to take a nap.”
“You passed out. It is a different door. The door guys came and replaced it tonight while you were sleeping. Simple.”
“I see. You just have door guys on retainer. You just phone them up and say, heah, it’s me, I need a new door and no matter what time of night it is, they come out and replace it? I mean, how does this happen? Don’t they have to measure things and order things?”
Belinda decided to tell Bev the truth. “I had actually planned to replace my front door before that guy broke in. It was already ordered weeks ago.” She walked over to the new door and admired the geometric design on the frosted glass.
“I know we didn’t worry about the door last night…”
“Well, we were busy breaking into the cemetery and somebody already broke into your house, so the likelihood that someone else would break in was pretty slim,” Bev offered.
Belinda continued, “But when I thought about going the whole weekend without a secure front door; well, I phoned them up and offered them a bonus if they installed it tonight. You know Bev, if you throw enough money at people, they’ll do practically anything.”
“I think the question is, where did you get enough money?” Bev caught sight of the duffel bag and grunted. “New question, how did you know I was going to be here with enough money to pay the door guys?”
Her sister got up and stretched. “I think the real question is how did you manage to sleep through all that noise?”
Bev wasn’t giving up. “Money?” she asked.
“I work from home.”
“Last I heard, you were a transcriptionist of some sort… now what was it?” Bev thought hard. “Nope can’t remember. But whatever it was, surely it doesn’t pay you enough to keep you in pretty puzzles and mortgage payments and doors?”
Belinda shrugged. “You’d be surprised.”
Bev felt good so she decided to let the matter slide. She didn’t have a job to get up for in the morning; she had a duffel bag of cash and she and her sister were talking.
“What do you do for fun around here?” Bev asked as she walked around the front room and started looking through the desk drawer. “Other than puzzles and roller-skating that is.”
The drawer snapped shut on her fingers.
“You expletive!” she yelled at her sister.
“This is my house; who gave you permission to snoop through my stuff?”
“No one of course! So, what are you hiding?”
Belinda knew that Bev, when she was sober, was the easy going one in the family, while she and her mother had volcano tempers. They would let things build and build and then explode.
Belinda felt the pressure build inside her. It was none of Bev’s damn business. Yet, Belinda did not want to start screaming and yelling at Bev and create another not speaking rift that could last for years.
What am I afraid of? Belinda chewed on the inside of her mouth. Bev’s probably going to laugh at me and call me stupid. She looked over at her sister who was slapping her thighs and humming.
“Okay. Come with me.”
“Bonus!”
As the women started climbing the stairs, Bev began a play by play narration to an imaginary television audience.
“Yes folks, we’ve been invited to Belinda Prudence Nichols’ lair at the top of the stairs.”
“Oh don’t tell them my middle name,” Belinda whined, “I hate being called Prue. Prue the poo. It stuck with me all through high school.”
“As it would, don’t you think so you fine folks out in television land?” Bev looked at the non-existent audience. “Don’t bully kids; it’s not nice.” She turned back to Belinda. “Honestly Bell, we both got the cruel teasing. To tell us apart, they called me Pee Nichols and you, Poo Nichols.”
Belinda sighed. “Well we are identical twins.”
Both sisters fought hard their entire life to be different from one another; to stand out. It was a by-product at being lumped together as one by their mother. “Sister,” she would say instead of using their name, “Come here.” The twins suspected she could not tell them apart or she had forgotten their names or both.
“Now we are faced with the choice of four doors on this level,” Bev continued her voiceover. “Which will she choose? Ah! She’s opening the second door. Careful folks, we’re going in; this could get scary. Any children still up should go straight to bed! And we’re in. Belinda, what are these clothes for? Are you running a backstreet thrift shop?”
“Am I in the shot?” Belinda mugged for the imaginary camera and picked up the narration. “This indeed is my secret lair, and these are my prized disguises. Here is the heart of my den of deception; my cave of camouflage, my…”
“Oh shut up. I get it. Your study of subterfuge.” Bev picked up an eyepatch. “Have you worn this in public?”
“Possibly.”
Bev ran her hands over the latex noses and ears. “I knew you loved make-up, but I had no idea you knew how to do all this!” She bent down and peered at some prints on the mirror.
“This isn’t you is it?”
“Possibly.”
“Oh come on Bell; this is you? A guy with a huge head and bleached dreadlocks?”
“No, it isn’t. But that is a goal of mine. I just have to decide if I want to twist up my hair that way. It would be a major transformation. I would have to augment my chin and forehead.”
“And bleach your beautiful hair! Don’t do! I bleached my hair once and turned out orange! I looked like a pumpkin.”
Belinda pulled down a photo album from the overhead shelf.
“Here are some of my characters, if you want to see my work.”
“No I don’t want to see your work. Well, maybe yes, I do, but I want to know what the bleep you are doing with this cross-dressing? Is there a whole part of your life I don’t know about?”
From somewhere under her sweater, Belinda pulled out a small flask and took a drink. “Several confessions, Bevy, I have not only fallen off the wagon, but I took a running jump and leapt off the wagon while you were sleeping. Confession two, when you lived in Eureka, I used to follow you, just to make sure you didn’t get into too much trouble.  You can imagine how that turned out. Two small redheads in the same bar? I stood out like a sore thumb; people kept wanting to introduce me to you. You should see this girl, they’d say, she could be your twin sister. I didn’t want you to know what I was up to, so I started disguising myself. At first it was just wearing wigs and stuff; but then I got into it and decided to try to disguise myself as a guy.”
Bev reached for the flask and Belinda gave it to her.
“You were following me? I can’t believe it. You’re what, a whole nine minutes older than me and you, with nine whole minutes of extra wisdom, thought you could keep me safe? I’m a drunk, Bell. Trouble is my middle name!”
Belinda smirked, “And you may not know this, but sarcastic and rude are your first and last names. So many times you would get drunk and then rip into someone. I had to go and buy drinks to get the people you pissed off to calm down. Let’s just say it was a really good thing you moved to Seattle.”
The sisters had walked downstairs and were again pouring themselves drinks out of the vinegar jug.
“But I haven’t lived in Eureka for five years. Why do you keep dressing up?”
Belinda cracked up laughing. “You want to know how I got sober the first time? It wasn’t any great introspection or being sick and tired of being sick and tired; I was banned from every bar in town thanks to you. They all thought I was you and as soon as they’d see me, they’d yell “Out!”
“Just to use my ever so ready sarcasm, did they close all the liquor stores in Eureka too?”
Belinda gave a derisive snort. “Oh Bevy, everybody knows you shouldn’t drink alone. At home. By yourself. So I was sober for awhile; but then I got that squiggly feeling in my skin; you know what I’m talking about don’t you?”
“As you so kindly put it, I’ve been pretty much drunk for the last nine years, but I know what you’re talking about.” Bev walked over to the birdcage and started poking at the flamingo. “When life is so boring you just have to jazz it up. The quiet gets to you and every tiny noise in the house, every creak makes you mad for some reason. You can’t sleep you can’t eat; you just have to go where it’s loud and noisy. Heah Bell, this flamingo’s bum comes off. Huh.”
“Let’s see that thing. Wait. It’s a flash drive, Bev.”
“Oh no it’s not. I threw it on the ground, but there was no smoke.”
“You’re thinking of flash powder.”
Bev snapped her fingers. “That’s what Gary said at the Tipsy Leprechaun!”
Belinda tried to turn on her computer by pressing her finger on the button, but she kept missing.
“You do it,” she told her sister.
Quick as a whip, Bev leaned over and pressed her index finger to the keyboard. The computer immediately backlit the keys and came on.
“Cool!” they both said in unison.
“Okay, let’s put this baby in and see what happens.”
***
“Suzanne; Suzanne, baby, is that you?” Vincent asked, his voice high pitched with excitement. “I paid the ransom, baby, but I didn’t hear from you. The kidnapper texted me with your picture and said don’t go to the cops. I didn’t. I left the money where they said, and I’ve been waiting and waiting. I can’t eat; I can’t sleep. Do you know I’ve lost over twenty pounds? How are you baby?”
“I escaped Vincent. It was horrible. But, about the money, you said you paid the money? Where exactly did you leave it?”
“Under the bench outside that Irish pub…squirrelly shenanigans or something like that. I left it in a grey duffle bag I, uh, just happened to have. Were you hurt, Suze?”
Suzanne was reading the takeout menu from a Chinese Food place; she thought she’d try something different and wasn’t really listening to Vincent.
“What? Oh yes, it was terrible; I can’t really talk about it. So, did you see who picked up the duffle bag?”
“I saw a guy; I told him, this is for Suzanne and I left.”
“Was it a man or a woman? What color hair did they have?” Suzanne had not made any sort of arrangement with a guy. She was frantic.
“Wait, I hear my wife coming back from Bingo. Talk later.”
After Vincent hung up, memories of many such abrupt hang-ups came flooding back to Suzanne. Things were going to change, she thought. No, things had changed. The FBI were investigating her ‘kidnapping’. They had phoned her.
She had to find that redhead Bev. What was her last name? Suzanne thought back two weeks ago when this whole stupid thing began. She started to remember bits and pieces of the drunken night at the pub. Didn’t they exchange numbers? Suzanne remembered writing something down on a piece of paper and giving it to the Bev. Bev did the same thing in return.
Suzanne got up and grabbed her large purse and dumped it on the table. The contents overflowed and fell on the floor. There were many folded pieces of paper to go through. They all seemed to be flyers for Vincent’s latest charity promotion.
Suzanne smiled and thought of how Vincent always joked with her and called her purse a suitcase. Well screw Vincent. She was going to track down this chick and get her money back. Suzanne turned the TV on and started going through the notes.
“And in other news today, the FBI have issued a press release about a local businessman, Serafino Napoleone, killed two nights ago in Seattle Washington. Anyone with information about his death are asked to contact Don Halverson…”
Suzanne looked up and saw an old mug shot of Serafino staring back at her.
“This is not happening,” she whispered as everything fell from her hands.
***
“So, do you break legs like Serafino did?” Luna asked Tony as they sat close together at the table.
“My cousin Serafino did not break legs!”
“I’m sorry.”
“He might have smashed kneecaps and broke fingers, but never legs. Actually, I didn’t see him do anything violent; but he told me all about it. I didn’t do anything violent myself.” Tony scratched his head. “I did try to kill someone Thursday morning, up in Seattle; but I missed.”
Luna looked at him. He really was a big teddy bear. She had her fill of sophisticated men and wannabe gangsters; this Tony was so easy to talk to. He seemed to have a real childlike innocence about him. She could overlook a murder here or there, she had before.
“Oh I see; but have you actually killed anyone?”
“Not yet. Like I said, I’m not really a violent person.”
Luna was confused. “But wasn’t your job to go with your cousin the enforcer, to get the money owed your Aunt Helen, the loan shark?”
“It was.” Tony sighed unhappily. “I’m going to miss Fino. He was my best buddy. He was the one who taught me to just stand in front of people and don’t smile. See, sometimes when we would go to collect money from Aunt Helen’s customer, they would just see me and pee their pants. I thought it was funny and would start laughing. Fino told me not to laugh so I would look scary.”
Luna smiled. “Your job was to just stand in front of people? I agree with you; you’re not a violent person. Your cousin Serafino really looked out for you. Carmen told me they have four children? Was he a good Dad?”
Tony shifted uncomfortably in his chair because, one, it was too small and two, he didn’t want to talk bad about his dead cousin.
“Never mind Tony, don’t answer that. How about this, does this money come in like this all the time?”
“All the time. Bags and bags of it. I think it’s because of this; look.” He took one of the flyers that had surrounded a donation and pointed to the graphic. “See, I suggested to Serafino that he put a picture of a twenty-dollar bill right under the fold so people would get the idea. A subliminal suggestion I think it’s called.”
Luna clapped her hands. “That was brilliant!”
“I also told him to put those press and stick strips on the flyers and postage. It was super expensive; but he had collected a lot of money for Auntie Helen and just didn’t give it to her. Plus, he got some from his mistress. But the bulk of it came from a guy over in Reno.”
“Wow. You really were the brains behind the operation. But didn’t your Aunt get suspicious when the money wasn’t turned it?”
Tony got up and stretched. He really was a big and tall man, Luna thought appreciatively.
“I don’t know how Serafino worked it out with Auntie Helen. Maybe she still doesn’t know and I’m not going to tell her. I quit working for her tonight.”
Luna had an idea. If Tony did in fact make all those suggestions, there was more to him then met the eye. He just needed to trust himself. Gain more confidence. Yes, all he needed was the right encouragement. Luna could supply that. In return, Tony was going to supply lots and lots of money. Bags of it, from the sound of it.
***
Belinda leaned back on the couch. She had looked at the spreadsheet that popped up when the flash drive initiated on her computer. She had tried hard to make sense of it for about four solid minutes.
“My initial enthusiasm in doing computer stuff has waned. Do you want to go to a bar? If you were singing in one a few weeks ago, they must have forgotten about you.”
“I have a better plan. How about we invite Melvin out for a beer and just kill him in the parking lot?”
“Capital suggestion. How would we kill him?”
Bev ran into the spare bedroom and came out with a gun. “I found this in the trunk of my car inside a shoe. We can use this.”
Belinda sat up. “If I was sober, I would be appalled and would go to the basement and roller skate myself into oblivion so I would be too exhausted to feel anything. But because I have been drinking, I am seriously considering you suggestion. What about mother dear?”
“Oh, no, we can’t kill her.”
“Are you getting sentimental on me?”
“No, I just think she would suffer more than we ever did, if we kept her alive and grieving Melvin for the rest of her life.”
“Wow. How do you come up with these ideas?”
Bev shrugged. “Oh it’s nothing; I have several squirrels running around in my brain. They just pop out ideas for me.”
“That are absolutely nuts! Am I right? Your ideas are nuts!” Belinda started to laugh and couldn’t stop. The twins would just about stop laughing when one or the other of them would say “Nuts!” and they would start laughing again.
Finally Belinda asked Bev, “So did you shoot this Serafino guy?”
“Possibly.”
They kept drinking.
“Don’t I have the most beautiful door in the world?” Belinda said then passed out. Her sister was already snoring.




Chapter Eleven

Saturday morning, Sean woke up with a killer hangover. He had lost Miss Hailey to that slick guy Jamal. They were gone by the time he returned to the parking lot last night.
He left his car at the pub, because Mr. Sean W. Johnson was a very responsible spy, and walked to a nearby motel. He looked around his motel room in the light of day.
“Very good cleaners,” he pronounced as he started the coffee machine and downed two extra strength pain tablets.
“Perhaps tonight you should not drink so much,” his Grandmother advised when he phoned her to report his progress.
“This is a very good idea Grandmother. I do not think my head could take another morning like this! Also my heart. I have lost Miss Hailey to her partner again.”
“That Jamal! He does no work but takes all the credit.”
Sean had informed his Grandmother of his observations of the two FBI agents while they stayed at the Shady Rest Motel. She really didn’t like Jamal.
“He is stealing your happiness. I think you should shoot him with Parmella’s gun. They will say it is a mugging.”
“No Grandmother, the Manager of the Shady Rest Motel is not allowed to kill people. Mr. Sean W. Johnson, helpful informant to the FBI is not allowed to kill people. Also, Miss Hailey Peterson would no doubt take a dim view of a murderer; not husband material she would say.”
“Or she would be impressed that you got rid of him for her.”
Sean was silent. “That might also be true. Once I have my thinking ability back; I will think about this. Good day Grandmother.”
He didn’t have anywhere to be until later that evening. Sean found staying cooped up in the motel room mind numbingly boring. His days were normally filled with bookings and checkouts, repairs and trouble shooting typical and not so typical requests from guests. Like the time Miss Beverly wanted him to install a roller-skating rink in her room. He declined.
Maybe he could go hang out in the lobby and listen in on the conversations? No! He was a man of action. He decided to go grocery shopping.
Sean walked out the door and into Hailey.
She continued to hold her hand up as she was about to knock on his door.
“Miss Hailey! You have found me!”
“I figured you were so hammered you just found the nearest motel and crashed. I must say I was pleased to find your car at the pub.”
“Yes I am a very responsible FBI informant.”
“Um, Sean, could we not mention the FBI?”
“Please, let me buy us a lot of coffee and you can tell me why you no longer like the FBI. Did they suspend you for knocking boots and for trying to find Beverly Nichols?”
Hailey stared up at Sean. “How did you come to that conclusion?”
“You are no longer carrying a gun in a shoulder holster. Plus you are no longer dressing like a robot in a brown suit. Today you look like the beautiful woman you are.”
They got in Hailey’s car and drove to Starbuck’s. Hailey was intrigued and prodded Sean for more of his observations.
“First, you must taste this, Miss Hailey. It has lavender flavoring and is heavenly.” After she had taken a sip, Sean continued. “To me, today’s outfit is saying, I am no longer trying to fool anybody into believing that I am straitlaced and doing my job and nothing else. In Seattle, you were trying too hard to be professional. Today, you are giving yourself permission to be your sexy self.”
“Very nice Sean. You surprise me. It’s true, both Jamal and I are on an indefinite suspension. I pulled my gun in a public place blah blah blah.”
“But you apprehended this good singing but rude woman.”
“I know but FBI rules were not made to be broken. My integrity was called into question and I kind of agree with them. As for no longer being a robot in a brown suit, thank you for considering me sexy.”
“Always Miss Hailey. Now down to the brass tacks. Do you still want to be an FBI agent?”
Hailey gulped. Sean was really getting to her.
“It’s heartbreaking Sean; I’ve worked hard for years to be who I was the day before I went on the assignment with Jamal. I don’t know why I took the knocking boots detour.” She stirred her coffee. “Again,” she said sadly.
“Perhaps you are a woman who needs a lot of sex?” Sean suggested.
“No I don’t think so; just, you know, a regular amount. Do you want to hear my theory?”
“Yes, but I must get much more caffeine in my head. I am going for a brewed coffee; Venti size. And the same for you?” When he returned with the coffees, he asked Hailey to detail her theory, please.
“Jamal blackmailed our Boss and I think me sleeping with him was my way of somehow getting power over Jamal.”
“No Miss Hailey. This does not consider his swarthy good looks. Maybe you are more than regular in needing the knocking of boots after all?”
“And maybe you are just a bit cheeky. Thank you for the coffee by the way. Say, do you want to know something weird about the dead guy?”
“Always.”
“He was shot with his own gun. I managed to read that report before I was suspended. The gun hasn’t shown up; but it was registered to Serafino.”
Just then Sean’s cellphone rang. It was his Marta; his Grandmother.
“No Grandmother; I do not need you to mail me more Pakora.  I am sitting with Miss Hailey in a coffeeshop discussing the case. No she assures me she is not a sex fiend. Yes, we will talk soon. Good day.”
“Do you think she believes you?”
“No; she wants many great grandchildren, so she is happy I am drinking coffee with a potential sex fiend.”
***
“He leaves behind a wife and four children,” Suzanne said slowly as she read the news article on the internet. She started clicking on links and began new searches.
The more she searched, the angrier she became. Serafino had never worked as a stockbroker; he worked in a pawn shop for someone called Helen Percy. This Helen Percy had been charged many times under California’s usury laws, but she always got off by claiming exemption as a Pawn Broker.
The article she was currently reading was called, ‘Teflon Percy’. One of the things comments tacked on to the article was revealing. It read, “Let me get this straight; I can go to Percy’s pawn shop and give her a remote control to a defunct television, and she will lend me thirty grand? Can anybody say loan and shark in the same sentence? Why this woman continues to be able to skirt the law is a travesty!”
She had been played, pure and simple. “Well done Serafino and Helen,” Suzanne said to the screen; mistakenly assuming that Helen was in on the charity scam. Her anger was turning white hot when she realized the life of ease she imagined was not going to happen. She had advanced Serafino over sixty grand; all her savings, to print the flyers out of state and to rent the semi-trucks.
Her next search was ‘countries that don’t have an extradition agreement with the USA’. The search after that was ‘how much does it cost to live in Morocco?’
Suzanne unfolded the S.A.A.R.P. flyers as she ate her Chinese food and read every note. Finally she found what she was looking for. Scrawled across the back was ‘Bev Nichols Shady Rest Motel somewhere in Seattle-you sing awesomely well-we should start a band’.
Yeah, we’ll start a band alright, Suzanne thought, but first Bev you are going to tell me where my money is. Suzanne looked around her crappy condo that she had bought years ago. Her stove had one burner that didn’t work, the microwave was shot, and the fridge barely kept the milk cool. She had put off getting things fixed, because Vincent had told her for years that he was going to leave his wife and he and Suzanne would walk into a brand-new house with five bedrooms, four baths, a pool and top of the line appliances. That didn’t happen. Then Serafino promised that they would start a new life together soon, so Suzanne made do with what she had.
She broke open her fortune cookie and started to laugh as it assured her that ‘the one you love is closer than you think’.
Suzanne lived one block away from the city morgue.
According to the news, Serafino’s body had already been shipped to Eureka.
***
What was Don Halverson thinking appointing that idiot Jamal to special agent status? It’s too bad Hailey Peterson had been working with him, Jakob Kim thought as he was going over the reports in his new office in Springfield. Her last partner turned out to be a dud as well and nearly got Hailey killed.
Hailey and Jamal were now suspended for their questionable behaviour in not one, but two states. They also blew Jakob’s undercover operation he was running on Helen Percy. Helen was running a ballsy scam by ripping off Vincent’s store; but that was small potatoes compared to the charity scam Vincent was involved in. It didn’t seem like Helen was connected to the scam; but he had to be sure. Now he had to find out some other way.
The FBI had initially received a trickle of complaints from citizens that their donation cheques had not been cashed; others complaints regarding receipts were from those foolish enough to send cash. Although it wasn’t illegal to send cash through the mail, common sense dictated that you shouldn’t send a huge amount of money and then ask for a receipt. The FBI was now receiving hundreds of complaints daily that tax receipts were not mailed to those that gave a sizeable cash donation to Senior Advocates Aiding Real Pensioners! A routine background check on the charity showed that it didn’t exist; yet thousands of flyers asking for money were being distributed in thirty states and counting.
Unfortunately, Jakob couldn’t connect Helen to the printing of the flyers, the delivery of said flyers to Vincent; nor the as yet undiscovered location of the headquarters of S.A.A.R.P. The only connection was Serafino Napoleone. Now he was dead.
Jakob still didn’t know who shot Serafino in Seattle; who picked up the ransom money in Eureka and who was running the charity scam. Vincent Millar was handing out the flyers through his stores and sending money to a bank in the Caymans; but Jakob didn’t have the connection he needed for charges to be filed. How was the money getting from the Napoleone’s to the base of operations to Vincent?
The FBI knew the rented mailbox location and knew Tony Taylor, Carmen and the late Serafino would pick up the mail; but they simply brought the mail to a storage unit that Tony Taylor had rented. An examination of bank accounts of all three proved fruitless. Money was not being deposited of any significance.
Cheques were not cashed. The FBI had ‘donated’ several hundred, but not one had been cleared by the banks. Where was the money going to? They simply had no idea as no one had set up a bank account in the name of S.A.A.R.P. charity.
Vincent Millar’s personal assistant and mistress, Suzanne Turcotte, had been Serafino Napoleone’s mistress as well. There was that connection but nothing in her history would indicate she was a mastermind to pull off this multimillion-dollar fraud.
Jakob shook his head in frustration. They investigated her condo; her stove only had three burners that worked. If she had money, she was showing excellent restraint in not spending it. The only suspicious transaction was two months previous. She had purchased a draft payable to cash in the amount of sixty thousand dollars. A bank in Reno had deposited it; the endorsement was by some pawn shop.
Then two weeks ago or thereabouts, Suzanne was kidnapped. Unfortunately, Vincent Millar had paid the ransom and then notified the FBI a few days afterwards when Suzanne failed to be returned. Initially, her kidnapping was taken seriously. The only lead was the redhead from Seattle, Beverly Penelope Nichols who was last seen with Suzanne.
Fortunately, Bev had paid for their first round of drinks with her credit card. Subsequent rounds were on Suzanne; Bev’s first card had gone over limit and every other card Bev tried was declined.
So Halverson blessed his newly minted special agent, Jamal Osman with Hailey Peterson, who had paid her dues and then some, and sent them to sit on Bev in Seattle. Then Hailey lost her mind and hooked up with Jamal. Because of their admitted sidetrack, they could not account for Bev’s activities in the 24 hours before Serafino was been murdered.
In the meantime, in Eureka, the so-called kidnap victim would return home and order pizza.
Jakob sneered and pushed the reports away. He asked himself again, what was Hailey thinking? He had been her mentor and was deeply dismayed at the way her career was going.
He poured himself another coffee. Maybe he should think smaller. Maybe this was just a Mom and Pop operation? But, nah, millions of flyers had been printed. Where? He had pulled the utilities on several abandoned buildings around the mail drop off; but none of them had the spike in utilities one would expect if a large operation suddenly set up shop.
There was no way Serafino could have financed the operation by himself. To further complicate things, Serafino’s boss, Helen Percy of pawn shop fame, had threatened Hailey and Tony Taylor had shown up during the bathroom scuffle and mentioned Bev.
Perhaps this Beverly Nichols was the mastermind behind the charity scam?
Jakob purposely pushed all the papers off his desk. He sighed and then picked one up and started reading. He was determined to reread every single word of every single document and come up with a clue that would explain what the hell was going on.
***
“Do you have any idea what time of day it is? What I mean is, are we going to the bar or do we just come back?”
“Actually, I have no idea. Let me check my phone.” Bev pulled her phone out of her bra. “It is nine forty-eight on Saturday morning.”
“You mean we didn’t go to the bar and go dancing last night? We just passed out on the couch?” Belinda said bleary-eyed. “What a waste of a good drunk.” She grabbed the vinegar jug. “Time to start again!” She poured herself a drink and passed the jug to her sister.
“You know what I want to do?” Bev asked.
“Take a shower? Shave off your eyebrow?”
Bev half closed her eyes. “Very funny. What I want to do is open a home, like a mansion, where people with alcohol problems could go and talk about their life and just get help in general to sober up and become somebody wonderful.”
Belinda watched her sister sipping whiskey for breakfast. “You want to be a drug and alcohol counsellor?”
“Something like that. But you know, not charge people to stay in a nice place. It would have like matching drapes and pillowcases. Like a really nice bed and breakfast.” She reached over and punched her sister in the arm. “Don’t make fun of my dreams. You must have a dream. What do you want to do?”
Belinda sat back and thought. “I’ve gotten sober several times and it really doesn’t do it for me, you know? I get so bored, so easily. I had fun following you; but then you moved away. So I just started putting on different disguises and going out at night and fooling people. And I would see people doing the job I want to do.”
“You, out at night, by yourself? I hardly think so.”
“I do so. But the thing is; it’s getting to be a habit. Actually a bad habit.”
“So you are a cross-dresser!”
“No. I’m a card counter. I take the bus to Reno, rent a swanky hotel room and then go and gamble. At first it was fun; but now it’s getting kind of boring too. Plus, I think they’re on to me.”
Bev sat up. “Are you kidding me?”
“Possibly.”
“True confession time. What do you want to be when you grow up?”
“I’ve always wanted to be a taxi driver.”
“You don’t know how to drive!”
“I can learn! I mean, you did.”
Bev smiled at a fond memory. “I think that Driver’s test guy took pity on me. I think it was the fourth or fifth time I was trying the road test.”
“Sixth.”
Bev peered into the empty jug. “We need more of your special vinegar. And a driver’s manual. We are going to get you your driver’s license today because I am going to teach you how to drive right now!”




Chapter Twelve

“I hardly think you’re qualified to teach me how to drive; you’re drunk.”
“Right you are good buddy! But at least sit in the driver’s seat to get a feel for it,” Bev encouraged her sister.
Belinda opened the driver’s door, pushed garbage out of the way and sat down. “Why do you have a sock on the air vent?”
“It’s acting like a filter. Who needs to buy a hepa filter when the sock will do fine?” Bev had popped open the trunk and was happily pulling out packages of ramen soup and stuffing them in her bra.
“Look what I found!” she said as she held up a man’s shoe.
Belinda got out of the car and came round to the trunk where Bev was standing; looking amazed.
“You look like your boobs were attacked by angry wasps.” Belinda reached in the trunk and grabbed a plastic bag. “Why don’t you put your soup in this oh so handy bag? Wow, you’ve still got a lot of crap in here. Why do you have one shoe?”
“It was Serafino Napoleone’s. The dead guy in the cemetery. I noticed he only had one shoe, so I grabbed it and went looking for the other one.”
“But why…” Belinda began.
“I needed to know what the shoe looked like, so I took one for comparison sake.”
“Because I’m sure there were so many random shoes in the graveyard, that you had to be sure you got the right one.”
Bev sighed dramatically. “Sarcasm, so early in the morning; really, Belinda?” She pulled a garbage bag full of clothes towards her and started to rummage through. “More money in the sleeves. I wonder why I thought that was a good idea?  
Belinda wasn’t saying anything. She had spotted something way in the back and had partially climbed in the trunk to get it out.
“Here’s the other shoe.”
“No.”
“Well if it isn’t, I’ll eat my hat.”
“That would be a shame, because you look really good in hats. Let me see.” Bev grabbed the shoe and compared it. “Yup. You know what this means, don’t you?”
“You did kill him?”
“No, I meant you have more apparel for your disguises!”
“It would be like wearing clown shoes; but thanks for the offer. I’ve never worn a dead man’s shoes before.”
Bev threw the shoes down on the pavement and gestured expansively. “Well put them on!”
Belinda did and started walking around her feet flopping in the large shoes. “Say, something’s funny with these shoes.”
Bev was laughing and couldn’t answer. Her sister took off the left shoe and twisted the heel.
“Why?” Bev gasped out.
“I saw this in a spy movie once. The left shoe is heavier than the right.” She grunted as she applied more pressure to the heel. It twisted off.
“Oh, this is exciting! Did you find a decoder ring?”
“No,” said Belinda slowly, but I did find a key ring with a bunch of keys. Do you think they’re safety deposit box keys?”
“I’ll say. I guess that settles it then. We’re going to the bank; right after we visit the liquor store.” She shrugged. “I like to visit them every so often; they get lonely you know. Sometimes I bring them flowers and say keep up the good work; but mostly, I bring them money.”
The twins got in the car; forgetting to close the trunk of the Tercel.
“Do they give you something in return? Like booze?”
“Yeah. Fairly decent of them, don’t you think? Now, where is the nearest store?”
“Turn here.”
A cacophony of horns began to sound and only increased in frequency and volume. Bev parked and shook her head. “That is so rude. I had no idea Eureka had so many rude drivers,” she said as the sisters got out of the car.
“Expletive times ten. We forgot to close the trunk. Look. We left a trail of hundreds behind.”
***
“What will be our next move Miss Hailey? The only information I have about Beverly Nichols is that her sister lives in Eureka. You, on the other hand, have super secret FBI documentation.”
“Not anymore; but even two weeks ago we had nothing on the sister. Apparently, there are a lot of Nichols in Eureka and Jamal said he phoned them all, but…”
“But he is a slacker, is he not Miss Hailey?”
“He is indeed. Jakob Kim probably has more information; he pulled financials, but I no longer have access to his information. He is very disappointed in me.
“Wait, Sean, what are we doing here? I’m on my way to being drummed out of the FBI and you are trying to collect back rent by driving all the way down here? Why didn’t you just charge her card?”
“Beverly Nichols just paid in cash. I must confess, I have perhaps an ulterior motive for trying to find her. I would like very much to turn her in for mail fraud or murder or kidnapping and collect the reward money.”
Hailey slumped a little in her chair in the coffee shop. “Well shoot partner,” she drawled, “I thought you were pining away for me.” She dropped the drawl. “You’re a straight talker, Sean, so I’ll be straight with you. I thought you were coming to see me. I thought you were sweet on me, despite my evident poor judgement vis a vis the Jamal situation.”
Sean reached across the table and laid his hand on Hailey’s. “I am sweet on you; I am so sweet that I see you in a beautiful pink wedding dress beside me as we exchange jaimala garlands.”
Hailey blushed. “But we couldn’t get married because I don’t know Punjabi or Hindi or anything.”
Sean was devastated. “But we are speaking English now; I see no reason why we would not continue to speak English after the marriage?”
The suspended FBI special agent put her hands to her temples. “Maybe this is just the coffee talking, but how could I get to know all about you and grow to love your family back in India if I don’t speak their language? You told me it’s just you and your Grandma here in the states, along with a multitude of cousins.”
The manager of the Shady Rest Motel put his hands on his hips. “You are one fast thinker, Miss Hailey. These things would never have occurred to me. I am very pleased with the reason behind your reluctance to marry me.”
“As well,” Hailey continued while drinking the last of her coffee, “What if we are at the wedding reception and one of your cousins walks up to me and I smile, and nod and they smile and nod and say something to me in their language. Then I say thank you thinking they are saying congratulations when in reality, they are saying ‘you have the face of a goat’. How embarrassing would that be for you!”
“Do you always think this fast Miss Hailey? And there is no way that anyone would think you have the face of a goat. You are beautiful. You do need to work on not being a sex fiend though.”
Hailey laughed. A genuine, long overdue laugh. She felt her whole body relax. She looked at the grin on Sean’s face and was going to tell him that she needed some time to figure out what she was doing with her life before she married him, when she noticed two women getting out of an old red car. Both women had flaming red hair.
“Don’t look now Sean, but I think I see Bev and her sister. Or, I am still so hungover, I am seeing double. Maybe you should look. They’re walking into the liquor store.”
Sean turned around and looked out the glass window.
“Right now we will take decisive action and capture this person of interest so my Grandmother can get a computer. We will discuss our courtship at another time.”
They both flew out of their chairs and ran to the liquor store and straight into the Nichol sisters as they were walking back out. Belinda started picking up the hundred-dollar bills that had flown out of the trunk of the Tercel.
“Heah, Tom! How are you?” Bev asked Sean. “This is my sister Belinda. I forgot to close the trunk, so she’s picking up my money. Some nice people in the store told us we should pick it up, so we don’t create even more of a traffic jam. I mean, look at the street!”
Sean and Hailey had precariously woven in and out of cars on their run over to the liquor store.
“Crazy, right?” Bev pointed to her twin, “Belinda, this is Tom. He manages the motel I was living in for awhile. What brings you to Eureka, Tom?”
“Miss Beverly Nichols; several items. Firstly, my name is not Tom. Secondly and thirdly, you are behind in your rent and you are a person of interest…” He stopped because Hailey elbowed him.
“Hi Bev; Belinda. I’m Hailey. Bev, you probably saw me up in Seattle, driving a big black SUV with my partner. We were staying at the same motel as you for a couple of weeks. Sean and I would like to sit down with you and discuss the events surrounding the death of the guy in the cemetery.”
Belinda looked at Bev. “Should we run?”
Her sister was holding a bottle of single malt Glenlivet whiskey in each hand. “I should pay for this first.”
Belinda watched as Bev went into the store. “Are you a reporter?” she asked Hailey. “And who is Sean?”
“This is my friend, Sean W. Johnson. You know Bev, she rather mixes things up at times. Sean is the manager of the Shady Rest Motel in Seattle, but he is also helping me with my investigations. You could call me a reporter of sorts.”
“Nope. Not buying it. My BS meter is indicating you’re full of it.”
“But it is true Miss Belinda, I am the manager of the Shady Rest Motel where you’re sister has not paid rent for April. As well, she has left much blood on the wall and has taken a side table.” Sean was extremely upset that Belinda thought he was lying and said in earnest, “These are not untrue things, Miss Belinda. Your sister sawed the chain in two and took a table. Even though she left many hundred-dollar bills behind, the FBI took most of them.”
Hailey groaned. “Sean, I elbowed you to stop you from mentioning the FBI. Now they’re probably freaked out.”
Belinda was. Bev was happier than a lark which was in no small part due to her recent purchases. She had a sense of security knowing she had not one, but two full bottles of the good stuff.
“I remember you! You came to me in a dream in the cemetery! Or was it real? We were singing!”
Sean smiled. “Miss Hailey like yourself, has a most spectacular singing voice.”
Belinda’s eyes kept darting from Hailey to Sean to Bev’s car. Things were getting serious if the FBI were involved.
“Nice meeting you all. We’ve got to go; we’ve got some serious drinking to do. Bye now.” Belinda started dragging Bev towards the car.
“If you don’t mind, could we pop over to your home and discuss some things?” Hailey asked as she put her hand heavily on Belinda’s arm.
“Sure come on over!” Bev sang out, “We’re rolling in the clover and we’ve got whiskey but alas, no one with which to get frisky!”
“Oh God, Bev, give it a rest. She just admitted she was in the cemetery with you. She could have killed the Serafino dude herself.”
First the suspension and now this? Hailey couldn’t believe how different the two sisters were. With Belinda in the picture things were going downhill fast.
Sean watched as the blood drained from Hailey’s face. He patted her shoulder. “Now you are knowing how I felt to be so insultingly accused. Do not worry Miss Hailey, we will figure this murder mystery out. Plus, the mail fraud and the kidnapping.”
Belinda grabbed a bottle from Bev, opened it and drank. “Let ‘s go,” she said, “but know this folks; I will hire the best lawyers in the world to defend my sister.” She looked at Hailey, “And if you lie about her, I will know. So don’t,” she finished lamely.
Belinda and her bottle hopped in the car with Hailey and Sean. She wanted to study Hailey while Bev went back in the store to get chips.
“May as well make this a party!” she said. When the liquor store cashier pointed out that they don’t sell chips; Bev bought a couple more bottles. After all, she was going to be entertaining guests and it wouldn’t be polite if they didn’t have their own bottles. As she held her bottles tight to her chest, something crunched. Ah! Instead of chips they could have soup!
***
Helen had made bail and was chain-smoking. She wanted to put a hit out on a certain Hailey Peterson, but Tony wasn’t answering his phone.
“Do I have to do everything myself?” she asked the pigeons outside the jail. The birds wisely did not answer but hopped a little further away. Helen realized the cops had kept her gun, so she phoned for a cab to take her home. She’d have a shower, get another gun from the safe and go hunt down that arrogant FBI agent.
But first, she had to stop by the store. She wanted to hand out some appreciation stickers in the morning huddle.
***
“I think you should drop the ‘Fettucine’ part of your name, Tony,” Luna said as she cut Tony’s hair.
They were at her chair in the ‘About Face’ Beauty salon. Tony had agreed the previous night to a makeover. Helen Percy had already phoned him about fourteen times, but Luna suggested Tony focus on himself for a change and ignore her calls and voicemails.
Last night at the storage unit, he had worked harder and faster with Luna’s encouragement then he had the previous month with Carmen and Serafino barking orders. Luna helped him to reach an amazing realization.
No one was counting the money.
Sure, they were hired to count the cash and discard the checks, but no one was keeping track of what was initially coming in the mail bags. The Napoleones; now just Carmen of course, had no idea what to expect each day from their charity scam. All they knew was that the more and more money poured in every day. They trusted that dim-witted Tony would loyally report every cent.
“See,” said Luna as she held up a twenty-dollar bill last night, “Nobody knows that this came in the mail; only you and I and the person who sent it.”
“But Carmen will know,” Tony protested.
“How will Carmen know?” Luna patiently asked.
The wheels started to turn in Tony’s brain. “Only if I tell her,” he said slowly.
“Right Tony. How much money do you want?” She threw several twenties at him. “Is that enough?”
Tony thought about the things in his life that made him happy. He liked driving. He liked shooting a gun. He liked custom-made suits and flashy cufflinks.
“No that’s not enough. I want to buy my own car; Serafino gave me one of his, but I want my own. His is too small for me.”
“A new car? Here, take this.” Luna handed him a bag of banded fifties.
Tony reached for the bag but didn’t take it. “Won’t the machine have a total of all the money it counted? I mean…”
Luna smiled and interrupted her co-worker. “I know what you mean. Carmen will know that she is short. Good catch, Tony!” She reached around to a basket of uncounted cash. “No problem, take this instead.”
“What about the ten-thousand-dollar limit for deposits at a bank?”
Luna was thinking. “Look Tony, we are going to give you a complete makeover. You deserve it. Tonight, we will leave Serafino’s car behind and we will go buy you a new one tomorrow. I am sure that a dealership will not complain if you pay cash. Also tomorrow, you will come into my shop and I will cut your hair. Are you attached to that moustache and your goatee?”
Tony wasn’t. That’s why this morning Luna had shaved his face clean and was now putting argan oil in his hair. Tony was gaining confidence with each change Luna suggested, but now he was reluctant to change his name.
“Serafino always said that calling myself ‘Tony Fettucine Taylor’ made me sound like a bad-ass.”
Luna handed him a mirror. “I know you loved your cousin; but you are a new man now. You are Tony Taylor, a wealthy sophisticated man who is going to go pay cash for the SUV of his dreams.”
Tony Taylor looked in the mirror. He looked like a man now instead of a bumbling wannabe gangster.
With a thud, Serafino and all his advice on how Tony should dress, look, and talk fell off the pedestal it had been on.
Luna had taken his place.




Chapter Thirteen

“Margaret speaking; middle-aged Manager-in-training at the wonderful Shady Rest Motel in the heart of Seattle.”
“That’s quite the introduction Margaret. This is Suzanne, in beautiful downtown Eureka. Also middle-aged.”
“What can I do ya for, hon?”
“I’m looking to contact a tenant; I don’t know what room she’s in. Beverly Penelope Nichols. She owes me money.”
Margaret laughed a loud braying laugh. “The famous Beverly! You mean our former tenant! Everybody’s looking for her hon. Two of her boyfriends were looking for her but only one found her a couple of weeks ago. The regular manager is down in Eureka right now looking for her. The FBI were here and now they’re down in Eureka. How much is she into you for?”
Suzanne twisted up her mouth. “I’m not entirely sure; it’s complicated.”
“Just tell me this; is it enough to make you want to cash in your 401K, kill her and then hop the next flight to a non-extradition country?”
It was Suzanne’s turn to laugh. “Yes, it is, except I have to pay a penalty for early withdrawal and of course, taxes. On top of that, my employer will withhold a large percentage; so the cashing in my retirement fund isn’t the best idea.”
“Honey, killing somebody isn’t the best idea. Can you just walk away darlin’? I’m serious. Have you considered just walking away and starting over? Sometimes the fight isn’t worth it.”
“Like I said, it’s complicated. Serafino’s dead…”
“Oh; it was like that was it? This Serafino who’s all over the news, was your guy?”
Suzanne exhaled noisily. “I thought so but as it turns out, he wasn’t. He just used me to get to my boss.” There she had finally said it out loud. It stung. Suzanne added disgustedly, “He was in love with his wife.”
“The jerk!” Margaret said. “Imagine cheating on your mistress with your wife. The nerve. Look honey, you got a raw deal but you’re partially to blame, you know.”
“Well thank you stranger on the other end of the phone who doesn’t even know me.”
“I don’t know you? How about this sweetheart; I know you are connected to somebody powerful because the dead guy wanted you to, I don’t know, introduce them or something. I know you were fooled by this young good-looking guy. I know you still hurt. But seriously, girl; don’t do anything stupid like killing someone. Prison isn’t all fun and games you know.”
“Are you speaking from experience, Margaret?”
Suzanne could hear her take a drag of her cigarette.
“As a matter of fact I am. Manslaughter actually. Kind of a revenge thing. Hence my exalted position of manager in training at a sleazy no-tell motel at the ripe old age of fifty-two. Look hon, believe me when I tell you, right after you kill this Bev you are going to regret it. It’s going to seem like a bad dream, and you will find it hard to believe you made that choice.”
“Thank you, Mother. I’ll take it under advisement.”
“No need to get testy.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry. But how can I walk away with the FBI investigating me for faking my kidnapping?”
“Hold the phone. Was the ransom paid to Bev?”
“Yes.”
“Honey, how much money are we talking about? Because I think I can help you find our little red-haired friend.”
Suzanne was curious. “Maggie; can I call you Maggie? What about this walk away business you were spouting two minutes ago?”
“Look hon, can I call you Suzie? I’d sell my own mother for a buck to get out of this place.”
Suzanne had worked with Vincent Millar for years and he was one greedy man. She had learned how to manipulate that greed to her advantage. Perhaps she could do the same with Margaret.
“What do you know that everybody else doesn’t know, Margaret?”
“Look Suzie, before I tell you, give me the figure for god’s sake.”
“Five hundred thousand dollars.”
“Damn. Okay, we are going into business together. Here’s part, only part mind you, of what I know. Despite my parole restrictions, I go over to Reno for a little gambling. So a couple of weeks ago, I’m in a casino washroom, um, washing my hands, yeah, that was what I was doing, and this guy comes running in with a duffel bag.”
“Okay and?”
“He looks like a mini version of Jake Gyllenhaal. The next thing I know he’s stripping off all his clothes!”
“How fortunate for you. How does this get me to Bev?”
“Just listen hon. So he takes off not only his clothes, but his moustache, eyebrows, beard and hair. And even his nose. Suddenly there’s a woman in front of me with flaming red hair.”
Suzanne gasped. “What? Was it Bev?”
“You betcha! But she was calling herself Belinda. She was drunker than a skunk and kept saying, ‘I gotta get out of here before they find me. I should never have taken a drink. I don’t want to be like Bev.’”
Margaret was pretty proud of herself. She had a big fish on the line and all she needed to do was reel her in. She added an extra shot of whiskey to her morning coffee and picked up the phone and said to Suzanne, “So hon, to find out what happened next is going to cost you. Say fifty percent of the ransom?”
Suzanne had already hung up.
A quick google search found Belinda Nichols located at 1104 Wayfare Road, Eureka California.
“Eureka indeed!” said Suzanne. She grabbed a piece of paper and started to make a to do list.
“One,” she said out loud as she wrote, “Get a baseball bat and some rope.”
***
“Can we make a pit stop first?” Belinda asked Hailey.
“Can’t you hold it?”
“Not that kind of pit stop. I want to stop by the bank.”
Hailey decided she should do whatever Belinda wanted; after all, Belinda was not obligated to talk to her. Hailey smiled pleasantly in the rear-view mirror as she looked at Belinda. “Which bank?”
“I’m not entirely sure. It’s not stamped on the keys. I guess we’re going to have to try them all.”
Hailey had no problem going to every bank in Eureka. Banks were where money was kept and there was a lot of it to be recovered.
***
So Serafino was dead? Well good riddance! When Serafino came up to Seattle a little over two weeks ago Gary met him at a donut shop and handed Serafino the card Bev gave him just as Helen ordered.
Serafino had laughed.
“Since you’re a betting man; I’ll make you a little wager. I’ll bet that I can bed this Bev within one day of meeting her. No? You don’t want to bet me?” Serafino had smiled wickedly as he clenched and unclenched his hands. “Maybe you can help me out Gary. Tell me everything you know about Bev; and remember, this will help me win that bet you don’t want to place.”
Gary reluctantly told Serafino all he could remember about Bev. She liked to sing, cried a lot, was beautiful even when she was crying and hung out at the Tipsy Leprechaun. Plus she had that flash drive that looked like a flamingo.
“I think I’m going to like Seattle,” Serafino said as he leaned back in his chair. “I’ll have my wife and kids on one side, the mistress at the other and who knows? Beverly Nichols in the middle!”
Gary felt sick. As corny as it sounded, he felt a real connection with Bev. Now Serafino was going to swoop in and grab her.
“I’ll go with you,” he told Serafino.
“It’s your funeral. We’ll go after I phone my wife.”
Gary listened as Serafino told his wife he loved her, asked after the kids, and apologized because it looked like work was going to take longer than he anticipated. “Hopefully I can put everything to bed tonight,” Serafino said, as he winked at Gary, “but it looks like I might have to stay on for a week or two; Helen’s got a couple of nervous clients that need hand holding.”
Then he said something weird. “Remember to lock the cabinet doors every night.”
His wife must have complained about the reminder because he said, “I know you know; just do it,” and hung up.
Gary and Serafino went in separate cars to the Shady Rest Motel, but Bev wasn’t there. The two men waited for a few hours then parted company. Gary didn’t want to think about what Serafino did later; his fear of Serafino prevented him from going back to the motel.
Maybe with Serafino dead, I can get out from under Helen’s thumb, Gary thought. And then he had the most wonderful thought in the world.
“I’m going to go see Bev!” he announced to his three cats. They began purring in earnest.
***
Helen Percy walked into her store Saturday morning and immediately calmed down. She felt a real sense of pride when she looked around and saw what she created with a little elbow grease and a whole lot of larceny.
She loved seeing the friendly waves and hearing her employees say, “Good morning, Mrs. Percy; Nice to see you Mrs. Percy.”
Helen just loved hearing her name and because of that she filtered out how disingenuous most of those greetings were. She walked up to the cashier line and announced on the public address system, “All team members meet near the couches for the morning huddle.”
Many of the ‘team members’ continued working but eventually walked over to the big furniture area where ten beautifully tufted blue couches were displayed.
“Team, by your obvious reluctance to get your butts over here, I can tell you know what today is. The first ever, annual inventory day!”
A collective groan rose from the dozen or so workers.
“Now, now, it’s not going to be that bad, because I have a surprise. But first, I want to hand out some appreciation stickers. Actually, they’re not stickers at all but a Cottage Decorating Discounts gift card for twenty bucks!”
A weak round of applause was given and then each team member received their gift card.
But Helen was so excited for the next part in the morning meeting; she could barely contain herself. She clapped her hand over her mouth in an attempt to smother a giggle. This so unusual that her workers wondered if she was having a stroke.
“Here’s the surprise! There is no inventory today! We are simply going to slash all our prices in half and sell our asses off!”
This time the round of applause was loud and genuine.
***
About two weeks ago at the Shady Rest Motel; nine o’clock in the morning.
“No thanks,” Bev said, “I’ve got my own religion and here it is.” She held out the bottle to the handsome man standing outside her door. “Do you want a drink?”
“Bella, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen!”
Bev leaned against the door frame and took a swig. “How’s that line working for you? And the name is Bev, not Bella.”
“The color of your hair!” Serafino reached out to touch Bev’s hair.
“Hands off the merchandise, buster! What the hell is your issue?”
Serafino continued to smile. “My good friend Gary told me about a beautiful woman he saw the other night, and I just had to see you for myself.”
Bev grabbed Serafino by the wide lapels of his black trench coat.
“Gary? Where is Gary? Do you know where he is?”
“Um no.”
“Dude. You said he was your good friend. How come you don’t know where he is? Are you lying to me?”
“No, Bella, I…”
Bev had it with being called Bella. She had been kicked out of her sister’s place the night before; had driven all night and was exhausted. She slammed the door shut and refused to answer Serafino’s repeated knocks.
“Challenge accepted,” Serafino said to the door. As he drove away, he had a rare moment of self-doubt. “Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t make that bet with Gary,” he mused.
***
Present day, Saturday noonish.
“Where is everybody?” Bev said as she walked into Belinda’s empty home. She put the four bottles down in the kitchen and went down to the basement. Nobody there either. The upstairs bedrooms and bathrooms, empty. She looked out the back door; no one.
“Do not do it,” she told herself. Despite saying that, Bev dropped to her knees and looked under the couch. As she suspected, people were not hiding under the couch, but she found the gun she had dropped there last night. The gun from the shoe belonging to the dead guy in the cemetery.
“I’ve got a gun from a shoe from a dead guy in the cemetery!” Bev sang, “Maybe I should go be alone with the angel because people find me contrary.” She put a bottle in her purse and of course, sang about it.
“I’ve got a bottle in my purse for company; but I’ll leave the door unlocked in case Bell gave me her only key.”
The angel crying over the grave of the child was even more beautiful in the daylight. Bev sat in front of it cross-legged and admired not only the sculpture, but the marble.
“It looks so warm, not cold at all.”
Bev shifted her gaze to the whiskey bottle, as yet unopened.
“You’re there for me my friend, aren’t you? Right there. Right handy. I’m going to try what that therapist said to do, let the memory go one step further.”
She was fifteen. The pain was so bad. Belinda screamed; Mom call an ambulance. Her mom wouldn’t. Cramps, you want me to call an ambulance because Sister has cramps?
Bev reached for the bottle. I can’t do it she thought. She looked at the sculpture. The angel was grieving with her.
You know damn well she’s pregnant. She’s having a baby. Call an ambulance. Look, her water broke. Fine, I’ll call. Hang in there, Bevy. I love you.
The noise. So much noise. Everybody shouting. Push, push. Pain. Then utter quiet. Then a cry, a sweet cry. Her baby girl.
“Enough!” Bev shouted and opened the bottle.
Just before she drank, she remembered. Belinda was there in the delivery room. She said, “I’m proud of you Bevy.”
***
The cab driver readily accepted the extra twenty Suzanne gave him.
“Lady, this is going to buy you fifteen minutes tops; any longer and I’m gone.”
The old red Tercel parked illegally in front of 1104 Wayfare Road caused Suzanne to stop and stare.
“That’s her car!” she said excitedly and ran up the stairs.
The door to the house was partially open. Go big or go home broke, she told herself.
She pushed the door hard and ran into an empty living room. Suzanne was relieved but on the other hand, she really wanted a confrontation. Maybe Bev was upstairs?
“Beverly Nichols, you get down here this instant! This is Suzanne Turcotte and I want my money!”
Suzanne held her breath. How can the sound of nothing be so loud she wondered. She listened for a full minute then lost her nerve. Face it, Suzanne, she told herself, you’re a loser. Both Vincent and Serafino promised you a new life and you believed them. You’re going to have to face the music with the FBI.
The taxi honked a warning honk. Suzanne took a last look around the room and saw the bottles of booze through the doorway on the kitchen counter.
“Fine. At least I’ll have a good drunk before I go to jail.” She ran to the kitchen. She needed something to put the liquor bottles in. She saw a duffle bag on the kitchen table, grabbed it and started to zip it open. She stared inside. Hundreds and hundreds of dollars stared back at her.
“Forget the booze, I’m out of here.”
She zipped up the bag and ran like a bat out of hell back to the taxi.
“Take me to the airport,” she told the driver as she threw a hundred-dollar bill at him.
“Yes ma’am!”
“On second thought, we have one stop to make before we head to the airport.”
She threw another hundred-dollar bill at him and gave him the address of her childhood home. Boy, was her Mother going to be surprised!




Chapter Fourteen

“Not that one either,” Sean said as he and Belinda climbed back in the car.
“Are you guys dating or what?” Belinda asked Hailey and Sean. She saw them exchanging little smiles as Hailey drove from bank to bank.
“Oh no, Miss Belinda, we are just contemplating marriage, but Miss Hailey must learn Punjabi first, so my cousin does not say she has a face like a goat.”
“Well that explains it. Maybe it’s not a set of safety deposit box keys; maybe they open a locker?”
Hailey pulled her car over. “I thought you said they were bank keys.”
Belinda shrugged. “Heah, I’m drunk. I found them in the heel of a heel; according to Bev anyway.”
Hailey twisted her head. “What? Why did Bev say he was a heel?”
“You know Bev. She has this memory that fades in and out. So, she told me Serafino came to her motel room in Seattle about two weeks ago and made a pass at her. She also said she turned him down cold, but he stalked her. Made a scene at work when she wouldn’t go out with him. Apparently, he ranted about never losing a bet and pounded on her desk. They would have called security, but Bev punched him. And with her being so short, you can imagine where that punch landed.”
Sean pressed his knees together. “My gonads have imagined it already. Did he punch her back?”
Hailey frowned, but Belinda nodded. “He tried to, but Bev yelled, “Drop, tuck and roll,” and hid under her desk. Her Boss by this time had pointed a gun in Serafino’s direction, so Serafino cursed them out in Italian and left.”
“If your Sister did kill Serafino, it sounds like she could make a good argument for self-defence.” Hailey said. “If these are not safety deposit box keys; what are they for?”
“Cupboards?” Sean suggested.
***
She sighed and looked around the room. Tony and Luna had done a nice job cleaning up last night. They had emptied all the mail bags; sorted and counted the money. Bands were placed on each denomination of bill.
“We’re getting more fifties now then twenties. Interesting,” she said.
Carmen always wanted a lot of money; that’s why she married Serafino. They were both teenagers when they married; but she knew he was going places. He was a sharp dresser and always had lots of cash to buy Carmen pretty things.
He had hustled for Helen Percy for years, but it wasn’t the life Carmen wanted. She needed more money to live like those women did in the magazines she read.
Finally, Serafino struck gold with this charity scam he suddenly dreamed up. The more Carmen thought about it, the more she realized it was probably due to that Suzanne.
“I still have to deal with her,” she said as she unlocked the large cabinet to the right of the door in her storage unit. As the cabinet doors swung open, she hauled up a duffle bag and rolled it over the threshold. She did the same with the next duffle bag and then used her little stool to climb over the threshold and into an adjoining storage unit.
Of course, cutting holes in the walls was a big no-no. Serafino initially wanted to use a cutting torch, but Carmen pointed out the sprinkler system in each unit. Painstakingly, they had used a combination of tin snips and a hacksaw to cut the large holes.
“Why so big?” Carmen had asked at the time.
“If we get cousin Tony to work for us, he’ll have to get through here. If he doesn’t work out, we’ll have to use Don the Bomb.”
Serafino had rented the four units in different names, then carefully cut through the walls and bolted the cabinets on the walls and locked them.
Carmen laughed wryly. “I don’t think we are going to get our deposit back!”
With Serafino not around for over two weeks, the money was piling up. She knew a lot of it was going to Don the Bomb over in Reno for the printing of the flyers, but still, there was a lot of money all neatly banded and in plain grey duffle bags. Her late husband had ripped off a shipment of duffle bags from Helen by bribing the truck driver.
They had hundreds of duffle bags just waiting to be filled up.
Carmen wanted to go and visit the old country and see all the places her parents and grandparents had told her about. She had the money. She and the kids could take off right now, but there was a small matter of a funeral.
As much as she was mad at Serafino for not dropping the cougar; Suzanne was just supposed to be a means to an end, Carmen was happy that her late husband had planned ahead.
“Cara mio,” he had said, “this will set us up for life. But we are not going to be greedy; no we are going to be clever; we will leave before the Feds or the Cops or both even know what we have been doing.”
“But the money, Fino, what do we do with the money?” she had said. At the time, she was blinded by the amount of money that poured in every day.
“We leave it. I think we’ll go after four months. All our passports are up to date; we’ll go to Italy for a few months and see what happens here. In the meantime, Don Baum will collect the money for as long as he wants to gamble on this enterprise and send us some.”
Carmen had screamed at the word ‘some’. It took several hours before she calmed down and several glasses of wine.
Now she was alone with four children and one on the way. Maybe she should just go now? She must have millions. The storage unit to the right now held about forty-three heavy duffle bags. Nah, she couldn’t leave yet. She’d need Don to convert the money for her to euros.
She then opened the other cabinets. They too were access to the other storage units Serafino had rented.
One was for Vincent to come and collect his share. It was empty, so Vincent was right on top of his collection game. The left cabinet gave access to Don the Bomb’s percentage. It had a half dozen duffle bags in it. Don was probably busy; but he would collect his share eventually.
Carmen looked at the key ring. She supposed she should get duplicates made; she didn’t know where Fino’s keys were.
Her late husband’s wallet, keys, phone and even his shoes were missing.
The thing Carmen was most incensed about though, was Fino’s diamond earring. What sort of sick criminal murdered a man and then took his earring?
She knew some people might have considered Serafino a bad man; he did hurt people and killed a few. But they all had it coming to them and they knew it. Serafino bested them pure and simple; there was no way the gamblers were going to be able to get one over on him. Especially not the dead ones. Even their relatives knew better and just chalked up the death to the price of life in the fast lane.
Carmen could not figure out why Serafino was killed. Money wasn’t missing; only Vincent and Don the Bomb had access to their own storage unit. Carmen certainly hadn’t pissed anybody off.
She looked around the storage unit and saw two chairs close together. What’s cooking with Luna and Tony? Could Tony have killed Serafino? Tony was a big man; he could have easily overpowered her husband and shot him. But Serafino had a gun too; and was a lot faster than Tony.
Plus Carmen knew Tony was like a big lumbering St. Bernard dog; loyal to Serafino to a fault. It wasn’t Tony. No; it was some twisted sick mind who had killed the love of her life.
She looked at her watch. Time to go to the school and pick up Nella from detention. Again.
***
“Why thank you Leandra, how considerate!”
“You’re welcome, Mr. Millar. I figured you probably needed a little pick me up, so I made this Kale smoothie for you. Taste it and tell me what you think.”
Vincent Millar took a small sip. He managed to smother his gag reflex and complimented his new assistant. “Well! Isn’t that something. I’ve never tasted anything like it.”
She beamed back at him.
“What I don’t understand though, is how you made it in your office. We don’t have a kitchen in there.”
“I brought my blender from home and all the ingredients in a cooler. I also have a fresh batch of kefir if you want some.” She walked slowly to the door knowing Vincent was watching her the entire way. Leandra turned and gave him a wink.
“Call me if you need anything.”
As soon as she left, Vincent closed one eye and stuck out his tongue. The smoothie went down the bathroom sink. Vincent made himself a scotch and soda and settled in behind his desk.
He liked Leandra even if she had a weird name and brought weird food to the office. What was it yesterday? Something green again. She was filling in while Suzanne was away.
Away? Hell. Kidnapped. And he had paid the money right away; what was the hold up? The FBI were investigating, and Agent Jakob Kim always said the same thing; ‘we’re following up on some leads, but nothing concrete as yet.’ He missed having Suzanne around, but he had to admit that Leandra was a lot easier on the eyes. And so willing to help.
Suzanne had been getting a little cranky these past few months; so insistent that Vincent give her a date for when he was going to cut ties with his wife.
As if that would happen. Vincent chuckled. He congratulated himself on stringing Suzanne along all these years. Every time she started to nag, he arranged for them to go on a small vacation or bought her something shiny or new clothes. It used to shut her up for months, but lately nothing was working.
It was a good thing he was getting that money from Serafino so paying the ransom was easy peasy lemon squeezy. Still, it was tough to part with four hundred thousand dollars. He knew the kidnappers had asked for five, but he only had four on hand. Besides, who were they going to complain to?
Vincent was worried that he might have jeopardized Suzanne’s life and he was just at the point where he was going to tell Jakob Kim about short-changing the kidnappers when Suzanne phoned.
What a stroke of luck! She sounded okay. He hoped she would be back at work soon and things could go back to the way the were, but hopefully without the nagging. Otherwise, there was always Leandra.
And speaking of luck, this whole dead Serafino thing was wonderful. Other than the restaurant employees who saw the two of them together, no one could connect Serafino to him. All Vincent had to do was to drive up to a storage unit, open it with his key and haul out a duffel bag or two of money.
As CEO of one of the largest home fashion retailers, Vincent Millar was not a stupid man. He knew there was no way to tell if he was indeed receiving the twenty-five percent they had agreed on; but he didn’t care. He had stashed his extra cash in an offshore bank for years, and now with this charity scam he was padding his nest egg quite nicely. It was too bad about the loss of the ransom money, but he would be okay.
And his wife; his wife of all people had been instrumental in what would be his biggest coup to date. Even though their house was stuffed to the gills with every piece of furniture known to man; his wife Linda would still go shopping. About six months ago she had gone with a girlfriend to some place downtown called ‘Cottage Decorating Discounts’ and realized that the merchandize was from Vincent’s chain.
“Vincent, they’re so sloppy, half the merchandize doesn’t even have your ticket taken off. They just slap on their own and sell it. They’re stealing from you! What are you going to do about it?”
At first, he was furious. He then sent some of his managers into the store undercover. When they reported back to him, he was surprised at the scope of the thievery. Then he thought about the ramifications. Of course, the thieves had to have had inside help to pull this off. But Vincent was used to thinking bigger picture.
“Don’t worry Linda. I’m going to let this Cottage Decorating Discounts keep doing business exactly the way they have been. Believe me, this is going to work in our favor. You know that re-branding thing I’m trying to push through to the Board of Directors?  I think they’re finally going to go for it when it comes out that not only was Mansion Decorating Discounts ripped off for months, but an entire store was set up with their merchandize and it rivalled them for sales. In Eureka! Where our flagship store started. We’ll be the laughingstock of the industry. The Board won’t hesitate to change the name and mission of the store.”
“But how will this help us?”
“Honey, you should listen when I speak. We’ve gone over this before. Once they agree to the changes, the board will need to approve a big injection of cash to re-brand. Just think of the new fixtures, signs, merchandize needed for hundreds of stores; it will cost millions. And it will need to happen fast. The branches should only be shut down, on a staggered basis, for a month tops, or we would lose our customer base. And when there is that much cash flowing…”
“Maybe some will flow our way and into our Cayman Island account?” Linda added.
“You got it babe.”
“And then we retire to Morocco?”
“And then we retire.”
When Linda left, Vincent thought about several of the other issues facing him, both professionally and personally. The union thing was basically a non-starter. Even if certification happened and a union was formed; with the stores being re-branded, they would simply fire everyone. Poof. The union was gone.
Personal issues were not so easy to think through. He really hoped Suzanne was okay. Vincent leaned back in his chair and thought about his life trajectory as if it were a profit and loss statement.
If he took Suzanne, instead of Linda to Morocco, his kids would hate him. Linda would be doubly surprised when she found that their joint Cayman Island account had been drained some months ago. His wife was very trusting and would probably be crushed that Vincent left her. But he highly doubted his son and daughter and wife could mount any revenge plot against him. He could put a million or so in each of their bank accounts and they’d be fine.
He wouldn’t see his grandkids though unless he paid for them to fly out to Morocco.
Vincent poured himself another scotch and soda. Did he really care about his grandkids that much? He had their photos in his phone, but he couldn’t remember the last time he looked at them.
Back to Suzanne; she had been loyal to him for years. She did deserve a new life and if they played house together in a non-extradition country, she would continue to be loyal.
But did he want a puppy dog to keep him company in his golden years?
If he took Leandra, well everyday would be fresh and new, but someone that much younger than him would probably find a younger playmate in short order. No; Leandra was only a short-term investment.
Of course, the real love of his life was golf. And Morocco had beautiful courses on the coast.
Vincent weighed another factor. Linda hated golf; Suzanne was an adequate player. He clapped his hands. Decision made. Suzanne was in.
He suddenly had an exciting thought. If he gave a generous gift, could he possibly receive an invitation to play at the very private Royal Palace in Agadir? He heard from some of his cronies that it had perfectly manicured fairways, wonderfully contoured greens and fantastic bunker complexes.
He pushed back on his desk. “Cancel my appointments, Leandra,” he announced as he walked out of his office, “I’m gone for the afternoon.”
Vincent had a bit of a drive ahead of him to the golf and country club so he thought he might swing by his flagship store, make a rare appearance and pick up some candy bars. Next to golf, he loved candy.
***
Bev and her bottle walked back to Belinda’s. She giggled when she saw the front door wide open.
“Good thing I got here before Bell, she’d freak out if she saw her new door flapping in the breeze,” Bev said as she stumbled on to the couch and forgetting, yet again, to shut the front door.
“Well I’m bored,” Bev said looking around the room. She noticed a few puzzle pieces she had missed and crouched down to pick them up.
A bullet zinged by her head.
“Again with the wasp?” Bev said as she flattened herself on the floor.
She looked in the direction of the front door and saw a pair of white sneakered feet.
“I can still see you,” a woman said.
Bev continued to lay on the floor. “I know it’s well before labour day, but white footwear is never a good look. I thought you should know,” she said.
“Normally, I don’t dress like this, but I thought if I’m going to do a bit of rough work, I should dress in sensible shoes. I’m here for the flamingo.”
Bev sat up. “Cool, I know exactly where it is.” She pulled the flash drive out of Belinda’s computer. “I’m a little drunk, I can’t seem to put it together. Here, you do it.” She threw the two pieces of the flamingo flash drive to the tall woman.
The woman picked it up. “Thanks, I’ll give this to Tony. I guess that concludes our business for today.”
Bev looked behind her. The bullet had gone into the back of the couch and left a neat little hole behind.
“I wonder if anyone will notice that?” she said. She got up and closed the door and locked it.
Bev went back to retrieving the puzzle pieces. She had to think about what just happened. She decided a song would help.
“Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall, ninety-nine bottles of beer!”




Chapter Fifteen

“No hon, she checked out a couple of days ago and I have no idea where she might be.” Margaret stuck out her hand and raised her right eyebrow.
Gary reached over and awkwardly shook her hand.
“Yeah, I figured that when a bald-headed guy in a bathrobe answered her door. You don’t know where she went at all? No forwarding address?”
Margaret stuck out her hand again and tapped the back of it on the counter. “Son, give me some money.”
Gary shook his head. “Oh no, ma’am, I don’t want to rent a room; I just want to find Bev.”
“You must be one of God’s special snowflakes. Hon, give me some money and I’ll tell you where she is.”
The light dawned, and Gary threw a twenty at Margaret. He found the whole idea of extorting money distasteful. Him being paid off by Helen to rip off Vincent was another matter entirely.
Margaret sighed and gave him the information she had looked up after Suzanne had tricked her. “She’s at her sister’s, Belinda Nichols at 1104 Wayfare Road, Eureka California. But you better hurry, I have a feeling she won’t be there long.”
After Gary burned out of the parking lot, Margaret clenched her teeth. If one more person comes in here asking for Beverly Nichols, I’m upping my fee to forty bucks she thought. She turned up the television and started shouting out the answers to the game show host. He didn’t hear her.
***
“Two hundred and fourteen bottles of beer on the wall; two hundred and fourteen bottles of beer; go to the store, buy some more, two hundred and fifteen bottles of beer on the wall!”
“Bev, that is not how it goes. You have to take one down and pass it around. Listen, I’ll sing it for you. A hundred bottles of beer on the wall, one hundred bottles of beer…”
Four people sat in Belinda’s living room; two with their own whiskey bottles and two seriously considering taking up Bev’s offer of a bottle each. As the twins continued to sing loudly, Hailey and Sean tried not to laugh.
“It’s like dueling banjos, but with drunks,” Sean said.
Hailey kept quiet. Although she had no official status, she wondered about the integrity of interrogating suspects when they were rip snorting drunk.
What the hell, she thought.
“Bev, Belinda, could I have your attention for a minute or two?” she asked.
“Pull one down, pass it around…” Belinda had her eyes closed, her hands wrapped around her bottle and was singing her heart out in an attempt to drown out her sister.
“Two hundred and sixteen bottles of beer on the wall except in Belinda’s house where she gives it away to everybody,” Bev sang and added, “on the wall.”
Sean figured he should act; Miss Hailey was far too polite. He brought out his gun and fired it through the ceiling. The singing stopped.
“Miss Beverly, please be advised that my cousin Surinder Summan, is the best criminal lawyer in Los Angeles. I suggest we go there right now, and he will defend you for the multitude of charges you will receive as soon as the FBI catch up to you. My Grandmother thinks you are foolish if you do not do this.”
Hailey reached over and took the gun from Sean. She smiled at the young women that were still frozen on the couch.
“Let’s go over this one step at a time,” she said.
Sean clapped his hands. “Yes, I am playing the bad cop and you are the good cop. Well done, Miss Hailey! An excellent strategy.”
Hailey ignored Sean and continued gently. “Now a little over two weeks ago Bev, you were enjoying Karaoke at the Shillelagh Shenanigans Pub with Suzanne.”
The redhead everybody was looking for found her voice that was temporarily lost when the gun was fired. “That’s in Eureka,” she said, “Where Belinda lives.”
Her sister punched her in the shoulder. “I am Belinda you turkey.”
Bev scratched her nose. “What does the ‘u’ stand for; Unicorn?” She leaned forward and attempted to cross her arms. “I have a sister Belinda Prue Nichols, but I can’t tell anybody her middle name and I’m not going to.”
She received another punch in her shoulder. Bev turned to look at the person punching her and gasped. “Belinda! I’ve missed you! How did you get here?”
***
“She just gave it to me; here you go.” Luna handed the flash drive to Tony. “Oh right,” she said and handed him his gun.
“Thanks for reminding me to buy bullets,” Tony said as he looked quizzically at the flamingo. “It’s the little bird toy; oh how cute.” Tony laughed. “I thought I was looking for a real flamingo called flash something. No wonder I didn’t recognize it. I guess if Auntie Helen wants it, I’ll give it to her. She might be at her pawn shop or her store.”
“Don’t you think we should see what’s on it first?” Luna saw Tony looking at the flash drive and back at her.
“It’s pink.”
“Let me show you what I mean. We need to go to my place. I’ll tell you how to get there.”
“So I can drive?”
“Of course you can Tony, it’s your vehicle!”
Tony and Luna hopped into his new BMW Range Rover that he had paid for in cash that morning. Cash that Carmen had no idea was missing.
When Luna plugged the flash drive into her laptop; Tony was genuinely amazed.
“All that on that tiny little thing? It’s amazing. I recognize the name of Auntie Helen’s store, but what is this stuff about Mansion Decorating Discounts? Do you know how to read this Luna?”
Luna was rapidly skimming the jpegs of truck manifests. “Tony, could you please make us some coffee; I’ve got a lot of emails to read. I’ll tell you one thing though; you thought your life changed a lot in the last twenty-four hours? That’s going to be nothing compared to the next twenty-four.”
***
“Confidentially,” Bev carefully enunciated, “Suzanne is okay as a singer, but my sister is way better. She’s recently changed her name to Belinda Unicorn Turkey, but I know her real name.” Bev held her finger to her lips. “Sssh, don’t tell anybody.”
“Oh we won’t. Can you tell me who kidnapped Suzanne?” Hailey asked.
“It wasn’t me and it wasn’t Suzanne, it was bad guys.”
Belinda pointed to Hailey and then Sean. “Hear that? It was bad guys. My sister didn’t do anything wrong. She’s perfect.”
Sean had an idea. Hailey had filled him in on what she knew about Suzanne travelling back and forth to her condo and ordering pizza. “Were they imaginary bad guys?”
Bev attempted to touch her nose. “Ding ding ding! You got it in one! Suzanne wanted Vincent to buy her a house with at least five appliances…”
Belinda squinted her eyes and said mysteriously, “Five appliances. Got that? Five.”
Her sister continued, “And Serafino was supposed to move her to Seattle, and they were going to buy a franchise and live happily ever after making donuts or coffee, but he didn’t.”
Belinda added menacingly, “He didn’t.”
The suspended FBI agent and her buddy kept quiet as Bev went on.
“We handcuffed her to a pipe, but not the kind you smoke. It was…” Bev took a drink and explained further, “it was a pipe.”
“Oh, a pipe,” Sean said as he nodded his head.
Surprisingly, Bev’s memories continued, with some degree of accuracy and her sister continued to echo Bev’s last word.
“It was a pipe!” Belinda said in a dream like voice passing her hand slowly in front of her, as though a vista was unfolding.
“And I was going to get makeup, but my sister kicked me out of her house, so I drove all the way home.” She started to giggle. “And I cried wee wee wee all the way home!”
Sean whispered to Hailey. “Why would she be needing make-up?”
Hailey whispered back, “Who knows, just go with it.” Hailey was happy that she had confirmed the kidnapping was faked, but where did the ransom money go? She didn’t want to interrupt Bev but felt she had to ask.
“What happened to the money?”
“Oh, Vincent put it in a duffle bag and put it under the bench. But I didn’t know that until that cute bartender phoned me.”
Belinda acted out a phone ringing. “Ring. A ling. A ling,” she intoned as she shook her head and shoulders.
“What is that?”
“It’s a phone you nitwit.”
“In what century?”
“Girls!” Hailey shouted, “Back to the money.”
“Back to the money, back to the money,” Belinda said snidely. “It right over there. Take it.” She pointed to the kitchen table; the bag was gone. She shrugged.
“The bartender, who was drinking by the way…” Bev interrupted herself. “Imagine, drinking on the job. What is this world coming to? He said he went out for a smoke and an old guy threw a bag under the bench and said this is for Suzanne. So he phoned me! It might be because I told him I was Suzanne and gave him my number.” Bev stopped and looked panic stricken. “Don’t tell Gary, ok?”
“Please don’t tell Gary,” Belinda pleaded, “he gave her the cutest little flamingo. It’s in the computer; his bum comes off too! Here let me show you.” She checked her laptop but couldn’t find the flash drive. She looked confused and then shrugged it off.
“Did you pick up the money?” Hailey asked.
“I guess so. I went back and got the duffle bag for Suzanne. But I had to feed my angel, so I went home.”
“Of course,” said Sean.
“Wee wee wee all the way home.”
“Shut up Bell, I’m telling a story here.”
Belinda sat up. “Okay, what’s it about? Does it have horses? I just love horses.”
***
Jakob Kim had spent a frustrating morning and afternoon reviewing paperwork. His phone rang.
“Jakob Kim.”
“Hi Jakob, this is Lisa Stopford-Perkins, out of the Eureka office? Don Halverson asked me to call you? Do you have a moment to talk?”
Internally Jakob sighed. As per usual, Lisa ended every sentence with an upward lilt. What was she, thirteen?
“Of course I do Lisa. What’s on your mind?”
“There’s been a bit of mix-up; your reports are coming to our office? The agents thought Hailey Peterson was still on the Bev Nichols thingy?”
Jakob had worked with Lisa for about a year. That had been more than enough.
“What reports did you receive Lisa?”
“Well the guy out at the airport said Suzanne Turcotte got on a plane for Sydney Australia?”
“What? Put Don on the line.”
“Shall I tell him who it is?”
As Jakob waited, he flipped through the papers on his desk and found the one he wanted. There it was, signed by one Jamal Osman.
“Jakob, how are you doing man? We miss you; especially with this Hailey/Jamal mess. Ever thought of coming back home?”
“Don, I may have to. It seems Jamal neglected to put Suzanne Turcotte under special scrutiny at the airport, even though he signed off on it and she slipped out of the U.S. today.”
“Yeah, Lisa mentioned it to me.”
“Mentioned?” Jakob was angry. He carefully picked up his coffee mug and walked away from his desk.
“She is a person of interest in not only a faked kidnapping thus a waste of FBI resources, but also quite likely the biggest case of mail fraud in the entire United States of America. And Lisa just mentioned it to you in passing?”
Don Halverson didn’t say a thing.
“Don, I don’t care who you’re sleeping with as long as you can do your job. Clearly you can’t and they can’t.” Jakob took a big breath in. “Look, I don’t have time to read you the riot act right now; I want you to send me every report you’ve received, and I want you to pull in Jamal and find out what else he didn’t do. And you may as well pull in Hailey while you’re at it.”
“Okay Jakob. Sorry about this.”
“And Don?”
“Yes?”
“Whatever you do, do not, I repeat, do not let Lisa Stopford-Perkins interview them.”
***
Helen was happy. The merchandize was flying out of the store. Tony had called her and said he found the flamingo and would drop it off later. He had to do something first.
“Probably have a huge bowl of pasta,” Helen said to a random customer.
Actually, it surprised Helen that Tony had shown initiative and went back to find the flash drive. Maybe he could eventually take Serafino’s place?
Nah. Helen laughed and told another random customer who had just purchased one of the five remaining blue couches. “He’s dumber than a bag full of hammers; no way could he fill his cousin’s shoes!”
***
“Exactly how are you related to your Auntie Helen?” Luna asked when she finally took a break from reading the emails.
“She was married to my Uncle at one time.”
“So she’s not a blood relative?”
“No, but she got all his money and his pawn shop when he died. My Dad said she was a gold digger and maybe even killed his brother, my Uncle Aldo.”
“How long were they married for?”
“About three years. Serafino is my cousin though. It was his Dad that died.”
“Did Serafino’s Mom die too?”
“Yes. I was just a kid when Auntie Gertie died.”
“She wasn’t Italian?”
“No; she just made really good pasta. I’d make it for you right now, but you don’t seem to have any food in your cupboards.”
Luna had heard Tony opening cupboards and thought he was just curious. She didn’t realize he wanted to make them a meal. How sweet.
“We can go out for a meal. Anywhere you like, Tony. Remember, we have lots of money!”
Tony sat down beside Luna. “I’ve been thinking. If that storage unit was rented in my name, then I have the right to open locked cabinets. I think we should go back there tonight and see what’s inside them.”
Luna gave Tony a quick hug. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”
“Once we’re sure cousin Carmen is gone for the evening, we’ll break in.”
The serious expression stayed on Tony’s face.
“Something else?” Luna asked.
“When Carmen comes in tomorrow, after Mass, she’s going to see the broken cabinets. I think we should just take all the money that’s in the mail today. What’s she going to do? Send Serafino after us?”
It was Luna’s turn to sit and think. “Do you have a passport Tony?” she asked.
“I do. I’ve always wanted to go to…”
“Wait!” Luna ordered. She got up and ran to a desk and pulled out a note pad. She gave a piece of paper to Tony and a pen.
“Okay. Now you write down where you always wanted to go, and I’ll write down someplace I’ve always wanted to visit and then we’ll show one another. It’ll be fun!”
Tony smiled. “Okay, but you’re going to be surprised.”
“Oh, I live for surprises.”




Chapter Sixteen

“We forgot about the beer!”
“Bev, continue to forget about the beer. You drove home, you stuffed the money in your clothes…”
“In the sleeves of my clothes. It was sneakier that way. Nobody would ever think to look in the sleeves.”
Belinda wept. “Sleeves are the best hiding place ever!” she cried.
Her twin hugged her.
“Don’t cry Bell.”
“It’s all my fault,” Belinda cried. “Why didn’t he pick me? I’m the older sister!”
Bev started to cry great blubbering sobs. “It’s not your fault,” she insisted. “It’s just that my room was the first one in the hall.”
“I should have saved you.”
“It’s not your fault. I never ever blamed you; ever!” Bev cried.
Hailey and Sean looked at the twins sobbing away on the couch and then at one another.
“What just happened?” Sean asked.
“I don’t know,” Hailey whispered, “but I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.”
“We’re in Eureka!” the twins sobbed in perfect unison.
***
Halfway through the day, Helen decided to go home and have a shower and then a nap. As several people had rudely commented; she did not smell good. Having spent Friday night in jail and then heading straight to the discount store and working hard at carrying out furniture that was selling like hotcakes weren’t the only reasons; she had been soaked in green beer at the pub the night before.
She peeled off her clothes and jumped in a hot shower. Yup, she thought, her life was good. Soon she would have the flash drive that that idiot Gary made and then she could start talking expansion.
Too bad Schluter and Vazi were still out in L.A.; there was a big commission from Don the Bomb she wanted to collect. And after last night, she wasn’t game to try it on her own again. The L.A. contract seemed like a done deal at the time. The Senator’s team wanted some outside talent; someone not known on the L.A. scene and she was happy to send two of her best guys down to help out.
But it was dragging on for weeks now. Now with Serafino gone as well, her marks were thinking she had gone soft and weren’t paying up. She really needed her boys back here to track down the woman that had ripped off Don’s casinos.
Helen sat in her tiger striped bathrobe and called Carmen.
“How you doing sweetie? Holding up okay?”
“Yes Helen. Everything is fine. You sent Serafino to Seattle for a one-day trip and then turn it into a two-week extravaganza. Then he’s shot dead. So yes, everything is fine.”
Helen never liked Carmen. Helen used to be able to manipulate Serafino, but Carmen had put back bone in him. Serafino negotiated for a higher wage every year. Helen smirked. Well not this year.
“Carmen, sweetie, I only sent Serafino for a one-day trip. He was the one that extended his stay.”
“You lie like a sidewalk. Serafino wouldn’t leave us unless it was work. What, are you saying he was on holiday? Without his family?”
Even as she said these words Carmen didn’t believe them. Tony had told her that Serafino was bringing his mistress, his side piece up to Seattle and Tony was too dumb to lie. Maybe Serafino was on holiday? Maybe he had another woman up there?
“I don’t want to argue with you Carmen. I know you have his funeral to plan; when is it anyway?”
“Next Saturday. Don’t bother to show up.”
“You know me, Carmen. I’m a cautious woman. I’ll let you in on a secret. I record every telephone conversation I have. I can play you the calls that Serafino made from Seattle if you like.”
“Yeah, I believe you Helen. So how are we going to work Serafino’s share?”
“His share of what?”
“His share of the pawn shop. His Dad left him a quarter share, or did you forget?” Carmen was just yanking Helen’s chain; she didn’t need the money, but she wanted Helen to worry. “Maybe we should sell the shop and divide up the proceeds?” she added while trying not to laugh.
“Let me get back to you. Again, my condolences.” Helen restrained herself from throwing her phone on the floor.
Maybe this wasn’t a good day after all.
***
After Gary burned out of the Shady Rest parking lot; he remembered he had money. He decided to fly to Eureka and rent a car when he got there. His neighbor loved his cats, so after he kissed each of his cats goodbye, he drove to the airport.
The flight was surprisingly full. Fortunately, he had a nice seat mate.
“Who would have thought that Eureka California was such a popular destination?” Gary said as he checked his watch.
“Not me, that’s for sure,” the fellow beside him said, then added, “The name is Jamal Osman.”
“Gary Chorney. What brings you to Eureka?”
Jamal had just flown to Seattle to retrieve the packages of money he had managed to tape to the box spring in Bev’s room. Fortunately, Hailey hadn’t bothered to recount the money they had found earlier. It wasn’t hard to break into the room. And it was all there. A nice little bonus.
Unfortunately, Jamal wasn’t that good at math. His round-trip ticket cost about half of the money he had retrieved.
“I work in Eureka. Just a quick trip to Seattle for some unfinished business.”
They both smiled and read their respective magazines for the remainder of the flight. About an hour and a half later, the flight attendant announced, “Please place your seat trays in the upright position. We will be landing in a few minutes. It’s a sunny day in Eureka, unseasonably warm for April, so watch for early daffodils. Enjoy your visit and thank you for flying with us today.”
I’m nuts, Gary thought as he filled out the car rental form, I’ve met this woman once. What if she doesn’t remember me? What if she tells me to get lost? What if she isn’t there?
Gary still deep in thought, looked at the clerk. “I just feel that we have a real connection, you know?”
“I don’t get my lunch until two,” the clerk said.
***
“If a skunk could hold a whiskey bottle and drink it, these two would be drunker than that skunk,” Sean said. “But it seems to me, if we went on body weight, the skunk would still be the drunkest one.”
Hailey patted Sean on the shoulder. “I heartily agree with you.” She looked at the two sisters on the couch. They had stopped crying and were now singing happily about tying their bones to the back of a horse.
“We only found a little over three thousand dollars; Bev does not have five hundred thousand,” Sean said.
Hailey looked at him closely. “What is this ‘we’ business? How do you know how much money Jamal and I found in her motel room?”
“Oh Miss Hailey, I eavesdrop like nobody’s business.”
“Apparently.”
At that moment, Sean’s phone rang.
“Yes Grandmother. No we have not found the money. No I have not convinced Miss Beverly to hire Surinder. I think we are certain she did not kill Serafino.” He looked at Hailey. She nodded.
“Yes, Miss Hailey the sex fiend agrees with me. Grandmother, I am not coming home until we get this sorted. I will give you my credit card number and you can phone for a computer.” He started to dig out his wallet from his back pocket, but Hailey took his phone.
“Grandmother, please don’t take this the wrong way, but your Grandson and I are working the case and do not want to be interrupted. No we are not in a motel; listen to these girls singing.”
She held the phone out to capture the melodious stylings of the Sisters Nichol.
“No I am not an official FBI person anymore; but, Grandmother, I really want to find out who shot Serafino and who is behind the mail fraud. What? No I don’t think so.” She turned to Sean. “Your Grandmother wants to know if I am ugly.”
“Miss Hailey you are not ugly! You are petit and somewhat naturally blonde and have good childbearing hips.”
“Oh my god, Sean. Don’t say that!” Hailey focused on Sean’s phone again. “No Grandmother, we are not lying in bed listening to the radio. I am going to my motel room and Sean is going to his. No Grandmother, it is not the same motel room. No I don’t know where Jamal is, and I don’t care. Yes Grandmother, I will give you my motel address and you can mail me some pakora.”
Sean took the phone back and after a lengthy conversation, disconnected.
“Grandmother thinks that if we find the missing money, we should just take it and all three of us should fly to India and meet my parents. Of course, you should meet my parents, Grandmother and I already know them.”
Belinda and Bev suddenly sat up and tuned into the conversation.
“Oh no you cannot meet the parents! It’s too early! You don’t even know her favorite color or what gun she likes to shoot!” Belinda advised.
“Plus, she could have been the woman who shot me earlier and just shrunk back down to this size. You wouldn’t want to marry a woman who shoots and shrinks, do you?”
Hailey was alarmed. “Were you shot, Bev, are you injured?”
“Just the couch part of me,” Bev said as she moved the cushion and stuck her finger in the hole in the back of the couch.
Hailey jumped up and was soon digging a bullet out of the wall.
Belinda held her hands out. “You know, I have so much money, I don’t even care anymore. Shoot holes in my furniture, dig craters in my wall, I don’t care. What’s the point of having money if you don’t spend it?”
“Exactly.”
“How long have you had this money for, Miss Belinda?”
“Oh years and years. I saved it. I’m a card shark and I travel all over and win big at cards. Watch.” Belinda reached over to the side table, opened the drawer and pulled out a couple of packs of cards.
“Now first I’ll shuffle.” She dropped the cards all over the coffee table. “Maybe you should shuffle.”
Sean shuffled.
“Now pick one card. Is it the five of clubs?” Belinda asked.
“No.”
“Ha! What did I tell you!” she said and sat back satisfied that she had proved her point. Bev smiled proudly at her twin and gave her two thumbs up.
Hailey showed the bullet to Sean. “This is a .38 caliber. Serafino was shot with a similar bullet.”
“Miss Hailey, the drunk skunks who have turned into cowboy singers are giving no more new information. Perhaps we should try again tomorrow after we put a lot of coffee in their heads.”
They waved goodbye to the twins and went out to Hailey’s car.
“Other than the shooting, and who knows when that happened or who did it; basically everything they told us was balderdash. They just made it all up on the spot. I doubt if we’ll ever get the truth out of them.”
“Both women get very high marks for creativity. But we will persevere, Miss Hailey. My Grandmother believes in you.”
Hailey pulled away from the curb. “Does your Grandmother even know how to operate a laptop?”
“No, but Parmella will teach her. That is her gun by the way.”
“Your Grandmother gave you a gun?”
“That would be foolish. No, it was my cousin Parmella. She knew I wanted to be a spy.”
“Oh, well, that’s so much better.”
Shortly after they left, a red Camaro pulled up to 1104 Wayfare Road.
***
“Well, she does have bad breath, Mom,” Nella insisted on the way home.
“Just because your teacher has bad breath, you don’t have to tell her.”
“I was just being honest. Don’t you always tell us honesty is the best policy?”
“It should be, but sometimes it’s not.”
Carmen pulled into their driveway. “To your room, Nella and no television and no computer.”
Nella looked at her Mom and crossed her arms. “Really? And how do you think you’re going to make me?”
Carmen was tired. She had peed on a stick earlier and confirmed that she was pregnant.
“Fine, do what you want. Play on the computer, I don’t care. Just don’t bother your brothers. I’m not in the mood for another one of your epic battles.”
Nella put her hand in her Mom’s. “I can’t play on my computer anyway. Dad went and put a password on it, and I can’t open it.”
“Really? So that’s why you’ve been bugging your brothers to let you play video games with them. I tell you what Nella, I’ll come back from work early tonight and see if I can’t fix it for you.”
“Promises promises.”
“Don’t push me girl. Now find me the number for the pizza place and I’ll order something for supper.”
Nella ran in the house screaming, “Pizza for supper! I want to tell them what to draw on the box!”
Before she even stepped in the house, Carmen could hear her boys complaining.
“No fair, you got to last time!”
***
Gary carefully balanced a bouquet of red roses and a box of pastries as he rang the bell at 1104 Wayfare Road. This was going to be epic. Or not.
“You’re late.” Bev said and went back and sat on the couch.
Gary looked at Bev and then at Belinda. This could be a problem. He didn’t know which one was the love of his life.
“The man has roses and a gift. Looks like food. Invite him in Bev.”
Bev continued to glare at Gary with her arms crossed. “I waited for you! I even drove down to Eureka to tell Helen to stop blackmailing you.”
Gary walked in still holding his gifts. “You did that for me? I didn’t know!”
“I waited for you for two whole weeks! Where were you?”
The object of her anger blushed and hung his head. “I was warned off by Serafino. He scared the living daylights out of me.”
Bev got up and grabbed the pastry box. “That’s okay. I may have shot him.” She opened the box and screamed. “Cupcakes, Bell, Gary brought cupcakes!”
Belinda jumped up. “You know what this means? We’re going to the cemetery!”
As the women raced past Gary, Bev pointed to the flowers and said, “Put those in water; we don’t like dead things.”
“Right.”
Belinda hollered back. “There’s a bottle on the table for you.”
After the twins left, Gary shrugged and started to explore.
“Always start at the top,” he said, still holding the bouquet he climbed the stairs. The first door he opened was Bev’s den of disguises. He put the roses down and picked up a fake nose.
“This is cool. How do you keep this on?” He looked through the make-up accessories scattered on the table and picked up a tube.
“Glue? Sure, glue makes sense.” He stuck the nose to his face and decided he needed to add some foundation to blend it better to his skin tone. Gary had seen make up ads before; how hard could it be?
***
Luna was impatient; Tony had been writing for some time.
“Tony, are you writing a novel over there? Stop and show me where you want to go!”
He stopped writing and said, “You first.” He quickly wrote something else down on his list as Luna was clearing her throat.
“I want to see the waterfalls of Lake Victoria and camp there until I see a rainbow.”
Tony grinned. “I have Niagara Falls on my list!”
“Cool. What else is on there?”
Tony blushed. “I watch all these nature and mystery shows, you know? So I want to do things like swim with dolphins and see Manatees, but I also want to go to that big crater in Siberia where mammoth bones are being found.”
Luna smiled encouragingly and Tony rushed on without even looking at his list.
“And see the Northern lights and blue glaciers and giraffes and hippos and wallabies. Oh! I’d like to see that miniature model of the town in Holland and see acres of tulips and climb Machu Picchu. While we’re in Peru, we could fly over the Nazca lines!”
Tony stopped for a breath. “But what I think would be really cool to do is to go to Paris and explore the catacombs and see all the bones! Do you know Luna, over six million people are buried there?” He still had more things on his list, but he wanted to see how Luna was going to react.
She scratched her eyebrow. “You know Tony, we are going to have such fun. You have a passport? Good. First, we have to get our money. Let’s go over to the storage unit now; Carmen doesn’t usually come in until after supper, you said. Is that a hard and fast routine?”
“Since Serafino died, she’s not herself; so she could even be there now.”
Luna took the flash drive out of the computer. “This is coming with us; it definitely will help finance our travels.”
They stopped by the mailbox store and picked up three bags of letters and then drove the short distance to the storage unit.
Carmen wasn’t there.
“Which one?” Tony said, holding a tire iron.
Luna pointed to the right cabinet. “You know Tony, instead of trying to break the lock, why don’t you try to pop the cabinet off the wall? It might be easier.”
There was an ear-splitting screech as Tony began prying the cabinet off the wall. Luna covered her ears and shouted, “Go, go! You’re doing it.”
As he applied more pressure, screws started popping out of the storage unit wall until the cabinet had dropped to the floor. He stared at the hole and quickly turned on the flashlight on his phone.
“Luna,” Tony said slowly, ‘I don’t know how much money that flamingo flash drive was supposed to bring in; but I have a hunch we won’t be needing it.”
Luna peered inside. “We’re going to need a truck.”
Tony sat down at the counting table in the main storage unit and started searching. He found what he wanted and pressed the automatic dial feature.
“I need you to bring a dumpster by to A-1 Storage, off Kingston. How soon can you get it here?”
Luna was impressed. The saying that clothes make the man was true. Ever since Tony had his makeover, bought his SUV and actually found some sports jackets that fit, he was a different person. More animated; more of a self starter. Luna liked strong men; but had her fill of politicians. Tony was a simpler person and kinder.
“Why a dumpster?”
“If the police or anybody is watching this unit, or the next, they won’t be concerned about someone filling up a dumpster. A truck, they might look twice at. Once we put all the duffle bags in the dumpster, we get it delivered to a private garage, then we get the SUV and load it up.”
“And we just keep your SUV in the garage while we go travelling? We won’t have to worry about banks and being traced that way,” Luna suggested.
“We could just come back home every few months, get some money and change it to the currency we need for our next trip.”
Luna, on a whim, a few months ago decided to test out her new identity and see if she could get a passport. She could. She just didn’t have anywhere to go and anyone to go with, now that the Senator was in prison. Luna knew she was supposed to testify down in L.A. about the Senator and his pillow talk detailing the bribes he took from a certain lobbyist; but Tony had changed her mind. This witness protection gig could go take a hike; she was going to see the falls in South Africa!




Chapter Seventeen

“Care for a cupcake, Ma’am?”
“Don’t mind if I do.”
They were laying in front of their favorite grave marker. Just two women eating cupcakes in a cemetery.
“This reminds me of the time when Hailey came and talked to me at the Seattle cemetery. She was nice.”
“Yah?” Belinda was looking at the sky wondering if Hailey was really dating that cute Sean. Did they already do the nasty?
“Do you think she did it?” Belinda asked her sister.
“Oh, she did it alright.”
“No! She slept with Sean?”
Bev held her cupcake at arm’s length and pretended she was gagging. “Are you kidding? Sean would never sleep with her! I was talking about killing that jerk Serafino. She told me she did it.”
Belinda sat bolt upright and, in the process, dropped her cupcake. She looked at it wistfully but left it on the ground.
“Why on earth would she kill him?”
“She said he was a jerk to keep bugging me the way he did. Plus she was bored. Do you know Bell, that he would break into my motel room everyday and leave me gifts? The first time he left me a really cheap bathmat and a card. I threw the card out.”
“But why would she kill him? She had her whole career ahead of her; why risk that?”
“Um, Belinda? Her career as Manager-in-training was hardly a showstopper; but I guess that’s all she could get when she got out of prison.”
“You couldn’t get in the FBI if you were in prison. How do you know Hailey killed Serafino?”
It was Bev’s turn to suddenly sit upright. “Hailey killed Serafino? Huh. Good old Maggie told me she did.”
***
She did it! She was on a plane to Australia! Course she had to leave most of the money behind, but still, it was in a safe place. Her Mom had agreed to hide the duffle bag in her attic, in a box labelled “Suzanne’s baby stuff.” How cute was that?
Suzanne’s first stop was the Sydney Opera House. She wanted to experience real opera up close and personal and erase all thoughts of Vincent and Serafino out of her mind. Then she was going to rent an apartment and just relax for a month or two before she decided her next move.
As Suzanne was arranging her blanket and pillow, she realized she owed her new life to that feisty redhead. “I’ll send Bev a program from the Marriage of Figaro.” Then she remembered she had stolen over three hundred thousand dollars from Bev. Maybe I should send her a CD and a shirt too she thought as she drifted off to sleep.
***
“Hailey did not kill Serafino; there’s no way. So how do you know for sure that Maggie did?” Belinda picked up a new cupcake and turned so she didn’t see the dead one.
“Before I went out dancing Wednesday night, she told me.” Bev had another drink from her bottle and picked up another cupcake; after all, Belinda had just taken another one. A couple walked by and Bev held out the pastry box to them. They increased their pace to nearly running.
“No cupcakes? I suppose a drink would be out of the question?” she hollered after them. Bev turned back to her sister. “You know what I find amazing, Bell?”
“That some people won’t accept cupcakes from two drunks in a graveyard?”
Bev nodded. “Okay; that too, but what I find amazing is how my memory gets better the more I drink.”
“Think about it Bevy. What is on the end of the word whiskey?”
“Key! That’s it. Whiskey is the key to my brain box. Do you know Bell, that Maggie is not the nice little old lady she appears to be? She told me she roofied her husband’s mistress and then shot her and then sent a text to her hubbie. She was trying to set him up for the murder, but it backfired.”
“The gun?”
“No the text. She signed the text with the girlfriend’s name but sent it from her own phone. Her husband knew something was up because nobody signs a text. He had the police go in the house. Long story short; dead woman in the bed and Maggie in the old crowbar hotel.”
“So Serafino?”
“Oh no; I’d never go out with him. Besides, he’s dead.”
***
The doorbell rang. Gary tried to take his fake nose off, but it was stuck on pretty firmly, so he grabbed a wig, threw it on his head and raced down the stairs. In Gary’s mind the wig would help balance out the nose. The twins were probably too blitzed to open the door, so he better get down there quickly to let them in.
A man holding a badge in his hand stood there.
“Don Halverson, Assistant Deputy Director, FBI. I’m looking for Hailey Peterson. Is she here?”
Gary had no idea who Hailey Peterson was, but his disguise made him feel bold. He lied. “No; she left this morning for, uh, where was it?” Gary thought frantically and could only come up with the name of his hometown. “Oh yeah, Seattle. Apparently, she had some unfinished business there.”
Don slapped his forehead. “Not again.” He turned and left without another word.
Gary locked the door. He was over the moon with happiness.
“I can lie after all!” he said. “All I need is a disguise.” He went back upstairs to the room he had just left. He had seen some men’s clothes hanging on racks and he was inspired.
As he sorted through the clothes, he reasoned, now that I know I can lie; I’ll just put on a suit and inform Helen about the sad and sudden death of Gary Chorney. Better yet, I’ll send the twins.
***
“Should we open the other cabinets?” Tony asked. He was overwhelmed and fell back to his old habit of asking for direction, instead of relying on his own gut instinct.
“What do you think?”
“I think we should leave the rest for Carmen.”
“Sounds good. When is that dumpster supposed to arrive; I’m a little worried about Carmen showing up.”
“Luna, you know what they say; patience is a virtue.”
She went over and held his hands. “Okay, Tony, let’s be virtuous and wait it out. Once the dumpster arrives, we stop being virtuous and rip Carmen off.”
“At least we can say we tried.”
Luna laughed and laughed. Not only was Tony gaining confidence, he was pretty funny. A perfect travelling companion.
***
The day shift hadn’t shown up, so Margaret had simply turned on the no vacancy sign and went to sleep on the cot in the back room. Some idiot though, was ringing the bell at the front desk.
“Go away,” she yelled. “We’re closed.”
“I have a complaint,” a voice yelled back.
“I don’t want it!”
The bell continued to ring.
Margaret pulled her bulk off the cot and stumbled out to the front desk to talk to a florid faced middle-aged woman. “What’s your complaint? And hon, it better be a good one.”
“This guy knocked on my door and when I opened it, he barged right in. I could have been entertaining guests for heaven’s sake!”
A braying laugh filled the small lobby. “Hon, what you’ve been doing in there is not called entertaining. What happened? Did he steal your little black book?”
“No, he went under my bed and ripped something off the box spring and then left. Now what are you going to do about it?”
Margaret found her cigarettes and lit one. “Absolutely nothing. You can phone the police if you like. I’m sure they’d be happy to come to your room and investigate.”
The woman knew Margaret was serious. The irate woman also knew she didn’t want the police investigating her room. They might discover her entertaining business.
“Well I never!” she said and stomped out of the lobby.
“Yes you have!” Margaret hollered after her.
The Manager-in-training looked at the motel register. Wouldn’t you know it, it was Bev’s old room. That redhead had more people looking for her than I’ve got pimples on my arse, Margaret thought. I wonder if Gary found her?
Margaret couldn’t go back to sleep. She continued to think about Bev. It seemed Bev had hit the jackpot with Gary. Bev had come back to the motel about two weeks ago singing and giggling all about her new boyfriend. Sure she was drunk, but she seemed really happy for a change. Then she soured.
“So evil Helen is blackmailing Gary. I think I should go down and talk to her!” Bev had told Margaret.
“What are you going to say?”
“Back off lady; get your own sandwich!”
Margaret agreed it was a good idea and off Bev went. It wasn’t until much later Margaret found out that Bev was heading to Eureka, about ten hours away, to confront Helen. How Bev drove there, was a mystery known only to the deity that protected drunks and the people driving on the road with them.
The next night, about two weeks ago, two men showed up and asked about Bev. Both were good looking, but one was arrogant and had a creepy way about him. The word ‘slimy’ immediately came to Margaret’s mind. The other man was nice but timid. The slimy one went to Bev’s room and knocked on the door but of course she wasn’t there as she had gone to Eureka the night before.
Both men waited in the parking lot for hours then left. The slimy one showed up the next day and introduced himself as Serafino and attempted to woo Bev who had somehow driven all night and again, returned home safe.
Later, Bev told Margaret she had turned Serafino down flat.
During the next couple of weeks this Serafino Napoleone showed up every night. He figured that he would wear Bev down with daily gifts. Serafino would breeze into the lobby, wink at Margaret, and say “Is she in? I trying to win a bet!”
He knew Bev wasn’t in, but he just liked to yank Margaret’s chain. He not only told Margaret he was going to break in; he would come back afterwards and gloat while talking about himself in the third person. “Who’s the guy with everything going on? Serafino Napoleone that’s who. Two, four, six, eight; who should you appreciate? Serafino, Serafino, that’s who!”
It was a wonder Margaret didn’t puke on his shoes.
And every night, when Bev eventually came home from the cemetery, she would discover her room had been broken into again and some weird gift would be left for her. A bathmat, a coffee mug, a red bra and always some sappy romantic card.
Last Wednesday was the last straw for Margaret. Serafino had waltzed in and completely ignored Margaret’s warnings that she would call the police if he harassed Bev one more time.
He had poked Margaret in the nose with his gun. Serafino loved his gun; he was always flashing it around. “Look fatso, I will do what I want to do. I told Gary I would win this bet by bedding his girl and I’m going to. So stick that in your pipe and smoke it old lady.”
Margaret was incensed and decided she would go ahead with a plan she had been toying with for a few days. If she was caught, prison life wasn’t so bad. At least she could get a decent night’s sleep.
Plus, she felt sorry for Bev. Every night, Bev had come back from the cemetery, crying away about Gary. She had given Gary the card from the motel and she was waiting and why doesn’t he show up? Margaret began going to the cemetery and sitting with Bev for awhile and then helping her to walk back to the motel.
Serafino dismissed Margaret as old and fat, but she had a trick or two up her sleeve. After Serafino went to Bev’s room to break in and leave another cheap gift, she made him a special drink for when he came back to gloat.
“Have a whiskey, Serafino. You did it again,” she had said last Wednesday night.
“Yes I did. This time I left her a bag of underwear. Women like that always need underwear.” He drank the whiskey in one gulp.
Margaret tried not to frown. Women like that need underwear? Who did this jerk think he was? She then started the next part of her plan.
“Actually Serafino; you really did it. Bev is waiting for you.”
“She’s not there old lady; I was just in her room.”
“No she’s waiting for you in the cemetery down the road. She wants to play a sexy little game with you.”
Serafino smiled wickedly. Margaret thought he looked positively reptilian.
“She wants you to go to a gravestone marked ‘Thelma Honeyford’ and take off all your clothes and wait there until she surprises you with her red bra and um, bathmat to lay on.”
Serafino had taken off like a shot.
Margaret put up the no vacancy sign and followed him leisurely. She watched from a distance, as he found the gravestone and took off all his clothes. He was getting noticeably clumsy. The rohypnol she had put in his drink was taking effect. He was standing looking around for a few minutes, but then decided to sit down and lean against the tombstone. That’s when Margaret calmly approached him and took his gun out of his clothes. He looked very confused just before Margaret shot him dead.
He looked rather less confused afterwards.
Margaret didn’t feel remorseful after she shot him but thought that nobody should die naked. She dressed him again.
“There ya go slick,” she said to him, “Just as good as new.” Margaret looked at the nice shiny diamond in his ear but resisted the impulse to take it. She knew another word for the earring would be evidence if the police found her with it. Instead, she took off one of his shoes and stuck the gun in it.
Why Margaret didn’t consider the gun in the shoe to be evidence was a mystery known only to her and her mostly pickled brain. Her plan was to clean her prints off the gun and get rid of it later.  She had a pleasant stroll back to the motel where she poured herself a celebratory drink. Unfortunately, she forgot she had roofied the whole bottle just in case Serafino had wanted a second drink.
Margaret started feeling wobbly and barely made it to the cot. She passed out. When she woke up the next day, the shoe and the gun were gone, and she heard Bev had ended up sleeping next to Serafino. She didn’t know what the hell had happened but at least Bev took off.
In the ensuing two weeks, it seemed everybody and their dog was after Bev.
“I’ll confess if need be,” Margaret said to the television. Her game show was on again and the host still didn’t hear the answers she shouted out to him.
***
“I went to congratulate Maggie, you know, for killing Serafino, but she was passed out in the back of the office. So I took the shoe with the gun and hid it in the trunk of my car so she wouldn’t get in trouble.”
“That was really nice of you,” Belinda said. “But why were you sleeping next to Serafino in the cemetery?”
“Boy that would be a great title for a song!” Bev cleared her throat and started composing. “Oh I found him all alone and dead, and it made me happy but sad, so I said, even though you were a jerk and I’m in love with Gary, I’ll keep you company that’s how I wound up sleeping with Serafino in the cemetery!”
Belinda was overjoyed with her sister’s creativity. “That’s great Bev, just great! You should copyright that.” Bev then dropped her voice to a much lower register. “Now, I want to get serious for a minute.”
Belinda also wanted to hold both of Bev’s hands, for two reasons. One, to show just how serious she was and two, so Bev wouldn’t run away. Unfortunately each twin was holding yet another cupcake.
Belinda put her cupcake on the top of her head, but it slid off. Surprisingly, she was able to catch it.
“Just turn it upside down, the icing will make it stick.”
Belinda looked at her cupcake, nodded and turned it upside down and stuck it to the top of her head. Bev did the same with her dessert.
“Now Bevy, I need to have a serious talk with you,” Belinda began as she grabbed her sister’s hands. “This is very serious. I have money saved. I think we should buy a beautiful tombstone for your daughter.”
Bev looked at the crying angel. “Yes. We should.”
“And if you want, we can get an angel like this one.”
“Can we write stuff on it?”
“Sure Bevy.” Belinda looked at her sister and smooshed down the cupcake on her head, as it looked like it was going to slide off.
Bev knew exactly what she wanted. She had thought of this epitaph for years and could never forget it no matter how much she tried to drink some of her memories away.
“I want it to say, “Here lies Beth-Anne Butterfly Petunia Nichols, who was loved every single second of every single minute of every single day by her Mommy and her Auntie. She was the most beautiful toddler that every existed.”
“She was, wasn’t she?”
The two women drank several toasts to Beth-Anne Butterfly Petunia Nichols and then decided to walk home.
As they started to climb up the stairs to Belinda’s place, Bev put out her hand and stopped Belinda.
“There’s something else we need to do. Sssh. I don’t want Gary to hear this.”
Belinda still had her cupcake stuck to her head but when she turned quickly to listen to her sister, it fell off and splatted on the stairs. Belinda sniffed back a tear. “I loved that cupcake,” she said mournfully.
“It’s okay, Bell. I’ve got something that’s going to cheer you up and make you forget all about the little cake whose guts are splattered all over your stairs.”
“Yeah?”
“We’re going to kill Melvin.”




Chapter Eighteen

“Do you see the picture? Right there, beside you?”
“Sir, that’s $4.98 for the chocolate bar.”
“I said look at the picture Son,” the elderly man ordered.
The cashier, Scott, did not want the old man to put another chocolate bar in his pocket so he was keeping an eagle eye on him, despite the man trying to distract him. The old fart was getting belligerent. Not only did he skip the line-up and just walk up to Scott and grab a large chocolate bar; he had the audacity to wink and say, “This one’s on the house.”
“Do you value your job, Son? You better do what I say or that will be the end of your time here at Mansion Decorating Discounts.”
Scott was shook. Did this man just threaten his life? Scott spoke into his headset microphone.
“I have a code white at check-out number four; I repeat…oh hell, Danielle get up here as soon as possible. A whack job is threatening me.”
In order to cut down on nuisance calls, staff calls and people requesting taxis; Mansion Decorating Discounts had a firm policy; no outgoing calls from the frontline. The in-store phones could only receive incoming calls.
It also helped to drive sales as their cashiers were not bothered with pesky requests to use the phone; they just said “No” and focused on ringing customers through.
All staff were not allowed to carry their own cell phones upon threat of termination of employment. This meant that all employees, except management could not dial 911 if they needed to. It left the staff feeling more than vulnerable. Especially nervous staff like Scott.
The old man reached inside his suit jacket.
Scott did not handle stress well. He let out a yelp and squatted down behind the counter. Danielle and some of the sturdier warehouse employees surrounded the old man.
“Sir, if you could come with us, please,” she said, grabbing his arm. She had called the police prior to approaching the man. Even though Scott was a bit dramatic at times, she trusted his instincts.
The old man stayed rooted in his spot. “No,” he said icily, “I have a tee time and I am going to make it.” He pulled his arm out of Danielle’s grasp and accidentally caught her lanyard on his cufflink. It yanked Danielle forward. The more the old man pulled his arm, the more the lanyard twisted. Frustrated, he straightened out his arm to shake off the lanyard.
The old man’s fist connected with Danielle’s nose and she went down like a clothesline.
When the police arrived, the old man was still entangled with the unconscious Danielle on the floor. He was bent over her saying, “Miss? Miss are you alright? Miss, talk to me.” He dropped the chocolate bar finally and with that hand reached over to unhook his cufflink from her lanyard.
Scott remained sitting on the floor, trembling violently, mere inches away from the drama. When he heard the police were on the scene, he lifted his head. The old man now looked like he was going to choke Danielle.
Scott screamed, “He’s choking her! He’s trying to kill her!”
A nervous policeman, almost as nervous as Scott, drew his service revolver and shot the perpetrator. Despite being nervous, it was an excellent shot; there were now two unconscious people on the floor.
I will not get sick, Scott said to himself. He looked away from the blood all over Danielle’s face and away from the freaky old man. He raised his eyes to the stupid picture the man wanted him to look at.
It was a picture of the old man. Under the frame was a large brass nameplate that said, “Our founder and CEO, Mr. Vincent Millar.”
As Scott passed out from this new shock, he heard someone say, “The guy was bonkers. He threatened Scott and then said he wanted to make him some tea. What a weirdo.”
***
Nella watched as her mother opened her laptop.
“Did you put a password on here?” Carmen asked suspiciously.
“No, I told you, Dad did.”
“Don’t take that tone with me young lady.”
Carmen knew Serafino was fond of using the same four digits for his passwords. How her children didn’t know this was amazing. She typed in two, four, six, eight and the screen unlocked.
“Thanks mom,” Nella said as she grabbed the computer.
“Not so fast girly, I’ve got to go through this. You go downstairs and wait for the pizza.”
Carmen couldn’t wait until after supper, let alone after work to unlock Nella’s computer. She had a sinking feeling that Serafino had hidden something on it and the more she thought about it, the more she had to act. So as soon as she dropped off her parcels, she had raced upstairs.
The icons looked innocuous. She clicked on them anyhow, one by one.
“How can Nella play these stupid games?” she said as monsters roared and then shoes danced across the screen. Frustrated, Carmen rubbed her eyes. What am I not seeing? She continued to open games. With each game she had a growing determination to buy a trampoline or a volleyball net or something that took place outside where Nella and her boys could play an actual physical game.
Nothing.
Carmen could hear her kids arguing downstairs in the kitchen and something like a plate breaking and then sudden silence. Then more arguing. She really didn’t feel like arbitrating, so she kept clicking on icons.
When she clicked on the calculator, numbers popped up. Cute little numbers in red bathing suits or in nothing at all. Attached to each photograph was a link to a name, city and address, cell number and measurements.
Carmen put her hand over her mouth and squeezed her eyes tight. She was not going to cry. No she was not.
Carmen said to her belly. “You will never know your father and it will be a good thing.”
A wisp of an idea floated into her brain. It twirled and twirled and grew into a fully formed plan. She locked down the laptop and practically ran downstairs with it under her arm.
“Who’s up for an adventure?” she asked.
Four pairs of eyes looked at her with apprehension.
Carmen shook her head and explained, “An adventure after we eat pizza.”
Four children shouted, “Whoohoo” and danced around the kitchen island.
As they munched on their super-duper deluxe pizza with the stuffed crust and the bread sticks and dip, Carmen was happy.
It was simple. After dinner they were driving to the airport. They were flying to Palermo Italy. Tonight.
In a week, Serafino would have his funeral. Maybe one or two or all of his numbers would show up. Maybe none. Either way, Carmen didn’t care. She was done with everything. She had more than enough money in the Cayman Islands. A few minutes ago, she had checked to make sure Serafino hadn’t drained those accounts; and so she would just leave the whole damn charity scam behind and all the money.
She didn’t need it. She didn’t need anything but to get her children out of Eureka and into the warm Sicilian sun.
***
“Maybe one of you could stay sober for one week, and the other one, the next week,” Gary suggested.
The twins were back on the couch, babysitting their bottles. They hadn’t even thought to question Gary’s current look.
Belinda nodded. “Yup; one of us should stay sober while we plan how to kill Melvin.”
Bev punched her in the arm. “You told Gary. You weren’t supposed to tell him. Now he’s going to think we’re reprobates.”
“Reprobates!” Belinda echoed and burst into gales of laughter.
“It’s okay Bevy,” Gary said as he scratched around his fake nose, “You told me all about it.”
Bev was surprised. “I really wish my memory would behave,” she said. “Just when I think I remember everything you go ahead and tell me I told you something and I don’t remember doing that. Does that make sense?” She leaned forward. “But more importantly, are you turning red?”
“He’s got spots. And his fake nose is somehow bigger.”
Gary started clearing his throat. “I’m feeling like my throat is closing up on me.” He kept scratching and clearing his throat.
“Maybe it is!” Bev said. She reached into her bra and grabbed her phone. She dialed emergency services.
“We need an ambulance to 1104 Wayfare Road stat. We have a thirty-two-year-old male with difficulties breathing; a possible allergic reaction to cosmetic adhesive. He does not have an epi-pen.” She covered the phone with her hand when she saw her sister and Gary staring at her.
“What?” she said.
Gary gasped out. “This is what I was telling you Bev, at the Tipsy Leprechaun weeks ago. You don’t have to always be the clown; you’re smart. Don’t hide yourself.”
“And boom! My drinking problem is cured. Well thank you Dr. Gary.”
“I didn’t say you couldn’t be the clown if you wanted to be. And if you want to drink; well, I love you no matter who you want to be.”
Gary started coughing in earnest.
“You could dial back the sarcasm a bit before I die though,” he managed to gasp.
***
She was bored. It was the first time in years that she didn’t have reports to read or paperwork to file. Sitting on a bed in a motel room was not her idea of fun.
Sean’s question surfaced in her mind; do you still want to be an FBI agent?
Hailey liked the challenge of finding the bad guy by using her brain. Of course, the ultimate desire was to keep the US safe, but it was the investigation that she loved; getting random facts and putting them together; searching for leads, and yes, the thrill of hunting down the bad guy or gal.
Hailey looked around the room she had lived in ever since she was transferred to Eureka a couple of months ago. Why didn’t she rent an apartment? Or even consider buying a house?
Jakob Kim had warned her about her now incarcerated partner and he had warned her about Jamal as well.
Why didn’t she listen? Was she subconsciously trying to sabotage her career?
She phoned Sean.
“Miss Hailey; I was waiting for your call!”
“Hi Sean. Look, I’m kind of bored. Do you want to go out for a meal or go see a movie or something?”
“If by something you mean the knocking of boots, I must respectfully decline. I am saving myself for our marriage.”
“Well thank you for that Sean. No, I have an idea and it’s a little crazy. Look. How about if I come over and pick you up at your motel?”
Hailey could hear a car starting to honk outside and went to the window.
“It is me, Miss Hailey! After you dropped me off, I followed you back to your place.”
Hailey grabbed her purse and locked her door. She didn’t get in Sean’s car but went to the driver’s side of his reasonably priced Malibu, Nightfall Gray in color.
Sean unrolled his window and reassured her. “Don’t worry; I am not a stalker-type person. I am thinking to myself that Miss Hailey is likely to get bored in five minutes, so I will be there already.”
Hailey smiled and looked at her watch. “Well, it’s been about twenty minutes. Still, I like your instincts.” She got in the car.
“And now, please be telling me your crazy idea.”
“Put Kingston Street in your GPS.”
“Of course Miss Hailey.” Sean opened the glove box and pulled out a map.
“Okay, I’ll navigate. We are going to A-1 Storage where Tony Taylor rented a unit. When I was still on the case, we knew that Serafino and Carmen and then Tony were bringing the mail to unit   thirty-five at that facility. Turn here.”
“And once we get there, we will break in and see how the hell is going on?” Sean asked.
“What the hell,” Hailey corrected.
“We will see what the hell is going on. Yes, very good. Perhaps we will discover that my Grandmother’s advice is the best.”
“We might. It’s a mystery. Jakob said the Napoleone’s would bring the mail bags in full then bring them out empty the next day. The FBI wanted to watch the storage place over twenty-four hours, but it’s pretty close quarters, so the couldn’t set up the surveillance.”
Hailey looked up from the map and over to Sean. “Are you serious about everything you said to me?”
Sean pulled over. “As sure as my name is Darvesh Sean W. Johnson Singh.”
“Pleased to meet you Darvesh Singh.” Hailey pointed to the buildings up ahead. “I think that’s it.” She then became quite focused on folding the map.
Sean looked in his rear-view mirror and saw a huge truck coming up behind him. As it passed them, he noticed it was hauling a dumpster. When they arrived at A-1 Storage, the truck was blocking the driveway.
He parked on a side road and they walked in. A very tall couple was busy talking to the driver of the truck.
“I’m thinking it would not be advisable to have witnesses as we break in.”
“I tend to agree; especially since they are pulling stuff out of the unit beside the one we want to break into.”
***
Tony and Luna were frazzled. The dumpster finally arrived but was blocking traffic. Fortunately, only one car had tried to drive into the storage place, but still, they wanted to make the transfer of the duffle bags as quickly as possible. When the man and woman walked up to them and offered to help, it further added to their anxiety.
“Thank you for your kind offer, but I think we can be out of your way soon,” Luna said as she gave Hailey and Sean a fake smile.
Tony kept throwing duffle bags up into the dumpster. He didn’t bother to stop and be friendly; he wanted to get gone as soon as possible.
Hailey pulled Sean to one side. “I recognize him from the photos at the office. That’s Tony Taylor; I don’t know who the woman is.”
“Did you get the unit number wrong? They are pulling bags out of thirty-six.”
“No. Thirty-five because that’s how old I am.”
“An excellent child-bearing age.”
“Well Sean, it looks like our dream is getting thrown in the dumpster.”
“We will not give up hope, Miss Hailey. The big man, Mr. Tony is looking very tired. Perhaps he will accept some help soon.”
Tony was indeed getting tired. Each bag of mixed denomination bills weighed about forty pounds, but he was carrying it from inside the unit and then lifting it up and over his head. He wasn’t used to physical labor. His work with Serafino had simply involved standing like a brick wall.
He stopped and took a breath.
“We still have about a dozen bags to go. Should we just leave them and get the hell out of here? I don’t like the way that woman is looking at me; it’s like she knows me or something.”
“Sounds good Tony; you ride with the driver and I’ll meet you at the garage.”
“Are they leaving?” Hailey asked incredulously.
The couple had left the door to their storage unit open. Tony Taylor had hopped in with the truck driver who had carefully backed out of the storage facility, pass the gates and out onto Kingston. The woman hopped in a black SUV and roared past them.
“Was it something I said?” Hailey asked as she watched the SUV tear around the corner after the truck.
Hailey and Sean walked into the open storage unit and immediately ran to the duffel bags and began opening them.
“I’ve got money!” Hailey shouted as she opened a bag.
“We’ve are having even more money!” Sean said as he opened a bag.
Hailey stopped what she was doing and walked over to Sean.
“That’s right. We. We are having even more money.”
Sean put his hands on his hips and looked at Hailey suspiciously.
“I am thinking you are accepting my proposal.” He pretended to doff a cowboy hat. “Let’s put these doggies in the car and ride on outta here,” he drawled.
“What about that hole?” Hailey pointed to the pass through to the other unit.
Sean reverted back to his regular voice. “We do not want to be leaving our fingerprints inside number thirty-five for the FBI to find.”
“Crap. Good thinking Sean.”




Chapter Nineteen

“Grandmother, you are on the speaker phone. I have Miss Hailey beside me, and we are thinking our first child should be called ‘Lucky’.”
“Did that Jamal get her pregnant?”
“No Grandmother,” Hailey said, “I am not pregnant, but I am rich. Let me change that, your grandson Darvesh and I are filthy rich. We are going to fly you out to, where was it Sean?”
“We are going to fly you out to India, and you will come to our wedding at Mantra, in the middle of Bangalore!”
“This is a most excellent location, but there is one thing that must be done first.” Grandmother said.
“Yes?”
“Your cousin Parmella wants her gun back and her five percent.”
***
Gary continued to decline.
The paramedics had stuck Gary with an epi pen immediately and transferred him to the back of the ambulance where they took off the fake nose and began cleaning the cosmetic glue off his face.
Bev remained standing on the front steps, holding Gary’s wig. When the ambulance took off to the hospital, siren blaring, she started to cry. Her sister came over and hugged her.
“Hop in the car, Bevy, I’ll drive.”
The twins sat in the car while Belinda tried to put the key in the ignition. She kept missing.
“I don’t mean to criticize,” Bev began, “but shouldn’t you use my car key and not the house key?”
“How about you drive?”
They changed seats and Bev took off after the ambulance. When they got to the hospital, she couldn’t find a parking space.
“Drive around again,” Belinda suggested.
Bev drove around and around and finally pulled into the driveway of a private home across from the emergency room entrance.
The homeowner came rushing out. “Can’t you see the huge sign? No hospital parking?”
Bev held up Gary’s wig and began crying again. “This is my boyfriend’s hair; they took him in the ambulance. We didn’t even get to say good-bye.”
Belinda was crying too. “They had to take his nose off!”
The homeowner was horrified.
“Okay girls. You can keep the car here. Go! Go see your boyfriend.”
They raced into the hospital, but Gary had already been taken into intensive care. The twins were shown to a waiting area, where they sat down and passed out.
***
In the quiet field office of the FBI, Don Halverson was talking on the phone.
“Yeah Jakob? It’s Don. Apparently Hailey’s gone back to Seattle for some reason. I don’t know why; don’t get on my case. I went to Belinda Nichols’ place and that’s what some guy told me. I don’t know who; some guy. Where’s Jamal? Um, I don’t know, Lisa went to go pick him up. You know Jakob, I don’t appreciate your tone of voice. Fine. I’ll call you back when they get here.”
He smashed the phone down. That was one thing about having an antiquated phone system, Don thought, you could smash down the receiver if you wanted to.
***
“Lisa?”
“Yes Jamal.”
“Lisa Stopford-Perkins, what brings you to my door?”
“My car. It’s over there.” She pointed to the visitor’s parking area outside Jamal’s townhouse.
“I mean why are you here? I’m on suspension.”
“Don wants to talk to you. He wants me to drive you to the office.”
“What if I don’t want to talk to him?” Jamal said as he turned so he could see his television.
Lisa shrugged.
Jamal motioned for her to come in as he ran over and pressed pause on the remote.
“Can I get you anything?” he asked.
“A glass of white wine would be nice,” Lisa said automatically, completely forgetting that this was work, not a date.
Jamal went to the kitchen and squeezed out the last glass of white wine from the box in his fridge. He gave it to Lisa and then began to give her the backstory of the show.
Lisa wasn’t really paying attention as usual, but she settled onto the couch with him and gave her stock reply, “So interesting.”
***
“It’s five o’clock somewhere!” Margaret said as she looked for her bottle.
It wasn’t by the cot in the back and it wasn’t under the bathroom sink. It was in wastepaper basket and it was empty. Margaret debated calling a cab to bring her some booze; after all she was working major overtime and would have money to spare this month, but then snapped her fingers.
“Bev’s bottle!” The morning Bev had woken up in the cemetery next to the dead guy; the day she moved out; she had dropped off a gift for Margaret. Bev had stopped her Tercel, left it running and practically threw the gift at Margaret, then took off.
It was pretty difficult to figure out what it was.
It looked like a bottle stuck in a black knit sweater. And it was. Margaret stuck it in the lost and found for the time being and forgot about it.
Until now. She went to the tiny storeroom and pulled out the cardboard box and found the bottle. As she unwrapped it, several pieces of paper fell on the floor. Margaret didn’t notice because she was focused on the booze.
Wouldn’t you know, Bev had drank half of the bottle of whiskey. Still, there was some left, so Margaret brought it out to the counter where her glass was.
Something shiny was at the bottom of the bottle.
She poured herself a glassful of whiskey determined to empty the bottle.
“On second thought,” she said as she picked up the plastic watering jug they sometimes used for the dusty ficus, “why don’t I use this?”
Margaret slowly emptied the booze into the jug.
“Holy Hannah!” she yelled as a huge diamond earring dropped out of the whiskey bottle.
She put the jewellery in her ear and toasted Bev repeatedly that night.
All calls to the Shady Rest Motel about the music blaring from the office that night went unanswered. Margaret had gone back to the lost and found to see what else was in the box she could take when she noticed the paper on the floor. She bent down and started picking up one hundred-dollar bills.
She spent the rest of the evening drinking and dancing with a large black sweater on. The sleeves were weird lengths, but she didn’t care. Not only could she pay her rent, but she could get that sixty-inch television she always wanted. And cable. Definitely cable.
***
“So what’s the deal with the old guy?” the ER Nurse asked the cop.
“He was trying to shoplift a chocolate bar and ended up getting shot in the shoulder by my partner.”
“For shoplifting? Yousa; that’s some strict store policy!”
“Well, the eyewitness reports are all over the map. Some say he was trying to choke the Store Manager; other’s said his cufflink was tangled in her lanyard. He ended up knocking her unconscious. Fortunately, they have video that can be reviewed.”
“You know what’s funny about the whole thing?”
The cop shifted his weight. A routine call at the end of his shift turned into a mess due to his trigger-happy buddy. At least he had a chatty Nurse to get his mind off his sore feet.
“What’s funny?”
“Well, not funny ha-ha, but weird. The guy regained consciousness in the ambulance and insisted he was Vincent Millar, the CEO of the store chain he was shot in. The paramedics went through his wallet and sure enough, he is! Why would he shoplift in his own store?”
“One thing I’ve learned in this profession. People do the strangest things. Was he on something?”
“We drew his blood; it’s gone to the lab. But he didn’t smell like alcohol.”
“What’s up with his shoulder?”
“Yeah, it’s shattered. Apparently he was on his way to go golfing.” The Nurse shook his head. “I’ve seen injuries not half as bad as this and those patients never swung a golf club again.”
“Can you guys do the surgery here?”
“Nope; we’ve pumped him up with pain meds and we’re just waiting for the med flight to take him to a bigger centre. The thing is, they are trying to find an orthopedic surgeon. Once they find one who’s available, we’ll send him off. Meantime, he’s ours.” The Nurse pointed to bay five. “He’s in there calling for Suzanne and telling her how much he loves her. The thing is, I phoned his wife, she’s next of kin, and her name is Linda.”
“Did the wife show up yet?”
“Not yet; and you know, he’s been here for hours.”
The cop shifted his weight again. “I hope they find a surgeon soon so I can stop this guard duty gig.” He looked thoughtful. “I wondered if his wife did show up; heard him yelling and then took off again.”
Further down the hall, two redheaded women were being awoken by another Nurse.
“Ladies, you can go in now. He’s stabilized and would probably like to see some familiar faces.”
Bev was used to waking up and having no idea where she was. She quickly looked around the hallway, gathered a few clues and asked the Nurse, “What room is he in?”
“Bay four. Call if you need anything.”
Belinda tugged Bev. “Are we here to see somebody?”
Bev shrugged. “I can’t fully remember; but they’re in Bay four.” She pulled back the curtain and saw Gary, smiling and sitting up in bed. Her memories came flooding back and she ran over and hugged him.
“Guess what?” he said, “I have my own nose back!”
Belinda was still confused. “Did you give it to somebody?”
***
Tony and Luna had locked the garage and had gone to a nice Italian Restaurant for fettucine.
“You are going to have to cook for me!” Luna said. “Anyone that enjoys food this much, must be a good cook.”
“I am. Wait until you taste my Fettucine Al Pomodoro; the secret is fresh basil and fresh sun-ripened tomatoes.” Tony was having the time of his life. The prospect of visiting even one of the places on his list thrilled him.
“Tony; I had a wild idea. What if we go to Italy tonight and linger there while we get our shots before we go to the falls?”
Tony dropped his fork and grabbed his phone and started searching flights.
As Luna watched him, she realized she had been holding her breath. She had to get out of this country. A random thought struck her.
“So if Serafino was your first cousin; you said his Dad and your Dad were brothers, how come your last name isn’t Napoleone?”
“Dad and Uncle Aldo didn’t get along. Dad said he was a bad apple; so he changed our name years ago. And then Dad and Mom died, so Uncle Aldo and Auntie Gertie took me in. Serafino taught me how to ride a bike.”
Luna put her hand over Tony’s. “You must really miss your cousin,” she said.
“No. Not really. He hadn’t been a nice guy for a long time.”
***
She stomped over to the next bay and ripped back the curtain.
“Enough with this Suzanne business! Some of us are trying to sleep.”
“Suzanne, baby I love you!”
Belinda gave up. She sat by Vincent and held his hand.
“I’m here. Now you be quiet and go to sleep.”
“Suzanne! I know I can always count on you!”
“That’s right; now hush and go to sleep.”
“But, I have to get you to do something for me.” Vincent tried to sit up, but the pain dropped him back on his bed again. “You have to go to A-1 storage and shut it down.”
He mumbled. “You have to shut it down.”
Belinda patted his hand. “Okay, okay sweetie, I’ll go shut it down.” She started to tiptoe out, but Vincent called out, “Number seventeen; take all the money out and then shut it down,” and then he dropped off to sleep.
When Belinda was back with Bev and Gary she was more herself and starting to develop a killer headache.
Gary was still on oxygen.
“Look bud, we’re just going to go home for a bit, and we’ll come back later. See you soon,” Belinda said.
“Not if I see you first!” Gary said and waved goodbye. He was weak, but over all felt pretty good. He nearly died and his girlfriend saved him. Life couldn’t get much better than that could it?
As the twins walked across the road, Bev was happy to see her car was still there.
“At least there are some people in this life you can trust,” she said. “I don’t know her name, but I can trust her. Look! She didn’t take my bottle!”
“Change in plans, Bevy, we are going to investigate a clue I received from the old guy. Drive to A-1 Storage.”
“You bet!”
Bev backed out of the driveway and burned rubber as she tore off down the road.
“Do you know where it is?” her sister asked surprised.
“Nope, but it sounded like you wanted to get there in a hurry, so I stepped on it.”




Chapter Twenty

Bev and Belinda were parked outside the gates of A-1 Storage. A ten-minute trip had taken about thirty as they continually stopped and asked for directions. They were finally there but the gates were locked.
“Should we just honk?” Bev asked.
“That’s right, we’ll just honk, and the gates will magically open.”
“And now we return to the sarcastic part of our evening. Come on Belinda, there might be a little guard in a little guard house who will let us in.”
“Do you see a little guard in a little guard house?”
“Nope.”
Just then headlights shone in their eyes; a vehicle was coming out. As the large gate slid open and the vehicle exited, Bev waved and drove in. The gate automatically closed behind them.
“Do you think Gary will get worried if we don’t show up?”
“What makes you think we’re not going to get out of here? We got in didn’t we?”
They drove around until they found number seventeen and parked.
“Well this is a conundrum if there ever was one,” Belinda said as she eyed the locked door.
“Nice noun usage!”
“Think Bev. The old man told me to shut it down, but the unit is already locked.”
Bev crossed her arms, pursed her lips and tapped her chin with her index finger. “Do you suppose of all the keys you have; one might open it?”
“Who’s sarcastic now? Oh right, the heel keys. Sorry Bevy, I forgot.”
“There’s a lot of that going around. I think Gary had a good idea. You get drunk one week, and then I get drunk the next.”
Belinda was trying the keys. “Or we could try to stay sober?”
“Like a project? Could do.”
The padlock opened with the third key Belinda tried. She pushed up the roll top door and looked inside.
“Empty.”
“Shine your phone at the back wall. It’s a cabinet with a lock and we have keys!”
***
“It’s your choice kids, stay for another week to go to Dad’s funeral, or leave tonight.”
Carmen’s four children looked at her like she was nuts and then they, as a group, ran upstairs.
Carmen was confused. Were they really grieving their Dad? Did she cross a line and they were all upstairs in their rooms bawling their eyes out?
She heard a thump thump thump on the stairs. Nella walked down the stairs dragging her suitcase.
“I beat the boys! I got packed before them.”
***
“We’re spelunking! That’s what were doing Bell!”
The twins had opened the cabinet on the far wall and climbed into unit thirty-five. Bev found the light switch.
Belinda started listing the furniture. “Chairs, tables, bags of mail, money counting machine and a cabinet on one side and a hole in the other wall. Intriguing. Not what I would expect to find when I go spelunking.”
“We got bags over here!” Bev said excitedly as she found the pile of spare duffle bags. She kicked them. “Empty.”
“Empty here too,” Belinda said as she shone her phone into unit thirty-six.
“That just leaves this baby. Keys please Belinda.”
Bev unlocked the cabinet and climbed into unit thirty-four.
“We got full bags of what I’m hoping is money.”
A few minutes later the twins had opened the six duffle bags. They looked at one another.
“We’re rich!”
“And we still haven’t opened the mail!”
Belinda frowned. “Tampering with the US mail is a serious crime; I don’t think we want to do that.”
“But we’re going to take this money aren’t we?”
“You bet. But I think we should leave the gun behind.”
The twins hauled the duffle bags back to Bev’s car, then climbed back through to leave the gun.
“Where should we put it?” Bev zipped around as she named each location. “On the table? Or on a chair or maybe on the mail bags? What would look good?”
“Bev, I don’t think there is a feng shui that involves the placement of guns. Just wipe off your prints and leave it on the mail bags.”
Again, they waited at the gate in hopes that a vehicle would arrive.
***
Don ‘the Bomb’ Baum decided to take matters into his own hands. When he heard Helen had been arrested for pulling a gun on an FBI agent, he knew he had to get to Eureka and find that card-counter himself.
Plus, he had some bags of cash to pick up. With Serafino dead, Carmen was supposed to stay in touch, but he hadn’t heard from her. It worried him, so Saturday afternoon he drove the six hours non-stop from Reno Nevada to Eureka California.
He pulled up to A-1 Storage and drove in just as a little red Tercel scooted out beside him.
“If they scratched my truck, I’m going to kill them,” he said. He forgot all about his truck after he opened unit number thirty-four.
It was empty. He saw that the large cabinet was unlocked. This had never happened in the two months or, so this operation had been running. Don crossed over and saw the set-up. Then he saw the gun on the mailbags and picked it up.
“A good piece and only one round gone,” he said as he put it in his pocket. He opened each mail bag and grinned when he saw the contents.
“Well Carmen, you snooze you lose!” he said as he started separating the checks and the cash into two piles. Don knew enough not to cash checks! He was Don the Bomb!
“May as well make a night of it,” he said and dumped the mail on the table. He started opening envelopes. As more and more cash piled up he grinned wider and wider.
“Way to go Don!” he said.
***
“Is this the Bacchus Drug and Alcohol Don’t give a Care Centre?”
“No. Definitely not. This is the Harmonious Residential Drug and Alcohol Treatment Centre.”
Bev turned to Belinda. “I found it. Told you.” She talked into the phone again.
“So what’s the set-up? I know you guys are that big house at the end of Wayfare. Do you have a Director or what?”
“Ma’am, all inquiries can be answered on our website at…”
“Well, I guess my question is, does the Director have to be sober? See, I’d like to run one of these places with my sister, after she gets her taxi license. Right now she can’t get it, because it’s her week to be drunk.”
“Could you hold please.”
Bev nudged Belinda who was writing a list.
“Getting transferred to the big boss; they’ll give me the scoop.”
“Hello, who is this please?” a new female voice asked.
“Well, I might be your competition soon, so I don’t want to say. But I would like to know if I have to be sober in order to run a place like yours.”
“This is a joke, right? Is this Monica?”
Bev shrugged. “You got me. So the women who come to your place, how many stay off the sauce after they graduate?”
“Very funny Monica. You know as well as I do that there’s the actual percentage and then there’s the inflated number we report for our funding. On another matter, are you coming to the Barbeque on Friday?”
“It’s been cancelled, didn’t you hear?”
“No!”
“Yah, it’s been changed to a costume party. Everyone supposed to dress like a bag lady or man complete with a bottle of booze in a brown paper bag and pretend they’re pissed to the gills.”
There was silence on the other end of the phone. Bev held her breath. The woman came back on the line.
“Sorry, had to make a note on my diary. You know, I could probably get an old shopping cart and fill it with crap to really sell the outfit!”
“Awesome possum. See you then.”
Bev hung up and looked at Belinda and grinned. “She is so getting fired.”
“As well she should. Look my list is done.”
Bev took the list and started to read. As she read she nodded.
“Only one concern,” Bev said after she finished reading. “You’ve got ‘purchase a square-nosed shovel for digging’. Don’t you think it should be a round-nosed shovel?”
Belinda looked at her sister. They both burst out laughing.
Gary came out from the kitchen wearing an apron covered in splashes of cake batter.
“What’s the joke? What did I miss?”
“Oh, I was just telling Bell about an invention.”
Belinda turned to Gary. “Did you know, the invention of the shovel was just ground-breaking?”
Gary nodded. “I can dig it,” he said and went back to the kitchen.
Bev smiled. “He can cook and tell jokes. We should keep him.”
Belinda frowned. “I just hope we don’t have an awkward moment.”
“You mean when we start digging to bury the body and we find another body?”
The twins started laughing again. This time, they didn’t share the joke with Gary.
***
Approximately one month later…
Angel, the peach-faced love bird loved her new digs and her new boyfriend. The cage they shared always had fresh seeds and water, plus the humans gave them the newspaper to read from whatever town they were in.
Angel would read the paper thoroughly and then chitter away happily as she decorated their home with strips of paper. She had tried to weave some into her boyfriends’ tail, but he was having none of it. Men.
She was currently reading the headline from the Eureka Times.
Don ‘the bomb’ Baum arrested for the murder of Serafino Napoleone!
Angel scratched the article closer.
“In a midnight raid, Don Baum was captured late Friday with not only the gun that killed Napoleone, but hundreds of thousands of dollars of cash.
FBI newly appointed Deputy Director, Jakob Kim, offered the following comment: “This was part of an on-going mail fraud investigation that has spanned nearly all the states. The FBI, with cooperation from our Reno field office, had Mr. Baum under surveillance for some weeks. Also arrested were a local loan shark and the CEO of Mansion Decorating Discounts department store chain.”
When asked about the injuries of one of their agents, Jakob Kim gave a very succinct answer. “Mr. Jamal Osman shot himself in the foot. That is all I have to say on the matter.”
The little green bird tore off the front page and began reading other articles.
“News from India: Mr. and Mrs. Darvesh Sean Johnson Singh were married last week in a lavish ceremony attended by upwards of 2500 guests! The Bride was stunning in traditional Indian garb and arrived in a beautiful pink chariot while the Groom arrived on the back of an elephant! It was resplendent in every detail and this writer was present to witness it all!
“It was a mix of traditional and non-traditional vows; however a quirky greeting was added. Each of the Groom’s many cousins all walked up to the Bride and stated, “You do not have the face of a goat.” One can only hope for an explanation when the happy couple returns to Eureka and opens their restaurant called ‘From Grandmother’s Kitchen’.”
The little lovebird turned her head sideways and back again. She wondered why the bride did not want the face of a goat; goats were very nice to look at and so pleasant to talk to. Angel read on:
“Local man still missing. One Melvin Bentz has been missing for nearly four weeks with no new leads. His bank account shows that shortly after a large deposit was made, Mr. Bentz emptied his account and purchased a one-way ticket to Morocco.
His wife insists that he did no such thing, repeatedly stating, “I spend all his d**n money as soon as he gets it. There is no way in h**l that he had money I didn’t know about.”
Mr. Bentz has two stepdaughters, but the only comment this reporter was able to obtain was, “I’m sorry, we didn’t order any pizza.”
Also on the second page of the Eureka News was a retraction.
“Last month we erroneously reported that the local cemetery had been vandalized and desecrated. Upon further investigation, the police determined it was simply a case of someone eating cupcakes in a cemetery.”
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