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      Feisty sexagenarian Georgie Kaye is up to her eyelashes in superheroes. It's the opening day of Wizard-Hero Con, a yearly gathering of writers, illustrators and vendors focused on the serious (and not so serious) business of graphic novels.


      
Georgie is in her element, nobody bats an eye at her costumes and even Aleta is dressing up and getting into the spirit of things. There are plenty of Elephant Ear pastries to keep the twins fed and happy, but when one of the conference headliners is found dead at the opening night mixer, Georgie dons steampunk goggles and starts investigating. 

Hot on the trail of stolen superhero ideas, Georgie needs to figure out who did the deed. Ex-husband Stan is happy to see her at first, unfortunately not everybody on Stan's team is equally excited. Georgie finds herself dealing with an unexpected stalker as she races to solve the mystery before she becomes the next victim of a crazed killer. 
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“Alizarin crimson, Stan. I need a tube of alizarin crimson,” Georgie said as she led her ex-husband into the art supply store.


“What are you painting this time?” Stan asked as he looked around, looking askance at the specialty pencils, pens, markers, paintbrushes, and canvases as if they gave off a strange smell or maybe had cooties.


“This is a specialty job,” said Georgie, her words gushing out. She clapped her hands together. “My client has a pet boa constrictor.”


“What?” Stan barked. “You’re kidding me.”


Georgie shook her head, making the hat she was wearing come to life. It was an orange beret with several silk butterflies all over the top dangling on tiny spirals that made them bounce and flutter when she moved.


“I don’t even know if that’s legal.”


“Stan, it’s a really beautiful animal. I never realized how detailed its skin is,” she said, batting her long eyelashes.


“That’s because no one in their right mind wants to get near one of those things. Georgie, don’t you have a nice poodle or hamster to paint?”


“My business card says A Portrait of Any Pet. Besides, this client has given me a chance to really get my name out there.” Georgie walked over to a huge wall of paints in tubes with brand names like Hue, Kato-Teller, Liquid-ease, or Sunset Graphix.


“Here. Alizarin crimson,” Stan said, grabbing a tube from the wall and handing it to Georgie. “How is he going to get your name out there? I don’t know if I like the sound of that. Especially looking as cute as you do today.”


Georgie rolled her eyes and shook her head. “That is Phenix brand. I don’t like this brand.”


“What’s the difference?”


“It’s gritty. It doesn’t flow from the brush like Portal brands do,” Georgie said, standing on her tiptoes to reach a tube of alizarin crimson in her favorite brand. “Hercules is the hero of my client’s comic book series.”


“Hercules?”


“The boa constrictor.” Georgie looked at Stan. “Do you listen to me when I speak?”


“I try, but when you are looking so good, I can’t help but get distracted. Why don’t we get this paint and go see if we can’t create something beautiful together?” Stan always flirted with his ex-wife. Nothing would have made him happier than for her to take him up on one of his offers to get back together. But Georgie had other plans.


“Stan, you only say that because I keep telling you no.” She pushed her way past him, intentionally elbowing him in the gut. It was still as tight and hard as it had been when they got married, and Georgie hated him for being so good looking. It was like he got better looking with every year that passed.


“That’s not true.”


“If you really felt that way, you wouldn’t have left me and our three beautiful children in search of gold in ‘them thar hills’ all those years ago,” Georgie replied. It was her usual comeback when Stan talked about getting back together.


“Am I ever going to be forgiven for all that?”


“Yes. But not today,” Georgie replied, quick as a whip.


On her way to the counter, she grabbed a couple of charcoal pencils and a pocket-sized spiral sketchbook that was in the SALE bin.


“So, what does this client have in mind that will bring you fame and fortune?” Stan asked, standing dangerously close to Georgie. She inhaled his cologne and looked up at him smiling. He smelled good, the dirty scoundrel.


“Hercules is the main character of his comic book series. Beau, that’s my client, has . . .”


“You client’s name is Beau?”


“Yes, Stan. What is your problem?”


“Nothing.” He shrugged, raising his eyebrows in disinterest. “I just don’t see a guy named Beau as being all that . . . manly. That’s all.”


“First of all, what does manly have to do with anything? And second, are you jealous, Stanley Toon?” Georgie shook her head.  She hadn’t missed that slight pause in Stan’s comment about Beau’s name.


“I can’t help it. You are a beautiful older woman. What young man wouldn’t want to learn the ways of love with someone like you?” Stan shoved his hands in the front of his jeans and rocked back and forth on his cowboy boots. They were old, dusty, worn things that he had been wearing for years. Just one more thing that always made Georgie mad at him. If only he’d aged like those boots and became discolored, soft, and worn around the edges.


“Would you keep your voice down?” She hushed him as they approached the counter. “Beau has a booth at the upcoming Wizard-Hero-Con coming up next week. My painting of Hercules is going to be the backdrop to his display. Plus, he’s making postcards and posters and keychains to promote the next installment in the series. So, people are getting a little blurb about me as the artist with every bit of swag.” She bounced up and down on her toes.


“Well . . . that is pretty cool,” Stan reluctantly agreed. “So, are you just going to sit back and wait for the phone to ring with hundreds of requests for pet portraits?”


“Sit at home? Are you kidding?” Georgie smiled at the young man behind the counter who had tattoos up and down his arms and a black ring stretching out his left earlobe. He smiled back. “I’m going to the convention.”


“Alone?”


“Well, my client did get me two badges, so I was wondering, do you think Aleta would like to come with me?”


“I should have known,” Stan huffed indignantly.


Georgie paid for her supplies, took her bag, and then linked her arm through Stan’s as they exited the store.


“It’s from Friday to Sunday, Stan. You can’t take that kind of time off work. Crime never sleeps.” She smoothed his salt-and-pepper hair back from his temple.


“Where is it?”


“It’s at Holland-Price Place. You know, where they have the car shows and the electronics shows and gem shows,” Georgie said.


“Maybe I’ll find a reason to stop by. I’d like to see your artistic interpretation of the boa constrictor named Hercules. I’d also like to get a look at this Beau fellow. Some of the guys on my most wanted list have weird habits and characteristics. I’ll see if any are known to have an interest in exotic animals or comic books.”


“Stan, you worry too much.” She squeezed his arm.


They walked to his old truck, and Georgie climbed in the passenger seat, letting Stan close the door for her. The pickup was as old as Pablo, Georgie’s vintage Volkswagen Beetle.  Like the VW, it still ran well, starting without complaint even in the depths of winter.  


“What a beautiful day,” she said once Stan was behind the wheel.


“Yeah. Perfect day for a little afternoon delight.” He turned and winked at her. For the briefest second, a millisecond at best, Georgie considered it. But instead, she rolled her eyes and shook her head.


She cranked down the window manually and let the warm air of the city come inside the cab. There was something Georgie always liked about the smell of the air while travelling down Lake Shore Drive. There was the water on one side and the expensive high-rise part of the city on the other.


If she sold her bungalow that was off on the edge of the city limits, she’d have enough money to purchase a small one-bedroom condo at just a walking distance from the water.


“What would you think if I moved to one of these high-rises, Stan?”


“I would say don’t do it.”


“Why not?”


“You’ve got a yard, your art studio is half the house, the kids grew up there, and most importantly, Bodhi has room to romp.” Bodhi was Georgie’s attack pug that took notice of every trembling leaf or trespassing bird that dared disturb the tranquility of his yard. He had a fierce bark, and he was not afraid to use it. A lot. At anything.


“Plus, what would Aleta do without you?”


“I suppose you’re right,” Georgie sighed, the idea of moving quickly leaving her mind. “Sometimes I just wonder how it would be to live somewhere else.”


“If those people knew how you lived, Georgie, they’d be green with envy,” Stan said as he merged to the left. “You’ve got everything at your fingertips without the crime, grime, or crowding. Stay put. Besides, if you moved to a place like that and the sink got clogged, you’d have to let a strange maintenance man into the house, knowing he spends most of his time scurrying around the basement. Why have that when you’ve got me, the most handsome fix-it guy in the Midwest?”


“Oh, Stan, you know it melts my heart to hear you talk about home repairs,” Georgie chuckled. He patted her knee, and they drove the rest of the way home in silence.


“Would you like to come in for a coffee? I think I have some coffee and dark chocolate biscotti,” she said after she got out of the truck and slammed the door shut.


“I’d love to, but I’ve got to get to the station. There is a mountain of paperwork I’ve been putting off that I better attempt to tackle.” He leaned toward the open passenger window and winked.


Georgie waved, and before she even turned around felt a familiar set of eyes on her. When she turned to look, Aleta was just coming from around the back of her house with Bodhi trotting happily alongside her. As soon as he saw his mistress, he took off running, his donut tail wagging as he snorted his greeting.
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“So, what were you and Stan doing out so early?” Aleta asked as she followed Georgie into her house, carrying two steaming mugs of coffee.


“I needed art supplies,” Georgie said waving the bag in her hand.


“Were you going to a place that didn’t have bus or train access? Where VW Bugs are prohibited?” Aleta took a seat at Georgie’s kitchen table and carefully set the coffee cups down.


“Of course not.” Georgie clicked her tongue. “Stan called last night, and I just happened to mention I needed to get this paint right away, and he offered to drive.” Georgie set down the plate of biscotti and looked at her twin sister critically.


“That was nice of him,” Aleta said, biting into the hard cookie.


“I get the feeling you have more to say.”


“No, Georgie.” Aleta patted her sister’s hand. “I’m teasing you. But in all seriousness, do you think you should be relying on Stan if you aren’t going to get back together with him? Maybe you are missing out on finding a real partner in your life because Stan is still so close to home base.”


Georgie took a deep breath and dunked her biscotti thoughtfully into her coffee.


“Next to you, Aleta, Stan is my best friend.” She took a bite and talked with her mouth full. “I don’t want to get back together, but I don’t want to stop seeing him every couple of days, either. It’s weird, I know.”


“I’m just keeping an eye on you, Georgie. I worry about you.”


“I worry about you, too. You haven’t been on a date since that nice fellow from nature preserve. What was his name?”


“Luke.”


“Yeah, Luke the ranger. Where’s he been hiding?” Georgie sipped her coffee. “He was very sweet.”


“He was. He is.” Aleta cleared her throat. “But he wanted to move a little faster than I had in mind.”


“What?” Georgie coughed. “You didn’t tell me that.”


Aleta shrugged. “I just wasn’t ready for the next step.”


“Holding hands? That is a big one,” Georgie teased. “I didn’t realize he was being so forward.”


“Not everyone is a walking, talking billboard of cleavage, okay? Some of us are a little more reserved, and when a man starts talking about that stuff, it’s too much.”


“He started talking about your cleavage?” Georgie was trying not to laugh.


“No.”


“Oh, no!” Georgie gasped in mock horror. “He was talking about my cleavage. You were right to cut him loose.”


“No, Georgie. He was just getting too serious.” Aleta shook her head. “I am not ready. Like you, I like my independence. He was talking about exchanging keys, and we’d only just gone out a dozen or so times. I don’t want someone I don’t know well coming and going from my house as they please. We weren’t raised that way.”


“No. We weren’t.” Georgie patted her sister’s hand before resuming dunking her biscotti. “Well, are you still talking to him?”


“Yes, now and again,” she said with a smile. “But it’s kind of run its course. At least that’s how I feel.”


“No worries, Aleta. You are in for an adventure.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Just don’t make any plans for next weekend,” Georgie said before taking a sip of her coffee. “Keep it open.”


“Not even a hint?”


“I’ll tell you this—it’ll be unlike anything you’ve ever seen.”


“Georgie, with you that could mean anything.”


#
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LATER THAT MORNING, Georgie took her new tube of paint into her studio that did consume the entire back half of her house. Hercules’ painting was on an extra-large piece of linen canvas that was stretched against the wall and pinned in place with thick nails. Beau had asked for it to be done this way for the conference, giving the piece a very organic feel that Georgie was pleased with.


Slipping a paint-spattered duster on over her outfit, she studied the painting for a few minutes. Hercules was painted with such detail and care that he appeared to stick out from the page. Had she done him in oil, as she had initially suggested, he would have looked like he could slither off the page and wrap himself around anyone standing too close. But she had to use acrylic paint due to time constraints. Oil takes days to dry. Acrylic, although not as easy to work with as oil, blended well and dried quickly.


She squeezed a tiny blob of the alizarin crimson onto her pallet, grabbed a thin-bristled brush, dabbed the hairs in some water, and began to mix it with the paint.


As she added the details around Hercules’ eyes and mouth and along his back, she lost herself in random thoughts about nothing in particular. That was what usually happened when she painted. A few strokes of the brush led her to add other details that made the picture pop from the canvas even more.


Finally, after what only felt like twenty minutes, Georgie looked down at her watch to see that almost three hours had gone by. Her hands were covered with various shades of paint smudges where she’d blended or dabbed something with her fingers. She knew she’d scratched her face, so the chances of there being streaks of color across her cheeks and chin were pretty good as well.


Just when she’d finished washing her brushes, her phone rang.


“This is Georgie,” she said cheerfully, holding the phone up to her ear with just her thumb and forefinger.


“Georgie. It’s Beau.”


“Hi, Beau. I was just putting the finishing touches on Hercules.”


“That sounds great. Will you be able to deliver it today?”


“I will. Just give me some time to clean up, and I’ll be at your apartment in about two hours. Make sure that you have a place to hang this masterpiece. You’ll need about an eight-by-ten-foot space. Do you have that?”


“I sure do. Can’t wait, Georgie.”


Beau Hanbaugh lived in an up-and-coming neighborhood with his wife and Hercules. There were quaint shops and a coffeehouse as well as restaurants interspersed with boarded-up buildings and houses that were in the process of being rehabbed. Small trees lined the streets. Signs boasting new developments and businesses stood on open lots. Someday, this would be a booming, expensive area to live in. Georgie was sure of it.


After washing up, Georgie rolled up the dried canvas and stuffed it into a large cardboard tube. She grabbed her car keys and a big red purse as Bodhi circled around her feet.


“You stay home, Bodhi. I’ll come back as quickly as I can.”


When she pulled up in front of Beau’s house, she felt the same jitters she always did when revealing her work to her client. There was always a chance they might not like her work. It was rare, practically unheard of. But still, as every artist feels unworthy or like a fraud at one time or another, Georgie doubted her abilities each time she displayed a new canvas.


“Hey, Georgie! Come on in!” Beau called as she was just about to knock on the screen door. As soon as Georgie stepped inside the house, Beau appeared, wearing shorts and a T-shirt with his boa, Hercules, draped around his shoulders.


“Oh, my. He looks comfortable.” Georgie hung back, unconsciously holding the cardboard tube protectively up in front of her.


“He’s digesting,” Beau said with a smile. “You can stroke him. He loves a little affection once his tummy is full.”


Georgie had inspected Hercules two times while he was in his cage sleeping beneath the warm rays of a heat lamp.  Seen this close, his scales glistened, and she could clearly see that what she’d told Stan earlier was true.  The snake wasn’t just a taupe color, flecked with black; but really a beautiful tapestry where brown, orange, green and even gold flecks could be seen on closer examination.


But she couldn’t deny he looked bigger and more intimidating now that he was out and within arm’s reach. Still, never being one to turn down a new opportunity, Georgie stretched out her hand. She ran her hand along the reptile’s body. It was cool and soft like a raw sausage.


“I am just amazed by him,” Georgie said. “He really is beautiful. But I have to admit, Beau, I just couldn’t handle a pet like this. I’m a pug person.”


“They aren’t for everyone,” he chuckled. “I’ll put him away in his tank. Excuse me for one second.”


Beau was a strong fellow who looked like the comic book characters he drew. He worked out and did personal training for extra cash, according to his social media pages. There were photos of him lifting heavy weights, posing with flexed muscles, and of course with Hercules wound around his broad shoulders.


He came back into the front room clapping his hands and rubbing them together.


“I can hardly wait to see it, Georgie.”


“Well, I hope you like it.” Georgie’s insides were probably as jittery as Beau’s. She handed him the top corners of the canvas and working carefully, slowly unrolled the painting.


Beau stood still and stared at the image. Georgie watched as his eyes scanned the huge painting once it had been completely unfurled.


“What do you think?”


Georgie was shocked to see the big, burly man had tears in his eyes.


“It’s so beautiful,” Beau gasped. “I gotta call my wife.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and quickly dialed. He stuttered into the phone for his wife to hurry and get home. He had something she had to see.


After hanging up, he looked at Georgie, laughing with tears trickling down his cheeks.


“I’m going to hang it up for my wife to see,” he said, his words gushing out. “Will you help me hang it up on the wall over there?” He pointed to a big blank wall that was the perfect size for the painting. Once it was hung, Georgie felt proud of her accomplishment.


It had been explained to Georgie that in Beau’s comic the hero was a half-man, half-boa called Serpentius. His condition was due to a scientific experiment gone wrong. Serpentius had ended up with the head of a snake and a human body full of scaly muscles. He was not only able to speak, but he could communicate with other cold-blooded creatures, so Georgie had included lots of other reptiles in the painting as well.


“Serpentius looks just like Hercules. I mean, no one could say it was just a generic boa. You’ve captured his diamond pattern perfectly, along with its tiny tint of orange.  Oh, Georgie. This is what Herc would look like if he were part human. It really is.” Beau wiped his eyes.


Georgie blushed. “I’m glad you’re happy.”


“Happy? I’m ecstatic! This is going to be the hottest image at the whole Wizard-Hero-Con. I can’t thank you enough, Georgie. I really can’t.” He beamed.


She left before Beau’s wife arrived, but promised she’d meet her at the Wizard-Hero-Con. As she left the house, Georgie felt great that here was yet another satisfied customer.


In her purse was not just her payment for the portrait, but also two passes to the biggest comic book convention in the Midwest. She couldn’t help but feel proud of herself and excited about attending the event.  Georgie hurried home, busily planning her costumes for each day of the conference.




	

[image: image]


	
	

[image: image]












[image: image]











Chapter 3





[image: image]







“So? How do I look?” Georgie stepped out of her bathroom and looked at Aleta who was sitting on her bed with Bodhi next to her.


“I thought you said you were dressing up for this event,” Aleta said without emotion.


“Very funny.” Georgie patted the giant blond beehive wig she was wearing and tugged at the skirt of her red minidress. “I know I don’t need to tell you what starship I’m from. Nor do I need to tell you that the captain of this vessel makes my heart go to warp factor nine.”


“Set your phaser to crazy.” Aleta stood up and approached her sister. “You look good. Adorable, really.”


“We should be leaving in about half an hour. Do you want to get changed here?” Georgie said as she adjusted her wig in the mirror over her dresser.


“Changed. No. This is what I’m wearing.” Aleta looked down at her conservative trousers and simple button-down blouse.


“What? No, it isn’t. I’ve got a surprise for you.” Georgie hurried to the other side of her bed, got down on her knees, and almost completely disappeared underneath the dust ruffle. When she finally reemerged, she was brushing dust off her beehive and batting her long eyelashes.


“What is that?” Aleta pointed to a neon pink plastic bag.


“It’s your costume.”


“Georgie, you are the one with the hourglass figure. Not me. Whatever is in that tiny bag is too risqué for me.”


“You haven’t even looked at it.” Georgie reached into the bag. “Besides, it’s from Hot Ideas. You know that shop. Teenagers hang out there. It’s harmless.”


“Sure,” Aleta said with a snicker. “You know how slutty teenagers can be these days.”


“Trust your big sister.”


“Two minutes, Georgie. You are two minutes older than me. That hardly constitutes older. And trusting you? Do you really think that has kept me out of trouble?” She looked at Georgie and shook her head. Without waiting another second, Georgie opened the bag and pulled out a T-shirt. It had a simple design that Aleta recognized instantly.


“Waa-la!”


“Oh, Georgie. I haven’t seen a Maverick Melody cartoon since we were kids,” said Aleta, her words gushing out. “Where on earth did you get this?” She held up the shirt in front of her.


“You can find just about anything online these days.” Georgie smiled as she watched her sister smile at the simple logo of the cowgirl she had grown up watching.


“I love it. I’ll wear it with pride. Do you think it will look okay with these pants?” She pushed out her lips as she held the T-shirt in front of herself.


“I’ve got a pair of stretchy pants that are too snug for me. They’ll fit you just perfectly. You might even turn a couple heads.”


“I’m so excited about this T-shirt that I don’t even care. Come on! Come on! Let’s hurry. I want as many people as possible to see my awesome shirt from my awesome sister.”


It took just a few minutes until Georgie and Aleta were in Pablo, driving to Holland-Price Place. Instead of pulling into the gigantic parking garage several levels underneath the building, they parked several blocks from the place and walked. This made sure they’d be able to avoid the fifty-five-dollars-a-day parking fee. In the back of her mind, Georgie was also thinking that the walk would do them both some good.


They were not alone in their thinking. It was easy to spot other people heading toward the convention center. There were people in elaborate costumes with headgear and space-age weapons as well as folks in comic book themed T-shirts and jeans. Babies were dressed up like furry creatures. Old people were dressed up as superheroes. Even a handful of people with their therapy pets didn’t let their pooches miss out on the fun.


“This is really something,” Aleta said as she looked at the wave of characters walking to the same destination.


“This is fun,” Georgie said, unable to contain her happy strut.


The second they set foot inside the gigantic convention center, Wizard-Hero-Con made them feel they were stepping into an alternate universe. There were giant poster cutouts of sci-fi heroes and heroines, classic cars from old television shows, and then there were the hundreds and hundreds of fans standing in line to get their passes.


“Now, if Beau was telling me right, we should be able to just walk right in with our badges. These are for the vendors, and even though we aren’t vendors, he’s got us down as part of his crew.” Georgie looked around and saw a huge fellow the color of black coffee wearing an official Wizard-Hero-Con polo shirt with khaki pants. “Let’s ask that guy.”


“He looks mean,” Aleta said.


“He has to. This crowd could get ugly if one of their celebrity guests backed out at the last minute,” Georgie said in all seriousness. “Excuse me,” Georgie said to the man, batting her long false eyelashes innocently. “Can you tell us where the line is for these passes?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said politely. “You can just walk right in through that door.” He pointed to the head of the line where a group of kids in capes were standing.


“Thanks, honey,” Georgie said with a smile.


“Anytime,” the man replied, taking a good long look at her legs.


“You are impossible.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “That man was half your age.”


“Aleta, I just asked him how to get into the event, not to be my next ex-husband. Besides, I can’t help what a man looks at.”


“Of course you can’t,” Aleta said with a smirk.


Apologizing for cutting to the front of the line, Georgie and Aleta repeated what the big man had told them to a much smaller fellow who was guarding the door. He looked at their badges and without smiling opened the door for them. Once the door closed behind them, Georgie and Aleta took a few minutes to get their bearings, looking around in awe.


To see the magnitude of Wizard-Hero-Con before it was filled with people was like literally stepping into a comic book. The colors were amazing. Billboards of everything from video games to movies to new graphic novels and good old-fashioned books drew them in so quickly that it was impossible to know where to start.


“This is out of this world,” Aleta said.


“Come on. Let’s find Beau’s booth, and we’ll consider that home base.” Georgie nodded, linking her arm through her sister’s.


“Thanks again for the T-shirt. Gosh, do you remember when we were little and watched this on Saturday mornings?”


“We’d get up before mama and daddy. It was always like the fun was over when they got up,” Georgie said shaking her head. “Like the fun part of the day was over because daddy would put on the Wide World of Sports and mama always had chores for us,” Georgie said and laughed.


“I remember Maverick Melody would have three episodes in one half hour. My gosh. Just a half hour? It seemed like it was the whole morning,” Aleta said with a smile.


“Well, I remember sitting through Racer Team and The Hero Squad before Maverick Melody came on. So, there was another hour added on to it,” Georgie mused. “Remember Christmas time? My gosh. The commercials during our programs were an all-out assault on our little minds. I didn’t know I needed that Buzy Bee Bakery Set until I saw it advertised for the three-hundredth time.”


“We never got half the stuff we asked for. But, you know, I don’t remember ever feeling bad about it,” Aleta said.


“No. We were good girls. Just admit it. Mama and Daddy had it easy with us. No one can tell me different,” Georgie said. “I think they’d be pretty proud of us now. We’re still hanging out together like we always have and taking care of one another.”


“You call getting me in trouble with people on the other side of the law taking care? You’re off your rocker,” Aleta chuckled.


“It could be worse.”


“How?”


“It could be a stranger doing it,” Georgie replied as if her answer were the most solid, perfect comeback and should end the debate once and for all. Instead, Aleta started laughing.


“That makes no sense at all.”


“Sure it does. Just think about it,” Georgie said as they slowly strolled past the vendors’ tables, looking at the merchandise that was a treasure to the mob waiting to burst through the doors. “I mean, what if you . . .” Georgie stopped in her tracks and stared. Aleta, her arm still linked with her sister’s, became concerned.


“What is it? Are you all right?”


“Aleta, look. It’s Hercules.” Georgie pointed to the canvas painting she’d done for Beau that was displayed beautifully behind a table filled with Serpentius’s latest and eagerly awaited latest graphic novel issue.


Aleta didn’t say a word but stared in amazement at the painting. It was unlike anything Georgie had ever done, yet she could tell her sister’s artistic style and was blown away by it.


“I don’t know what to say.”


“Do you like it?” Georgie squeezed her hand. “I mean, I know you wouldn’t want it hanging in your front room, but for what it is, do you think it’s good?”


“Georgie, I think you could make even more money doing people’s pets as superheroes. It’s absolutely incredible.” Before Aleta could say any more, a slender, muscular woman with long red hair popped up from behind the shelving units at the Serpentius booth.


“Hi, sugar,” she said sweetly.


“Hi. Are you Beau’s wife?” Georgie asked.


“I am, honey. Um, he should be right back. Can I help you with something, Miss . . . ?”


“I’m Georgie Kaye. This is my sister, Aleta.” Georgie stuck her hand out to shake. “I painted . . .”


“You painted Hercules as Serpentius.” The words gushed out from Beau’s wife, and she pumped Georgie’s hand as if she might strike oil. “Oh, sugar, I could have been knocked over with a feather—I was so amazed when I saw it. Beau has cried almost every time he’s looked at it. He can’t get over how amazing it looks. It is beautiful.”


“Well. I’m glad he likes it. What is your name?”


“I’m sorry, honey. I’m so excited about the whole event I forgot my manners. It’s Denise. But my friends call me Neesee.” She shrugged and smiled. “Oh, you ladies have to take some swag. Check it out.”


Inside a plastic bag with Serpentius displayed on it were postcards, a keychain, a tiny rubber snake, a plastic cup with Beau’s name and social media accounts on it, and a flyer advertising a weeklong free trial at Burn 'em Gym for anyone who brought in a Serpentius postcard.


“Aleta, should we go for the free week?” Georgie held up the flyer prompting Aleta to search her own bag for the same.


“Beau is a trainer there. They paid for all this cool stuff in exchange for promoting the gym,” Neesee replied. “That left us some money for this.” She reached underneath the table that displayed Beau’s graphic novels and pulled out two T-shirts. They had the cover of the new novel on them: “Wear them in good health.”


“Neesee, these are beautiful. Thank you.” Aleta held hers up and admired the design.


“Honey, we’ve gotten so much positive feedback from Georgie’s design that we just can’t get over it. Inside those bags are flyers for your artwork, too, Georgie. It is the least we can do.” Neesee touched Georgie’s hand affectionately.


“I do appreciate it.” Georgie shook her head.


“Look, I’ve got to get a few more boxes from my car. Leave a stack of your business cards on the table, Georgie, and go enjoy the show. You’ll be at the mixer this evening, right? That badge gives you total access.” Neesee pointed to the tags dangling from around the twin’s necks.


“We will be.” Georgie bounced on her toes. “Do you need any help with the boxes?”


“No, sugar.” Neesee raised her arm and flexed her bicep proudly. “I can manage. See you guys later.”


Georgie and Aleta waved goodbye as Neesee trotted off toward the service area where the vendors were to bring in their goods.


“What do you say, Aleta. Care to try another gym?”


“Nope,” Aleta said. “But I don’t know what I like better, this T-shirt you bought me or this one with your Serpentius on it. I wish I could wear two T-shirts at the same time.”


“You can wear that one tomorrow,” Georgie said as they meandered away from Beau’s booth to peruse the other tables before the doors opened.


“Tomorrow?”


“Oh, yeah. Didn’t I tell you? I got us a room at The Blackstone. It isn’t the fanciest hotel. In fact, I think they might offer three-hour ‘nap’ rooms, if you catch my meaning.” Georgie winked. “But it’s right across from the convention center, and we are scheduled to check in around three.”


“Georgie, what about Freckles and Bodhi?” Aleta interrupted.


“Well, darn that daughter of yours. I told her to tell you that she’d be watching your cat and my dog while we attended Wizard-Hero-Con. I’ll have to give that girl a serious talking-to about relaying messages,” Georgie harrumphed. “Kids these days.”


“You told her not to tell me.”


Georgie let out a big sigh and looked at her sister. “If I’d given you advance notice, you would have found a hundred reasons not to come. This is way outside your comfort level. It isn’t like visiting an apple orchard or a trip to Hawaii. I wanted you to be surprised. And you are, aren’t you?”


Aleta looked around and then down at her Maverick Melody T-shirt. “Yup.”


“Good. Then we will be at the mixer tonight hobnobbing with the beautiful people. Like him.” Georgie jerked her chin toward a tall man wearing a black leather jacket who looked like he’d just stepped out of the movie The Wild One.


“I’m sorry, but I thought guys who enjoyed comic books and science fiction were supposed to be nerds.” Aleta shook her head.


“Not anymore,” Georgie said. “If I were twenty-five years younger.”


“That’s stopping you?”


“For the moment,” Georgie joked. “Actually, I’m seeing something even better than him.”


“What?”


“Elephant ears.” Georgie pointed toward a food court at the far end of the pavilion. Along the back wall was a lineup of the best convention foods. Elephant ears. Nachos. Corn dogs. Popcorn. Fried Oreos.


Aleta linked her arm with Georgie’s, and the ladies hurried over to the food court. Aleta insisted Georgie sit as she got their sugary treats and two cups of coffee. Just as they sat down, the main doors opened, and a flood of people came pouring in. Wizard-Hero-Con had officially begun.
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The ladies enjoyed the parade of characters walking by as they tore the sugary pastries apart into bite-sized pieces and washed them down with sips of hot coffee.


Just as they were about to get up, two young girls with pierced noses, wearing tight black stretch pants and even tighter T-shirts, gasped and pointed as if they’d just seen Elvis. For an instant, Georgie thought they were twins, their only distinguishing feature being one had green hair and the other had purple hair. Georgie and Aleta followed their gaze and saw that the man in the leather jacket was at a food counter getting himself a bottle of water. He strolled right past the girls as if they weren’t even there.


Georgie saw that one of the girls was quickly snapping a picture on her phone. When the young girl looked up, Georgie waved her over.


“Who is that guy?” Georgie asked the lovestruck teen, realizing on closer inspection that the girls were not twins and probably just “besties.”


“That’s Cole Ness,” the green-haired girl said dreamily. Her purple-headed friend nodded as she looked up periodically from the phone she frantically texted on. “He’s one of the most amazing graphic novelists on the planet.”


“Really?” Aleta asked.


“Yeah. Nuclear Wolf is his most recent graphic novel. He held off selling the movie rights until he had finished the series because he didn’t want someone else trying to tell his story,” the purple-haired girl said.


“Nuclear Wolf? They’re making it a movie?” Aleta asked naïvely. The two girls rolled their eyes and giggled.


“He wrote Gray Warrior, Katie: Vampire Stalker, Boat on a Lake, and . . .”


“And my fav,” the green-haired girl interrupted, “The Mole.”


“Sounds like he’s pretty popular,” Georgie said with a smile.


“He’s the whole package. He can draw and write, and it’s like he can create magic. Plus, he’s so hot.” The purple-haired girl giggled as her friend nodded enthusiastically.


“Well, thank you, ladies. You’ve been very helpful,” Aleta said as the girls nodded and walked away chatting a thousand miles a minute.


“Remember when we used to be like that?” Aleta asked.


“You mean yesterday? Yeah, I remember.” Georgie laughed at her own joke. They got up from their seats and merged with the crowd of people looking at more of the merchandise, chatting with the vendors as they passed along “Artist Alley.” Georgie talked with half a dozen comic book artists and designers who were pleasant and offered encouragement and sound advice if Georgie was considering graphic novels as a career.


She was happy to see Beau’s booth surrounded by people buying the advance copies of his newest book. She waved to catch his attention and was surprised when Beau nearly knocked several of his fans out of the way to get to her.


“Georgie.” He hugged her tightly. “I’m so glad to see you. Neesee said you’d stopped by. You’ll be at the mixer tonight?”


“Yes, my sister and I will be there.” Georgie introduced Aleta who too got a hug from the large man.


“I’d love to chat, but we’re getting so much positive feedback from your cover that I can’t leave Neesee alone to handle it all.”


“Of course. We’re going to go and talk to that Nuclear Wolf guy.” Georgie jerked her thumb in the direction of the other artist.


“Oh, good luck.” Beau rolled his eyes. “If you have twenty bucks, he might pose for a picture with you.”


“What do you mean?” Aleta asked.


“He’s a little high-maintenance is all I’m saying.” Beau shook his head. “Sometimes fame makes a person act differently. But hey, maybe it was just me he didn’t like.”


“How can that be?” The words gushed out from Georgie as she patted Beau’s big meaty arm. He laughed and went back behind his booth, not before pointing out to everyone around him that Georgie was the artist who took his beloved boa constrictor, Hercules, and made him into Serpentius. A quick round of applause rippled over the crowd, making Georgie blush, wave, and quickly walk away with Aleta.


“You are going to get tons of work from this, Georgie.”


“I hope so. Come on. Let’s go see this Nuclear Wolf guy. I doubt he is as hard-nosed as Beau says. Beau is a big guy. He probably scared him. Are you ready?” Georgie tugged her short skirt down and boosted her cleavage up.


“I am if you are.”


The ladies headed over to the giant display featuring a rather handsome wolf-man hybrid that had several similar features to the artist who had created it. A pouty-lipped woman was draped over his leg, and there looked to be hordes of walking corpses in the background.


“Well, that’s strange. There isn’t a group of people around his booth like there is for Beau,” said Aleta, surprised.


“Maybe he’s not as popular as Beau thinks,” Georgie replied looking in amazement at the huge posters of what she could only assume were his previous movies and graphic novels. The shelves behind the counter were stacked with an array of awards. Georgie squinted and read one naming Cole Ness for best new graphic novel artist and Nuclear Wolf as best new series. The others were too hard to read, but the awards were as big and dynamic as the comic book hero himself. Georgie lost track after counting twelve trophies. There were quite a few more than that.


As the ladies approached, Cole Ness was standing with his back to the pavilion, his shoulders hunched around his ears with a phone pressed to the side of his head.


“That’s crazy!” he hissed. “You get your stuff and get out of my apartment. I swear to God if you don’t, I’ll have the cops do it.”


Georgie looked awkwardly at Aleta. It was too late to turn around and sneak away. Instead, she stood at the counter where his books were on display and pretended not to be listening while Aleta hung back a few feet.


“You were nothing when I picked you up, and you are still nothing.” The words he used bit into Georgie even though they weren’t directed at her. “I can do better.”


Georgie held her breath hoping he would pull the phone away and press the little red button, but he did no such thing. He started to pace and was completely oblivious to the two older women who were within earshot of his colorful diatribe.


After a flurry of F-bombs and some other name calling, Cole Ness finally noticed Georgie.


“What the . . . ! I have to go!” If he had seemed mad before, he was absolutely livid now. He looked angrily at Georgie before scanning for a specific person who happened to be a young man in a pair of jeans and a button-down shirt with a blazer. He was carrying two large cups from the expensive coffee shop that was about two blocks away.


“What am I paying you for, Dell?” Cole Ness barked before waving his hand in Georgie’s direction as if she had somehow been the thorn in his side for days.


“Can I help you, ladies?” the fellow called Dell asked. He looked annoyed too. This was not a fun couple of guys, Georgie thought as she looked to Aleta for support. Aleta saw Georgie’s look and quickly dropped her eyes. Apparently, she had a serious issue with one of her nails that needed her utmost attention.


“I was just hoping to talk to Mr. Ness for a moment. I’m an artist, too, and . . .”


“That’s just great, dearie, but if you want to talk to Cole Ness, then you’ll need to buy a pass and stand in line. He’s doing a signing in the main auditorium at three o’clock.”


“You mean this pass?” Georgie held up her vendor’s pass.


“No.” Dell choked as if she’d just offered him a wooden nickel. “There is a pass that the fans pay for to get all access to the guests. You have to have one of those. They are about five hundred dollars, and I think they are all sold out.”


“But I’m standing right here. Why can’t I talk to him since he’s less than five feet away from me?” Georgie knew she was asking an obvious question but was hoping that Cole Ness might see how rude this whole scene was and just talk to her for a second.


“Because if Cole does it for you, then he has to do it for everyone, and not everyone who comes to these events has his best interests at heart,” Dell said with a smirk, looking Georgie up and down as if she could possibly be hiding a knife or bazooka somewhere inside her skintight space uniform.


“I wonder why?” Aleta piped up from behind Georgie but quickly went back to studying her nails.


“Like I said, if you want an autograph, you have to have the pass. No pass, no autograph.” Dell took his coffee and cracked the lid, taking a careful sip as steam curled out and around the lip.


“I don’t want an autograph. I just wanted to talk about his artwork.” Georgie shrugged.


“Let me guess. You want to break into the world of graphic novels, and you’re hoping Cole can give you some pointers on how to get movie companies to notice your genius?” Dell was as snarky as his boss.


“No. I’m already in the business.” Georgie jerked her thumb toward Beau’s booth. “I did the cover work for Serpentius.” Of course, that didn’t mean Georgie was in the business, but it was a huge display, and everyone seemed to like it, so why not take this punk and his intern down a couple notches.


Dell looked over her shoulder. Georgie could tell by his expression he was not happy with there being new competition on the block. He looked at Cole who was grimacing into his phone before turning back to Georgie.


“Well, Cole is busy. I’m sorry. Is there anything else I can do for you?” Dell folded his arms, indicating the conversation was over.


Georgie shook her head and hurried to Aleta’s side. They turned and slowly walked away, Georgie leaning in to Aleta as Aleta looked over her shoulder to see Dell pointing them out to Cole who had magically managed to get off the phone. They were looking at Serpentius, and Cole started to laugh and shake his head.


Aleta wanted to go back and slap him across the face. But instead, she took a deep breath. “What did you say?”


“I said what kind of person treats his fans that way?”


“A snooty, insecure one,” Aleta replied. “Success doesn’t fit everyone, Georgie. I don’t know anyone who could wear it as good as you.”


“You are the best baby sister a girl could have.” Georgie linked her arm through Aleta’s.


“I’m going to write a graphic novel. It’s about a set of twins and one thinks she has superpowers because she was born two minutes before the other one.” Georgie started to laugh. “Only to have her dreams dashed when her twin beat her about the head and shoulders with a plastic bag of swag.”


They moved back into the crowd of folks, taking their time looking at everything and chatting some more. By the time they were to check into the hotel, Georgie had an armful of stuff and Aleta was exhausted.


“Can you make it to the car, or should we call a cab?” Georgie had noticed her sister’s flagging steps.


“I can walk to Pablo if we cab it back for the mixer,” Aleta said. “I’m dying to see if that Cole Ness fellow shows up for that.”


“And mingle with the peasants? I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Georgie said as they left the convention center and headed toward where they had parked the car. “There is a tiny flower garden at the side entrance of our hotel that you have to see. It’s got one simple little abstract statue and three or four beautiful pots filled with blooms. It’s just lovely. And less crowded, I’m sure.”


At the hotel, they snuck down the curved sidewalk, and Georgie was correct. It was a tiny piece of greenery just plopped in front of an alley.


“If you box your eyes and cut out everything else, it looks like you might be at an Italian villa,” Georgie said with her hands boxed around her eyes blocking out the alley, the street, and the signage painted on the brick wall of The Blackstone. Aleta followed her sister’s lead.


“It does.” She smiled before pulling out her phone to snap a quick picture. “That will make a pretty picture to have in a frame.” Georgie looked at the image she had captured and nodded.


Once inside the hotel, Aleta took a seat on the first lounge chair she could find as Georgie checked them in.


“We’re on the tenth floor.” Georgie handed her sister a key card.


“Maybe after we rest, we should go do a little shopping. Don’t get me wrong. I’d love to wear my Maverick Melody T-shirt all weekend, but I might become offensive.” Aleta smelled underneath her arm just as the elevator doors were closing.


“I’ve already taken care of that,” Georgie said with a smile. “Emily helped me pack a weekend bag for you. It’s in Pablo. We can get it later after we’ve rested.”


“Did you or Emily pick out my outfits?” Aleta asked nervously.


“Of course, I let Emily pick most of the outfits for you. Most of them. Like your pajamas and, of course, unmentionables,” Georgie said behind her hand, as if relaying a deep, dark secret.


“Georgie, if all I have to wear are hoochie skirts and short shorts, I’m going to kill you.”


“How many years have you known me?”


“Enough to know when it comes to clothes you can’t be trusted.”


“That hurts.” Georgie put her hand to her chest as they got off on the tenth floor and walked in the direction of their room.


“I’m going to get my bag immediately.” Aleta stepped back on the elevator, pushing the down button.


“At least come check out the room?”


“I will when I have our bags up here.”


“I’m truly surprised you don’t trust me. That says something about you, Aleta. It really does.” Georgie walked down the hall as the doors were closing. “I knew I’d get you to bring the bags up for me!”


“Curse you, Georgie Kaye!”
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The mixer that evening was attended by vendors, artists, and some of the special celebrity guests, all meeting in the closed pavilion, free from the demanding fans, to enjoy music, food, and drinks.


“I hope they have a sweets table,” Georgie said, adjusting her hat. “And might I just say you look wonderful.”


“Thank you,” Aleta replied, smoothing out her favorite pair of casual tan pants that had nearly invisible pockets down the pant legs.


“Whoever picked that out for you really did a good job,” Georgie continued as the ladies walked to the doors and flashed their badges.


“They did all right. The blouse is a little showy.” Aleta looked around as if she were searching for someone she knew.


“That blouse is just snug enough to show off that figure of yours,” Georgie stated, rolling her eyes.


“And what is it exactly that you are showing off?” Aleta teased, looking her sister up and down.


“I am Tentacle Woman.” Georgie adjusted her hat that had elegant yet unmistakable octopus tentacles writhing and dangling down around it. She wore her favorite wide-legged black pants and a black T-shirt to match. “Come on. I think I see Beau and Neesee.”


Sure enough, Georgie and Aleta were greeted with hugs and high fives as they approached the Serpentius booth. It was a very relaxed atmosphere. Everyone seemed happy to be there. Everyone but one person.


“Did you get a chance to talk to Cole Ness?” Beau asked as if he already knew the answer.


“No,” Georgie replied. “He sent his little chihuahua after us, and there was no getting around that yipper.”


“You mean Dell?” Beau asked.


“Yeah. Do you know him?”


“He put the moves on Neesee about a year ago at one of these things,” Beau said a little proudly. “He’d had too much to drink. Of course, if I worked as Cole Ness’s errand boy, I’d drink, too. But he thought he could impress her with all the people he knew and the places he went. He didn’t know my Neesee.”


“What happened?” Aleta asked while eyeballing the dessert side of the buffet table.


“She told him in no uncertain terms she wasn’t impressed by him or his connections. Left him standing there with a drink in one hand and his butt in the other.” Beau laughed as he looked and waved to his pretty wife who was talking with some of the other vendors. “But hey, I can’t blame the guy for trying.”


Georgie told Beau what had happened when she had tried to speak to Cole Ness.


“That doesn’t surprise me. He doesn’t have a lot of friends at these things. I’m not even sure why he shows up except for those people who are willing to pay for his autograph or talk to him for five minutes. Even his Q&A sessions are regulated, and fans can’t ask him questions. He acts like he’s being interviewed by the Associated Press.” Beau chuckled, “Speak of the devil.”


Just then, an entourage of people came in through the entrance led by Cole Ness, who again had a phone up to his ear. Dell, his lackey, was also on the phone while carrying on about three conversations with the people around him.


The group marched right past and seemed to set up camp at the Cole Ness booth with the dozens of Nuclear Wolf posters around.


“Well, I’m having too good a time to let a guy like that ruin it,” Georgie said. “Beau, we are going to get some food. Can we bring anything back for you?”


“No. You go ahead and enjoy. Circulate. Oh, and Georgie, I love the hat. Maybe we can collaborate on a new super-villain.” Beau winked.


“Have your people call my people,” Georgie said with a giggle.


The buffet was set up on five long tables covered with white tablecloths. The food wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, but they had all the traditional sweets like chocolate brownie bites, chocolate chip cookies, and small samples of cheesecake and baklava.


“I’ve never been a fan of the baklava,” Georgie muttered.


“Me neither. But it’s always on a sweets table. I wonder why?” Aleta added before they were joined by a couple of people from Cole Ness’s gang.


“Ugh, what are they feeding? Barn animals?” one woman groaned. “I wouldn’t feed any of this to my dog.”


“No kidding. It’s like we’re at a high school prom or something,” a very feminine-looking man scoffed. He looked at Georgie. “I love your hat.”


“Thank you,” she said politely as the man pulled out his phone and turned to walk away.


“What a group.” Aleta recoiled in disgust. “If it weren’t for them at Cole Ness’s booth, I’d say these have been the nicest people I’ve ever met.”


They helped themselves to two small plastic cups of white wine and continued walking through the event. That was when Georgie noticed a man who looked like he didn’t belong. He sported a well-trimmed beard, but his hair on top was shaggy, and at some point in time, someone had told him that suit pants looked good with a tucked in superhero T-shirt. Georgie was mildly surprised to see that he was wearing a Nuclear Wolf T-shirt as he slipped behind the buffet table and began fixing himself a plate.


Georgie elbowed Aleta and nodded her head at the man. They both casually watched him as he shoveled food quickly into his mouth, his eyes darting back and forth like he was looking for someone he might know.


“He looks very nervous,” Aleta said as she bit into a tiny slice of cheesecake.


“He does. This cheesecake is good. Have you tasted the brownie yet?”


“No. But even a bad brownie is a good brownie,” Aleta said while Georgie nodded in agreement.


Just then a security guard came over to the table, looking at the food and not paying attention to anyone in particular. But as soon as the man in the beard saw the guard, he hurried away.


“Should we say something?” Aleta asked.


“I don’t know. He certainly was acting weird.” Georgie licked her fingers. “Better safe than sorry.”


But just as they were about to approach the convention center security guard, there was a loud yell from the back of the pavilion.


“This is a closed event!” someone shouted.


“I have every right to be here! Nuclear Wolf is my character! Cole Ness knows it!” Georgie and Aleta quickly filled their plates with more sweets and headed off toward the commotion.


“I’m going to have to ask you to leave!” a different security guard said, motioning for the man in the beard to head towards the door.


“You’re a thief, Cole Ness!” the man shouted, bringing the whole place to a standstill. “You know that was my idea! You’re a thief.”


Georgie looked over at Cole Ness, and he was blinking madly while shaking his head. Some body language experts might say that was a sign of guilt. Others would say it was a sign of anger. Georgie kept watching him instead of the guy making the scene.


“What’s going on, Dell?” Cole ripped into his sidekick. “I thought you said you got a restraining order against that guy. This doesn’t look like a restraining order to me.”


“Those things take time to go through, Cole. You know that.” Dell slipped his hand around Cole’s bicep and pulled him to the corner of the booth closest to Georgie, but furthest away from his entourage. “And when you order one every couple of days for a different person, the cops aren’t that eager to believe you anymore.”


“Get that restraining order moving. Or you’ll find one issued on yourself.” Cole yanked his arm away and stomped off to join his adoring groupies and yes-men.


“What a jerk,” Georgie said with a mouthful of chocolate chip cookie before taking a sip from her plastic glass. “This wine is very good.”


She and Aleta watched as the man with the beard was yanked and pulled away from the main area. His feet were almost off the ground as he was shoved unceremoniously out the door by two guards. They pulled the heavy doors shut with a bang, dusted off their hands, and smiled proudly, conversing quietly with each other.


“Dinner and a show,” Aleta joked.


After things had settled down, the Cole Ness party offered no apology for the interruption, and a DJ set up a small table with a computer on it that was hooked up to two large speakers. Within seconds, some pleasant bossa nova tunes came floating out of the big black boxes, and people really started to relax. The bottles of wine were being emptied, and the food was being quickly devoured. Even the snobs who had turned their noses up at everything at first were now happily devouring as much food as they could get their hands on.


Aleta had gone to get a bottle of water when an older gent wearing blue jeans and a sci-fi T-shirt beneath a plain blazer started chatting her up. Whatever he was saying, Georgie noticed that Aleta looked to be enjoying herself as she laughed a lot.


Georgie was happy to float along and study the artwork of the other artists while they were busy eating and networking. Some of the work was very beautiful and showed years of practice and study. Other artists kept things simple and almost sticklike, but Georgie didn’t criticize. Not everyone can be a Michelangelo. Not that she thought she was. There could be only one Master, and he was it, in her humble opinion. But if a man drawing stick figures pulled the readers into his stories, then good for him.


She came across some fan jewelry she had to buy and received more than one compliment on her tentacle hat. As she was standing in front of a mirror seeing how she’d look in a perfect replica of a rubber trench coat from the movie Data, she saw Cole Ness away from his group with a very pretty girl at his side.


The girl looked like she was crying. Georgie leaned over as far as she could to listen without being obvious.


“Look. You see what kind of people I have to deal with,” Cole said gesturing toward the doors the bearded man was tossed out of. “Do you really think I have time for your bull?”


“My feelings are not bull,” she said sobbing.


“My feelings are not bull. My gosh. You are an infant. Just listen and do as I tell you,” he hissed.


“But, Cole . . .”


“You’re not listening, Tabitha.”


“Cole, I just want you to listen to me.”


“We aren’t talking about me, Tabitha; we’re talking about you not listening. Again you are not listening.”


It was a horrible exchange, and Cole seemed to be enjoying himself. The more this Tabatha woman cried the more inflated his chest became. Georgie took off the jacket and hung it back on its hanger without saying anything. She was going to approach the arguing couple and at least give the poor girl a chance to catch her breath. Georgie wasn’t afraid or enthralled by Cole Ness.


But before she could, Cole stormed off, leaving Tabitha looking like a wallflower left all alone on the dance floor.


“Can I show you anything else?” The girl at the booth interrupted Georgie’s train of thought.


“No. I love the jacket, and I might circle back for it. But I’m going to look around a bit more.” Georgie smiled pleasantly.


“Sure,” the girl said without a worry. “We’ve got a couple of these, and I don’t see anyone in this crowd with the guts to wear it but you. If you come back, I’ll be happy to knock ten percent off the price.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.” Georgie went to find the girl Cole Ness had called Tabitha, but only caught glimpse of her slipping down a service hallway and out of sight. She probably needed a moment to collect herself. No one wants to be at a party looking like they have been crying and then have a dozen people ask if you are okay. Is anyone who is crying ever okay?


Georgie decided to go find Aleta and get her opinion on the situation. Maybe her sister would tell her to mind her own business. Or maybe she’d say Tabitha needed a friend. Or maybe she’d be too busy still chatting with the fellow with the blazer.


It made Georgie feel good that her sister appeared to be having fun. Not wanting to interrupt just yet, Georgie meandered toward the table with the wine and grabbed herself a plastic cup of red. Just as she was about to turn around, she saw the bearded man who had been escorted out of the mixer just a short while earlier.


Where has he come from? Georgie wondered to herself. And how did he get back in?


Georgie watched him disappear down one of the aisles and presumably out some back service entrance or into a maintenance hallway.


“I’ve got to tell Aleta,” Georgie mumbled to herself. She hated to interrupt her sister, but that bearded fellow was weird, and he had been thrown out earlier. She didn’t think he had a bomb or anything, but maybe he was more dangerous than he appeared.


“Aleta?” she called as she hustled toward her sister. “Aleta!”


Aleta turned around and smiled, waving Georgie closer.


“This is my sister, Georgie. Georgie, I’d like you to meet Phil Rodney. He’s a writer,” Aleta said pleasantly.


“Hi, Phil.” Georgie pumped his arm quickly. “Can I borrow Aleta for one second? I promise to bring her right back.”


“Of course,” Phil said.


“What’s the matter?” Aleta asked as Georgie pulled her just a few steps away from the small round table for two that she and Phil had been chatting at. Georgie took a deep breath and told her about seeing the bearded man scurrying out the other end of the convention center.


“What do you think? Should I tell security?” Georgie asked.


“I think that might not be a bad idea. He might have just come back in for spite, but you’d rather be safe than sorry. I’d tell,” Aleta said.


“I think you are right.” Georgie scanned the crowd and saw the security guard who had originally tossed the bearded man out of the mixer. Just as she reached him with Aleta holding her arm tightly, there was a loud ear-piercing scream from the other end of the pavilion.


Georgie looked to Aleta and saw her eyes nearly pop out of her head with surprise. Both of them headed in the direction of the scream and saw that a crowd was starting to form around the sign pointing toward the restrooms.


“Oh my gosh.” Aleta put her hand to her chest. Just then Phil came up behind her.


“What happened?” he asked.


“I’ll go take a closer look,” Georgie said. She left Aleta with Phil and ducked behind the nearest display booth that held stacks and stacks of graphic novels dating back to the 1960s. The shelving units there gave her the chance to move quickly without being seen instead of trying to push through the crowd of vendors that had encircled the area. A woman leaning against the wall was shaking and crying, and Georgie could just make out a man on one knee in front of her. The thought occurred to Georgie that maybe the man had proposed and been turned down. Everyone seemed too upset for the answer to have been yes.


For a second, Georgie didn’t see what was lying on the floor. It was as if her mind just wanted to glaze over it, fuzz it out like faces of people who didn’t want to be recognized on television. Finally, her mind put it all together, and she realized to her dismay that the scene before her had nothing to do with a proposal. Instead, there was the body of a man lying on the floor, while the man on one knee was trying to find a pulse. Another man stood close by with his cell phone to his ear as he paced back and forth.


“What happened?” she heard someone gasp.


“Who did this?”


“Why would anyone want to do such a thing?”


“This is crazy?”


Georgie managed to creep up behind the mass of people and peek around the corner. Down the hallway, she could see a body lying on the floor. Not only had someone collapsed, but there was a huge circle of blood was spreading along the white linoleum.


“Who is it?” She asked no one in particular.


“It’s Cole Ness,” a bald man with a big belly and glass of wine in his hand replied. He tossed the last of the drink back and stared at the gruesome scene.


Georgie’s mouth went dry. If she had told the security officer she’d seen the bearded man running away, she might have been able to prevent this. Sure, her first meeting with Cole Ness wasn’t a pleasant one, but being rude was not a good enough reason to be killed. Not like this.


“What happened?” Georgie asked.


The man with the wine shook his head. It seemed as if no one knew what was going on except for the people in the hallway. Georgie approached the frightened woman and put her hand on her shoulder. She let Georgie lead her out of the hallway away from the gore and horror. “Come on, dear. You’ve seen enough. What is your name?”


“Lucy.” Her voice shook like her body did. She was dressed as some kind of mistress of the night with a tight black dress and long black fingernails. “I was just going to the bathroom and found him like that.”


“It’s all right, Lucy. The police will be here any minute.” Georgie soothed Lucy. “Did you know him?”


“Cole Ness? No, I didn’t know him. I didn’t want to know him. I heard he went through women like they were paper napkins. But I don’t think he should be killed for it.” She started to cry.


“Of course not.” Georgie held Lucy’s hands. “You need to just relax and breathe.”


Suddenly, Aleta appeared, having taken the same discreet route Georgie had. Quickly, Georgie told her what happened and introduced Lucy.


“You poor thing.” Aleta soothed her. “It’ll be all right.”


“Lucy, did you see anyone? Hear anything before you found the body?”


“No.” She shook her head, her wavy red hair bounced around her face. “I just went to the bathroom. It took me almost ten minutes because I’ve got a body slimmer on underneath this dress.” She patted her flat tummy. “I was adjusting it as I rounded the corner. I nearly stepped right over him because I was so wrapped up in my own thoughts. Until I saw the blood. So much blood.”


She started to cry again, and Aleta patted her gently on the back.


“Come on. Let’s get you out of here and into the light. Georgie, I think a glass of wine might do Lucy some good.”


“I agree.” Georgie let go of Lucy’s hands as the three women started to make their way out from behind the wall of vendors’ displays. Once back among the display booths and vendors, it was obvious no one was interested in the cocktails anymore. Almost everyone was at the entrance to the hallway where the body was, hoping to satisfy their morbid curiosity.


“Stay here, and I’ll get some wine.” Georgie fully intended to get them each a glass when the police, paramedics, and one all-too-familiar face came bursting on the scene.
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“I should have known,” Stan said as he walked in and immediately saw Georgie. “I knew you’d figure out a way to get me here.”


“Oh, Stan. This isn’t funny. I’ve got to talk to you.” Georgie looked up at him.


“Okay, Georgie.” He furrowed his eyebrows and looked at her with concern. “Let me secure the scene, and then we’ll talk. I like your hat.”


Georgie instinctively touched her tentacle hat and smiled half-heartedly. The guilt she felt for the possible role she could have had in this murder made her stomach flip. She was attempting to balance three glasses of wine in two hands before she headed back to Aleta and Lucy, but Lucy was already talking to one of the uniformed officers. She didn’t need any wine while she gave her statement regarding what she had seen.


Aleta was still standing next to Phil and waved for Georgie to join them.


“I see Stan is here,” she said, taking one of the cups of wine.


“Yeah. Oh, Aleta. What have I done?”


“You haven’t done anything, Georgie. You were about to tell security what you had seen, but chances are if that man killed Cole Ness, he had already done it by the time you saw him.” Aleta soothed her sister before taking a sip of her wine.


“I suppose. But perhaps they could have caught him, and there would have been no reason for a long-drawn-out thing.” Georgie squeezed her sister’s hand. “I’m going to go see if I can get a few more details.”


Just as Georgie took a couple steps in the direction of the crowd the police were dispersing, she was nearly knocked to the ground by a disheveled and angry Dell.


“Get out of my way!” he said, whining as he turned to face Georgie before darting off. Georgie noticed that his shirt was partially wet, and there were streaks of dirt on it. What had he been doing? Where was he going?


Dell stomped toward the police, trying to burst his way across the line of blue, but the uniforms quickly stopped him. He had a mini tantrum, pointing and slapping his chest, getting out his phone and pounding out whatever number he thought he could call on the police.


Georgie rubbed her shoulder where Dell had bumped her, walked past him up to a big mountain of a police officer, and tapped him daintily on the shoulder.


“Georgie.” He smiled broadly, showing the gap between his front teeth.


“Hi, Mosey.”


“You need to see Stan? He’ll be done in about half an hour,” the cop said while he kept an eye on anyone getting too close to the police line.


“I saw him. He knows I’m here. Hey, can you give me the 411 on what happened?”


“Someone didn’t like this fellow,” Mosey said in a low voice as he lowered his head about six inches to speak quietly to Georgie. “Had his skull beaten in.”


“What does your gut tell you?”


“Well, if I were a detective, I’d be looking for either a really strong man or a really mad woman.” Mosey winked.


Georgie remembered Tabitha. She looked to where the maintenance hallway was that Tabitha had slipped down, and it was just a matter of feet from the hallway to the restrooms.


“I never thought I’d find someone like me blessed with beauty and brains. But here you are, Mosey.”


“I promise I won’t tell Detective Toon you’re flirting with me.” The big man grinned at her.


“Go ahead. It’ll keep him on his toes.” She padded his broad blue chest. “You be careful. I’ll see you again at the station.”


“Bring some of those cookies you’re always baking. And bring that pretty sister of yours, too.”


Georgie nodded before turning and heading toward Aleta. It took the police a lot longer than they’d expected to clear the place out. But after an hour, everyone was gone except for the police, Stan, Dell, Lucy, and the two men who had helped with the body, plus a few others Georgie didn’t speak to, Aleta, and herself.


Dell had been on his phone every time Georgie had looked in his direction. He was as pale as a ghost, and still his mouth wouldn’t stop running. Lucy had gotten some of the color back in her cheeks as she talked with the guys who had found the body with her. They looked as if they might have been enjoying the whole incident. It was exciting; Georgie couldn’t deny them that. And people who spend their time in such deep fantasy worlds probably really appreciated something this exhilarating when it happened in real life. They would certainly have some stories to tell when they got home.


“Miss. Would you come here, please? I’ve got some questions for you,” Stan said loudly, pointing at Georgie so everyone looked at her. She rolled her eyes and got up from the chair she’d stolen from behind one of the T-shirt booths. Her mouth stretched in a wide yawn.


“Where is Aleta?” Georgie was glad Stan opted to open with a simple question.


“Ladies room.” Her tone matched his exactly.


“Would you like me to have one of the squads take you both home?”


“Home? No way.” Georgie felt touched by Stan’s concern, but she knew he really just wanted her away from the crime scene. “Aleta and I are staying for the whole event. We’ve got a hotel room at The Blackstone.”


“The Blackstone?” Stan grumbled. “I did a prostitution bust there about eight months ago.”


“Very funny.”


“It’s true. It didn’t make the papers because I didn’t catch anyone famous with their pants down.” He shrugged. “Okay, do you want to tell me what you saw?”


Georgie spilled everything she could remember about the bearded man she had seen. How he had been tossed out by security and then somehow gotten back in, throwing in how she had last seen the man running off in the direction of the back of the convention center floor for good measure.


“I didn’t follow him or even go back there to see where he could have escaped to. I could have caught him, Stan. Or at least seen where he went.”


“You could have gotten yourself hurt. Or even killed. Don’t beat yourself up because you didn’t pull some kind of Charlie’s Angels stunt,” Stan said as he wrote in his leather-bound pocket notepad. “If you insist on staying here for the rest of the event, you and Aleta may as well go get some sleep. I’m going to be here all night combing the scene for clues. I just know that the powers that be aren’t going to cancel the rest of the show and give a refund just because of a teeny-tiny murder.”


“Do you want me to stay with you? I could bring you some coffee.”


“Thanks, but no. However, I might like to catch forty winks at The Blackstone rather than going all the way home. Do you think you can help your favorite ex-husband out?”


“Of course she can,” Aleta said. “How are you, Stan?” She gave her ex-brother-in-law a peck on the cheek.


“No rest for the wicked, Aleta,” he replied.


“A truer statement has never been uttered,” Georgie said with a smirk. “Since Aleta has said okay, you can take a nap in our room, once we are dressed and gone for the day. The event doors open to us around eight-thirty.”


“I’ll probably still be here. You can pass me your key when I see you,” Stan said.


“No. I’ll leave it at the front desk. For Detective Stan Toon.”


“All right. Good night, ladies. And be careful.”


Georgie linked her arm through Aleta’s as they walked outside into the cool city air. The sounds of honking horns, rushing traffic, distant elevated trains rumbling by, jets overhead, and the chatter of people walking along the sidewalk was comforting.


“What a night,” Aleta said.


“Phil seemed nice.”


“He was. He was actually very nice. I’m not saying there was an instant love connection there, but he was really charming.”


“I’m glad you had a nice time until the gruesome murder happened,” Georgie said. “I was having a nice time too and almost bought this fantastic rubber coat, but . . .” Her voice trailed away, and she shuddered, remembering the mess that she had seen on the floor.


“I’m glad he’s dead. It couldn’t have happened to a better person,” said a young, male voice from behind Georgie. The Kaye sisters simultaneously slowed their stride to listen.


“He might have been a jerk, but he didn’t deserve to die.” A girl’s voice answered the speaker.


“Are you kidding? It is a well-known fact that Cole Ness never had a unique thought in his head. He stole every idea for every superhero he ever created.”


“Yeah, they said the same thing about Herman Crea, and no one ever proved anything. All those superheroes from the 1960s were his ideas,” the girl replied.


“Yeah, and Cole Ness had access to just as many big-time lawyers who could totally beat up any little guy who might be trying to get justice. The law is only for the people who can afford it.” The young man sounded belligerent.


“Still. Murder? Really?”


“I guess that’s for the people who can’t afford a good lawyer.” The young people chuckled as they hurried past Georgie and Aleta, their conversation already changed to food and what to eat.


“That’s what the bearded man said before security threw him out.” Aleta squeezed her sister’s hand. “I hate to say it, but if Cole Ness stole his ideas and there was any way it could actually be proved, I think a jury would go easy on a guy like that.”


“Maybe. But jealousy can be a disease worse than cancer. Cole Ness was not a gracious celebrity. He wasn’t nice to his fans. He didn’t seem very nice to his employees, and according to Lucy, he wasn’t nice to women. Perhaps, that was some kind of defense mechanism.” Georgie adjusted her hat making the tentacles quiver.


“Okay, Doc. Go on.”


“If he had really stolen someone else’s idea and was getting rich and famous over it, he couldn’t afford to get close to anyone. Or else he might have slipped up and given himself away,” Georgie mused. “Being mean and abusive would keep any prying eyes from seeing he was a fraud.”


“It’s possible,” Aleta agreed.


“It is also possible space aliens gave him these stories, too, and he was really a reptilian bent on world domination. I’m just letting some thoughts take shape that probably aren’t all that solid. But what those two people said is something to consider.”


“How was he killed?” Aleta was curious. “Did you find out?”


“Blunt object to his head a couple of dozen times. Mosey said it had to be either a very strong man or a very angry woman,” Georgie said with a chuckle.


“Leave it to Mosey to put it down in black and white,” Aleta chuckled too.


“He wants you to stop by the police station some time soon. And he wants us to bring some cookies,” Georgie said.


“Mosey’s a sweetheart.”


“He said to make sure I brought my pretty sister to the station next time.” Georgie looked sideways at her twin and elbowed her in the ribs.


“Georgie, I don’t have what it takes to date a police officer.”


“What are you talking about? Have what it takes? You’ve got what it takes, and you’ve got it in spades,” Georgie said looking at her sister’s backside and making her laugh.


“That isn’t what I mean. It’s a dangerous job. That late-night knock on the door. I couldn’t do it. I don’t have it in me to lose someone else.”


“I know what you mean, Aleta. Losing William was hard enough.”


“He would have loved this convention. Even the murder part.” Aleta smiled and looked out at Lake Michigan.


“He did have a way of finding the silver lining, didn’t he?” Georgie had fond memories of her sister’s husband as well.


“Even at the end, he . . .”


Georgie saw tears in her sister’s eyes, and it brought tears to her own eyes.


“I liked him the best, Georgie. That’s why it’s nice to talk to people like Phil and Luke, but they aren’t William. They just don’t measure up.” Aleta wiped a tear that had managed to escape her bottom lashes and trickle down her cheek.


“I understand. I’m sorry if I’ve seemed pushy about you meeting someone new. It’s rather rude of me to do so since . . .”


“I’d agree. It is rather rude of you,” Aleta teased.


“Like I was saying,” Georgie pinched her lips together, “it’s rather rude of me since I’m not making any attempt to replace Stan. I can’t even imagine being anything more than friends with anyone else. Not in a million years.”


Georgie grinned. It wasn’t sad and it wasn’t defeated. It was a content grin as if the cards had flown up and already fallen where they may.


“Are you ever going to tell Stan that?” Aleta asked as the pair walked quickly across the street when the Don’t Walk sign began to blink and count away the seconds until the light changed.


“I think so. But not today.” Georgie pointed to the hotel and the restaurant on the ground level of The Blackstone. “What do you say? Should we get something to eat?”


“Yes. I didn’t get a chance to have anything but dessert.” Aleta rubbed her stomach. “And then I’d say we get to bed right away because it’s going to be wild over there tomorrow.”


“You think so?”


“Don’t you?”


“I’m not sure,” Georgie mused as she pulled the restaurant door open. “Cole Ness wasn’t a very nice fellow. I’ll be interested to see what the response is from the other vendors and the fans.”


“It ought to be interesting,” Aleta said.
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Georgie was wearing gray leggings with a red T-shirt that had a Jolly Roger on it, while a long black duster blouse covered any unsightly bulges or bubbles. She slipped on a bejeweled eye patch and red lipstick before knocking on the bathroom door to hurry Aleta up.


“The convention is going to be over by the time you are ready,” Georgie whined.


“It’s not my fault you went through some kind of reconstruction on your face that took forty-five minutes,” Aleta shouted through the door. “Go without me. I’ll meet you there.”


“Where?”


“At the food court where we had coffee.”


“Fine.” Georgie grabbed her purse, a black studded satchel that matched her pirate motif. “I’ll see you there.” She left the hotel room and hurried to the elevator with renewed excitement about what Stan might have discovered over the course of the night.


However, when Georgie arrived at the convention center, she stopped dead in her tracks after flashing her badge to get early access to the vendor area. It was a scene she hadn’t expected. Inside, her mind was screaming for her to run, but her legs wouldn’t move. It was as if they’d suddenly turned to hefty, thick slabs of stone that were bolted to the ground.


Adrenalin rushed through her system as she frantically looked for a way out. But just as she decided running down the nearest aisle was her best bet, she heard her name called.


“Georgie!” It was Stan, waving as he came walking toward her. Of course, it wasn’t Stan who was giving her palpitations. Even if he did look just as good, if not better, with his five o’clock shadow and droopy eyes. It wasn’t him Georgie was freaking out over. It was who was walking with him.


“Hi, Stan.” She waved awkwardly.


“Good morning, Georgie” Stan said, rubbing his eyes. “You remember Maggie, I’m sure.”


“Maggie Hoffentop. Yes, I do.” Georgie’s stomach folded over on itself, making her thankful she hadn’t eaten anything yet. Just the thought of an elephant ear made her queasy. It didn’t seem that long ago that Stan had introduced Maggie to her for the first time an investigation at an apple orchard. It was thorny then, and it was twice as bad now. Maggie had made it very clear she was after Stan for the long haul. Whether or not her being here meant they were seeing each other, Georgie didn’t know. Maggie was the precinct crime scene photographer. It would be hard for Stan to avoid her all together. So, here she was in her boring size eight blue jeans and tight-fitting T-shirt. Was that the tiniest sliver of jealousy creeping into her pinky toe, Georgie wondered?


“Hi, Georgie. I should have known you’d be here,” Maggie said through her smile. “Seems wherever Stan has to go, you’re there.” The laugh that accompanied the last comment sounded forced to Georgie.


Georgie straightened her back and looked at Maggie while tilting her head to the right. It seemed like Maggie was about as happy to see Georgie as she would have been to get a scorching case of diarrhea.


“Uh, Georgie has been nice enough to let me stay in her room at the hotel . . . uh . . . What hotel was that again?” Stan interrupted making sure Georgie didn’t have a chance to say anything more.


“The Blackstone,” she replied without taking her eyes off Maggie.


“That’s one way to keep him close by,” Maggie snapped. “If you need him, of course.”


“Okay, Maggie,” Stan said.


“Maggie, if you have something to get off your chest, I’m all ears.” Georgie knew she was way too old to pick any kind of physical fight. But she had the overwhelming desire to grab a handful of Maggie’s hair and just yank with all her might.


“I’m just teasing you, Georgie.” She held up her camera and then looked at Stan. “I’ll get these developed right away.”


“You do that, Maggie,” Stan said without a hint of amusement in his voice. That was the same voice he’d use when one of their three kids had crossed the line. Catherine had lied about doing her chores one Saturday morning. They were simple tasks like making her bed and brushing her teeth and making sure her clothes from last night were in the hamper. Simple. But as any parent knows, children from around the age of six until they move out insist on doing things the hard way.


“Catherine, how come your chores aren’t done?” Georgie had a clear memory of Stan asking their daughter in that same tone of voice. “You told me they were.”


Funny, Georgie mused internally—Maggie looked at Stan with the same worried, regretful expression Catherine had all those years ago.


Maggie left without saying another word. Stan stepped up closer to Georgie and put his hands in the back pockets of his faded jeans, looking uncomfortable. “Sorry about that.”


“It’s okay,” Georgie lied, doing her best to look as if it really was. “Did you find out anything more over the course of the night?”


“There were a few bits of trace evidence that we’ll have sent over to the lab. But we’ve got no fingerprints, no weapon, and a list of possible suspects as long as the list of people attending this event here today.”


“You’re kidding,” Georgie gasped. “Cole Ness was a jerk, but I had no idea of the magnitude of his . . . jerkiness.”


“Yeah.” Stan yawned.


“I’m so rude. Here.” She reached in her satchel and pulled out the room key card. After telling Stan the room number and making sure he knew he could make himself at home, she brushed his hair away from his face. “Get some rest.”


“I will. Are you sleeping in the bed closest to the window?”


“How did you know?”


“I know you, Georgie,” he said and winked.


“Yeah, well, I know you too. I know exactly how many pairs of underwear I have brought, so don’t get any ideas.”


Stan chuckled as he took the key and stuffed it in his front pocket. He gave her a wink and headed off with a few of the uniformed police who had stayed with him through the night.


Before Georgie went to the food court to get coffee and elephant ears for Aleta and herself, she thought she’d swing past the Nuclear Wolf space. During the night, workers at the convention center had erected plywood walls around the hallway where the body had been found. There was police tape along all sides of it. Of course, it would take a little more than plywood and police tape to keep Georgie from doing some investigating herself.


Acting as if inspection of the plywood was her responsibility, Georgie nonchalantly looked for a way behind the barrier. A small space about two feet wide where the plywood wall ended and the back wall began was open for her to squeeze through. It was a snug fit, but she managed after inhaling deeply and holding her breath.


There were a number of yellow cards with numbers on them in the hallway. There were tape measurements and a big pool of dried blood that resembled brown paint.


There was nothing for Georgie to gain from looking at this except the realization that Mosey was right. Whoever had done this had been really angry. Before she could peek further inside and get a closer look, she heard the sound of men talking and the familiar sound of police-issue shoes quickly approaching.


Taking a deep breath as if she were about to swim to the bottom of the pool, Georgie squeezed back out the way she came. But before she could slip away undetected, she ran right into another woman who apparently wanted to see what was behind the plywood as well. She looked familiar, so Georgie paused to look at her more closely.


“Excuse me,” the woman stuttered as she started to back away from Georgie. She was dressed like one of the female heroines from the latest samurai/kung fu television shows that Georgie had seen previews for on television. She too had a vendor’s badge allowing her the same early access as Georgie.


“No. Excuse me,” Georgie said. “Your name is Tabitha, right?”


“Do I know you?” Tabitha had a very different attitude from the sniveling, blubbering girl Georgie had seen last night following Cole Ness like a lost puppy. Although her eyes did look red as if she’d been crying.


“I saw you last night.” Georgie smiled kindly. “I heard someone call your name, Tabitha.”


“Oh. You must have heard him saying my name,” she said bitterly, blinking back tears.


Georgie tilted her head and looked more closely at the young girl. She wasn’t so pretty in the face. Her left eye was a tiny bit lazy, and her lips were thin. But she had the kind of figure that, had Stan been around, he would have said, “I hate to see her go, but I love to watch her leave.”


“I’m assuming you heard the news?” Georgie asked.


“That he was murdered? It’s all over the convention center and the radio and television. Well, I didn’t do it if that’s what you’re thinking.”


Georgie shook her head, but Tabitha didn’t give her an opportunity to speak.


“There are at least a dozen women who were more likely to bump him off than me. Heck, he had plans with at least two others that I know of, yesterday alone.” Tabitha swallowed hard. “Not including me.”


“Did you know him long?” Georgie finally interrupted.


“I knew him when he was a nobody.” Tabitha clicked her tongue and put her hands on her hips. “I knew him when he used to cry that his work wasn’t any good. We dated on and off back then. But as soon as he was discovered, well, he forgot about the people who were there for him when he was a nobody.”


“That happens sometimes,” Georgie offered, but the words rolled off Tabitha without effect.


“He’ll never do what he’d done to me to anyone else now,” she said with a snicker, looking past Georgie at the plywood, stretching her neck to see if there was anything she could see. “He deserved what he got.”


Georgie’s eyes widened as the young woman barely whispered those words. As if she had just woken up from a dream, Tabitha refocused on Georgie and pinched her lips tightly together.


“Did the police talk to you?” Georgie asked, trying not to sound confrontational. She obviously failed as Tabitha’s eyes narrowed, and she glared at her.


“Yes. Yesterday. I told them everything I know,” she spat out. “Did you talk to them?”


“I didn’t know the deceased. They have no reason to talk to me,” Georgie said straightening her spine and leaning forward just enough to indicate she wasn’t scared of Tabitha, even if her heart was pounding wildly in her chest. If Tabitha had been able to bludgeon a man who she obviously had feelings for, she’d have no problem stomping an older woman in a pirate costume that she didn’t really know.


“Aren’t you lucky,” Tabitha said before turning and walking away.


Georgie stood still, giving Tabitha the opportunity to put a good bit of distance between them. A person who insists they didn’t commit the crime when no one even asks them if they committed it is usually a pretty good suspect who may have actually done something.


She hurried to the food court to find Aleta already there. Aleta gave Georgie a stern look that she’d gotten many times from their mother while growing up. It said, Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick.
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“I’m sorry.” Georgie shook her head as she hurried to the cream-colored Formica table for two. “You won’t believe who I ran into.”


“Maggie?” Aleta’s voice was dry.


“Oh my gosh, I almost forgot about her. How did you know she was here?”


“I ran into Stan in the hallway on my way here.” Aleta leaned back in her seat. “He was going to take a nap. Poor guy was up the entire night and said he was afraid he was going to have to interview the entire list of attendees at this convention.”


“Yikes. He could use a good six hours sleep, never mind a nap.” Georgie cleared her throat. “Please, don’t tell me Maggie was with him on her way to our room.”


“Eww. Like I’d let that happen.” Aleta shuddered. “No. He was alone. And he told me that she had given you a bit of attitude.”


“Just a bit.” Georgie held up her thumb and forefinger to make an inch. “I hadn’t heard anything about her for months. I thought they’d broken up.”


“They had. At least that is what Stan said. But Maggie told him she wasn’t the kind of woman to give up so easily.” Aleta folded her arms over her chest.


“Gack!” Georgie made a gagging motion with her finger. “Are we back in high school?”


“She might think so. Georgie, Stan is a good-looking, funny, and eligible man. I’m surprised it took this long for someone to give you a run for your money,” Aleta said. “Don’t get me wrong; my money is on you. But some girls just don’t play nice at the playground. Maggie seems like one of those girls.”


“I’m not scared of her. Besides, if she makes Stan happy, I would be a real witch if I stood in the way.” Georgie pouted out her lips.


“I don’t think she does make him happy,” Aleta replied. “I think she’s just one of those women who like drama. And now that she knows you’re here, I’ll bet she will find more than one reason to show up to talk to Stan.”


“We’ll just have to cross that bridge when we get to it,” Georgie said, standing up from the table. “I owe you coffee and an elephant ear.”


“Yes, you do. And what is this we business? I’m not Stan’s ex-wife. You are.”


“But we’re a team,” Georgie said over her shoulder.


Aleta laughed. When Georgie returned, they both took a few minutes to devour a few bites of the sweet pastry before they continued talking.


“So, what’s happening with Cole Ness, who was left a mess?” Aleta asked.


Georgie told her what she had seen in the blocked-off hallway and that she had run into Tabitha. When she repeated Tabitha’s comment about not having anything to do with Cole’s death, Aleta stopped chewing.


“That’s a peculiar thing to say.”


“It is, isn’t it?” Georgie replied. “And she was giving me a lot of attitude, like she had been tipped off by Maggie or something. Guilty people have the tendency to do that. At least that’s been my experience.”


“Maybe you should go wake up Stan. He might want to talk to her before she leaves town,” Aleta said before sipping her hot coffee.


“She was dressed up like a character from some show. I think she’s going to enjoy the rest of the event. She doesn’t have to worry about Cole being with anyone else now,” Georgie said with her mouth full. “Besides, if I go into that hotel room to wake him up, he’s going to have just one thing on his mind, and it isn’t Cole Ness.”


“Well, he is just a man.”


“Speaking of men, I better go say hello to Beau and Neesee. Perhaps they’ve heard something.” Georgie stood and straightened her black duster. As she did, an older man dressed as a space cowboy gave her a nod and a sly smile.


“Mornin’, ma’am,” he said with a grin.


“Morning.” Georgie smiled and quickly left Aleta finishing her coffee.


Passing by the Nuclear Wolf booth was like passing a flower shop. Adoring fans had placed bouquets of flowers, balloons, battery-operated votive candles, and teddy bears all over the place. There were notes written in big letters claiming undying love for the man and his work. Georgie was used to seeing this kind of attention displayed for someone like that princess killed in a mysterious car accident or even every year at Graceland on Elvis’s birthday. It was a little weird to see such a display here at the Wizard-Hero-Con.


Georgie spotted Beau alone at the Serpentius booth and walked over to talk to him. “Good morning,” she said cheerfully.


“Hey, Georgie. Can you believe all that?” Beau pointed toward the Nuclear Wolf display.


“Apparently, Cole Ness was famous. I wonder how many lives he touched with his work?” Georgie wrapped her arms around herself. “People just want to do something nice. Even if he wasn’t the nicest guy.”


“Between you and me,” Beau leaned closer to Georgie, “I don’t think anyone is really going to miss him. I can’t say I feel bad. I’m not saying he deserved it. But you can’t treat people the way he did and not expect to tick off your neighborhood psychopath.”


“You have a valid point, Beau,” Georgie whispered back. “Hey, I heard some people talking yesterday as Aleta and I were leaving, and they said he stole the ideas for his characters. Is that true?”


Beau’s eyes became wide, and he nodded his head enthusiastically.


“I heard those stories, and a couple of them sound pretty credible to me. I’m not saying he stole the whole enchilada, but he certainly ‘borrowed’ some of the ideas from various sources and ran with them. The problem is that what Cole lacked in skill he made up for in shrewdness. I know, it isn’t right to speak ill of the dead, but there’s no other way to speak about him. Cole Ness was a jerk, and if he thought he could make a few bucks off making his mother cry, he’d do it.”


“We’re sure this isn’t just jealousy on the part of some of his acquaintances?” Georgie asked. “Maybe they expected to come along for the ride or have him put in a good word or something?”


“I’m sure there is a little of that,” Beau said, nodding as he arranged a fresh stack of graphic novels on his display table. “But everyone the guy ever knew? Everyone? I’ve only been in this business for a couple years, and I’ve never heard a kind word spoken about him. Sure, people know he’s a good artist, and the fans like his work. But anyone who knows him personally, they’ve never uttered one nice thing about his personality. Sure, the guy could draw, but there’s more to it than that. You of all people know that as well as I do. The whole situation with Cole Ness is really kind of sad.”


“Hey, Georgie,” Neesee said, bubbling with excitement as she came up carrying another box of novels in her arms. “Did Beau tell you that we’ve had to crack open our reserve boxes of inventory because the stuff is going so fast? I don’t know, but I think it is because of your design.”


Beau quickly blinked his eyes. “It’s true, Georgie. I had hoped to break even, but we’ve done so much better than that. Your picture of Hercules is so beautiful that I still can’t believe it.” Georgie was touched to see Beau’s eyes filled with tears again.


“He’s such a big softy.” Neesee patted her husband on the arm.


“I can’t help it,” he whined. “I’m just so grateful. Oh, and people have scarfed up your business cards, too. Do you have any more?”


“I do,” Georgie said with a smile. “They are over at the hotel. I’ll go get some and bring them back.”


“That’s great,” Beau replied with a smile.


“No one will ever confuse Beau with Cole Ness.” Neesee said Cole’s name as if she’d just bitten into a lemon. “Beau is not only a better artist, but also he’s grateful to his fans and generous to his friends.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the cheek.


“I’ll get those business cards for you right away, Beau. Again, congratulations on such a successful show.”


“And it isn’t even half over yet.” Beau clapped before raising his arms high in the air and giving Neesee a double high five.


Georgie walked toward the doors just as they were opening for the general public. It was no use trying to fight the current of people pouring in, so she headed back to the food court to see if Aleta was still there. Somewhat to Georgie’s surprise, Aleta was right where Georgie had left her, only now Aleta was having what looked like a pleasant chat with Phil from the night before.


“Don’t be a third wheel, Georgie,” Georgie told herself under her breath. Even if Aleta wasn’t interested in anything more than a friendship, Georgie didn’t want to hover around like a busybody. Armed with cash in her pocket and a desire to spend, Georgie set out for the booth where she’d tried on the rubber jacket the night before.


Along the way, she saw some steampunk-style sunglasses she just couldn’t say no to.


“Did you make these?” she asked the proprietor, a man wearing a suit straight out of the 1800s that was adorned with miniature gadgets and gears along the lapels and leather straps accentuating the arms. His perfectly manicured handlebar mustache was waxed to a fine point at each end.


“I did,” he replied proudly. The sunglasses had round frames, and the lenses were mirrored. Instead of stems, they were held in place by a leather strap, and the frames were encased in rubber eyecups that were adorned with tiny metal studs and spikes.


“I must have them,” Georgie said, peeling back her eye patch and trying on the glasses. Looking in the mirror, she thought they were beautiful. She paid her money, and the young man put the glasses in a simple case along with a bottle of cleaner and a soft square of fabric to clean the lenses.


“Enjoy,” he said, tipping his top hat.


Georgie was so thrilled she almost skipped away from the booth. The thought of trying on her new glasses with that rubber trench coat was almost too much for her to deny. She headed to the booth she’d visited the night before but didn’t see the pretty young girl who had waited on her.


“Hi,” she said to a fellow wearing a T-shirt with a black widow spider on it. “I tried on a black rubber coat last night. Do you know if it’s still available?”


“No. I sold it about ten minutes ago,” he said. “I’ve got one in purple if you’d like to take a look.”


“Um, no. I’ve got a purple trench coat already,” Georgie said. “I’ll just look around. Thanks.”


The man nodded and went back to people watching. Georgie looked at the variety of T-shirts that had sayings and pictures ranging from funny to obscene to traditional. There were also drinking glasses with superhero emblems on them. Lots of toys and action figures. It was amazing how many things people could get with their favorite cartoon or movie on it.


Before Georgie could decide if she really wanted to take a look at the purple rubber coat or not, she was distracted by a familiar face in the crowd. It was the bearded guy who had been thrown out of the event the night before. She was just about to follow him when she heard her name being called.


“Georgie! Georgie Kaye!”


Georgie whirled around to see Maggie Hoffentop marching in her direction.


“Hi, Maggie,” Georgie said distractedly, trying to keep her eye on the bearded man.


“I want to talk to you.”


“Okay. How about we meet for a bite to eat after the event closes . . .” Georgie moved this way and that, keeping the man in view, but Maggie moved to block her line of sight.


“No. I mean now.” Maggie put her hands on her hips and glared at Georgie.


At that moment, the bearded man slipped down a crowded aisle, and Georgie lost sight of him.


“Urgh!” Georgie gritted her teeth and clenched her fist. “He went down that aisle.”


“I want to talk to you about Stan,” Maggie said.


“What about him?” Georgie was still thinking about the bearded man.


“I think it’s about time you accept the fact you two are finished and leave him to live his life,” Maggie said. This wasn’t the first time Maggie Hoffentop had confronted Georgie about her ex-husband.


“Is that so?” Georgie stood on tiptoes to peer over Maggie’s shoulder in the hopes of catching a glimpse of the bearded man, but the crowds were thick now, and he was nowhere to be seen.


“Look. He’ll never move on if he thinks there is a chance he might get back together with you. I can tell by the way you act and how you treat him that you don’t care about him unless you need something.”


“What?” Georgie blinked and focused all her attention on the woman in front of her.


“You can’t hide it. I’ve seen women like you before. You just love the attention.” Maggie continued to stare crazily, not flinching. Georgie was sure the woman hadn’t blinked during her entire tirade. “But I’m in this for the long haul. I’m not going to just throw in the towel. I know, that’s what you are used to, but it isn’t going to happen with me.”


“Maggie, I think you’ve had one too many cups of coffee this morning,” Georgie said softly.


“Go ahead and make jokes.” Maggie leaned back folding her arms over her chest while she gave Georgie a nasty smirk. “But Stan will see you for what you really are soon enough.”


“What I really am?” Georgie did her best to hang onto her rapidly dwindling temper. “Let me tell you what I really am, Maggie. I’m the mother of his three children. I’m his friend. And I happen to also be his ex-wife. Those are the facts, and they will never change.”


“Is that so? We’ll see about that.”


Maggie turned and stormed out of the pavilion. Georgie’s head was spinning. One minute she was looking at some superhero belt buckles, the next she was being accosted by Stan’s girlfriend who she thought was his ex-girlfriend. Wait. No. That wasn’t it. She saw the bearded man. That was what she was doing. Georgie didn’t know which way she should go. Should she try to find him again or maybe go find Aleta? Maybe she should just go tell Stan and spill everything. She did need to get her business cards that were in her room. Sadly, there had been a murder, but business is business, and helping capture the bad guy wasn’t going to put food in Bodhi’s bowl.


Slinging her satchel over her shoulder, Georgie headed toward the exit. As she walked out the main doors, there were still dozens of people milling around outside talking, taking pictures, and checking their phones.


Georgie hurried but not too fast for fear she might catch up with Maggie who had left through the same exit. She didn’t see Maggie, so instead of walking to the hotel, Georgie grabbed a cab and asked him to step on it. It was a two-dollar fare, so Georgie gave the man a ten. There was nothing worse than a cheap tipper, especially when the driver was really doing her a favor. She hopped out curbside and dashed into The Blackstone Hotel. She’d forgotten to put her eye patch down after she’d tried on her sunglasses and marched past a lobby full of gawkers to the elevator banks.


Once on her floor, she made her way to her room and pounded on the door. Stan never was a light sleeper.


“What?” he yelled as he yanked the door open. “Oh, Georgie? What are you doing here . . . ?” Stan blinked sleepily as he looked Georgie up and down. “Are you here for a little afternoon . . . ?”


“Don’t even say it. No.” She pushed her way in and let the door slam shut. “Did you get any sleep?”


“A little. I could smell your perfume on the pillow, so it was hard to drift off at first. But I did get a little rest. Now, you mind telling me why you’re here disturbing my beauty sleep?”


“I saw the bearded man. You have to come back with me.”


“I’m sorry to tell you this, Georgie, but it’s the bearded lady people pay to see. Paying to see the bearded man, well, that’s just a scam.”


“I’m being serious,” she huffed. “Yesterday at the vendors’ mixer, he was in there skulking around and security had to throw him out. He was yelling things at Cole Ness.”


“The guy you said snuck back in?” Stan yawned.


“Yeah. It was him. I’m sure of it.” Georgie let out a deep breath.


Stan pinched the bridge of his nose and yawned again. Then he rubbed his neck and let out a sigh.


“Oh, you poor thing. You’re exhausted.” Georgie rubbed his shoulder affectionately. But the words Maggie had said made her stop. “How about I get the shower running and then make you a cup of coffee? They gave us a complimentary coffee pot, but it just makes coffee by the cup.” Georgie shrugged as she got up and headed toward the bathroom.


“That sounds great. You know, if you’d care to join me in there, you can.”


“Very funny. Come on, Detective. The killer could be right across the street.” Georgie got the hot water running in the shower and then came out of the bathroom and started to get the coffee brewing.


“Why are you being so . . . so . . . wifely?”


“What?” Georgie whirled around and looked at Stan like he’d just announced he’d be wearing dresses from now on. “Old habits are hard to break. When was the last time we were in a hotel room together?”


“My gosh, that had to be at least twenty, maybe twenty-five, years ago. We made that short trip to Indianapolis. Just a little getaway.”


“I remember,” Georgie said with a smile. “Stan, when this case is over, I want to have a nice long talk. Just me and you.”


“Okay. What about?”


“Nothing. Everything. I don’t know.”


“Georgie, did something happen?” Georgie looked at Stan’s worried face, and she knew what he was thinking.


“Stan, no. I’m fine. I’m not sick.  At my last doctor’s appointment, the test results all came back clear. So, get that worried look off your face,” Georgie said quickly to reassure him.


“You’re sure?” He didn’t believe her. Georgie remembered when she had told him she had breast cancer. That was five years ago. It had gone into remission and hadn’t made an appearance now in all that time. Georgie never felt better. Even if it had come back, even if she had to do all the therapy and radiation again, she was not going to stop living her life. She wasn’t going to live in fear of what might happen. And this just made the confrontation with Maggie all the more ludicrous. She knew nothing about Georgie. She certainly didn’t know that Georgie Kaye had looked death in the face more than once and said, “Not today.”


“Yes, Stan. I’m sure.”


“You’d tell me if there was a problem or a concern, wouldn’t you?”


“Of course I would, Stan.” Georgie walked over and put her hand against his cheek. “You need a shave. You can use my lady’s razor in there.”


“That sounds like changing the subject.”


“Stan, your detective skills might work on the rest of the guilty out there, but I’m innocent. You are barking up the wrong tree. There is no problem, no health issue, no worries.” Georgie smiled, but Stan didn’t smile back. Georgie knew he was worried she was keeping back something from him about her health. “Can’t a woman want to talk to her ex-husband about the future without him getting all suspicious?”


“The future?” Stan said raising both eyebrows. “Could it be I have finally worn you down?”


“Don’t go getting your hopes up,” she chuckled.


“Why you little vixen, I knew you’d get tired of playing hard to get.”


“I’m not playing, and the only thing I’m tired of is your leering.” Georgie headed toward the door.


“Okay. You’re sure you don’t want to join me? Maybe just to cool off,” he teased, arching his right eyebrow.


“I’m not hot.”


“You are from where I’m sitting.” He reached around and gave Georgie’s backside a pinch, making her yelp and slap his arm.


“I’m meet you in the lobby,” she called as she grabbed a stack of business cards from her suitcase just as Stan stepped into the bathroom. Just as she shut the door to the room, Georgie noticed a shadow like someone ducking out of sight. Slowly, she crept down the hallway. Her footsteps were almost inaudible against the thick carpet that was a pretty royal-blue color with gold and orange swirls throughout. The walls were white and lit by small, soft lights every couple of feet. It was the sound of the elevator ping that made Georgie hurry in the direction of the elevator bank.


Just as she rounded the corner, she was positive she saw Maggie hustling into the elevator and dodging into the corner, her back partially turned as she frantically pressed the buttons. Before Georgie could say anything, the doors slid shut.


“What in the world?” Georgie shook her head and slowly approached the elevator call button, pressing the down arrow. The hair on the back of her neck stood up as she contemplated the fact that Maggie knew what room she was staying in. She felt the irrational fear that Maggie was going to jump out at her from underneath the decorative desk in the hallway or appear from around the corner. It was irrational. It was completely impossible. But the woman had just been here in the hotel, a place she didn’t belong, and she had tailed Georgie like a common criminal.


When the second elevator pinged, Georgie jumped. The doors slid open to reveal a couple dressed like some kind of characters, but who were obviously going to the convention. Letting out the breath she didn’t realize she had been holding, Georgie felt all her muscles relax as she smiled and stepped inside. There was safety in numbers.


When the doors opened in the lobby, Georgie was ready just in case Maggie was there. With her hands up defensively, she stood still as she quickly scanned the people in the lobby. The couple, not paying much attention to Georgie, scooted past her.


Letting her breath out in a sigh, Georgie didn’t see Maggie anywhere. There was a manager standing near the check-in counter who looked up as Georgie approached.


“Excuse me.” The man smiled pleasantly at her interruption. “I’m supposed to meet a friend here, but I don’t know if I’m even at the right hotel. Can you tell me if there is a Maggie Hoffentop staying here?”


“Of course. Just let me check.” He pushed aside one of his associates from their workstation and quickly typed in the name Georgie had given.


“I don’t see a listing for anyone by that name.”


Again, Georgie let out a deep breath. “Thank goodness.”


“Is there another name she might be staying under?” the manager asked innocently. But his words echoed in Georgie’s mind. What if she was staying under an alias? What if she was secretly hiding out, watching Georgie come and go waiting for the right opportunity to catch her alone? The thought made her shiver.


“No.” She shook her head and thanked the manager for his help. She found a single chair against the wall and quickly took a seat. She knew Stan was a great guy, but this was starting to get a bit creepy. Sure, she was close to him, but they had a history. Why wouldn’t a woman understand that? And if Stan was one of those weird men who obsessed about his ex-wife while on dates with other women, that wasn’t Georgie’s fault.


“Georgie, you watch too many true-crime shows. Stan is a police detective. Maggie works for the police. She’s not crazy. You can’t even be sure it was her in the elevator,” she muttered out aloud to herself. A man sitting on a similar chair just a few feet from Georgie was watching her. “I’m not even sure it was her. Except for the fact I know it was her,” she said loudly, to which the man shrugged.


Finally, Stan appeared stepping off the elevator. He looked better with his hair clean and his eyes bright and wide. He hadn’t shaved, though.


“Didn’t want to risk the Lady Schick on that handsome face?” Georgie asked, wondering if she should mention seeing Maggie skulking around the elevator bank.


“I know you like it like this.” He rubbed his chin, smiling seductively.


“You are too much. Now I’m sure that this dude has probably bludgeoned six or seven more people now because it took you so long to get glamorous,” Georgie teased. “But we might be able to find him if we are persistent.”


“That’s the spirit, Georgie. Nothing like a little passive-aggressive motivation to get the job done,” Stan said holding the door open for her.


On the way to the convention center, Georgie gave Stan as clear and precise a description as she could, telling him what he was wearing and the best she could remember of his facial features.


“You are sure it was a real beard and not a disguise?” he asked as he wrote everything down in his little notebook.


“Yeah. It was a real beard.” Georgie put her new sunglasses on, causing Stan to stare at here. “What?”


“Those are interesting.” Stan quirked an eyebrow at her.


“Aren’t they wonderful? The man I bought them from made these himself. I thought they were great,” Georgie said. “Isn’t it amazing what people can do? Creativity blossoms wherever it is cultivated.”


“That’s really beautiful, Georgie.”


“Beauty and brains, that’s me,” she said, tapping her temple.


Once inside the event, Georgie left Stan to find Aleta. First, she checked the food court, but she wasn’t there. So, she headed over to the booth Phil was operating.


“Hi, Phil.” She smiled and waved. “Have you seen Aleta around?”


“Hi, Georgie,” he replied. “She said she was going to the Serpentius booth. She said you had painted that image.”


Georgie nodded modestly.


“It’s amazing. It’s what half the vendors have been talking about,” Phil said before a group of kids came up to his booth looking for a couple of specialty comic books.


“Thanks, Phil. I’ll let you get to work. I’ll find her.” Georgie turned and started walking toward Beau’s booth. Aleta was chatting with Neesee when she walked up.


“Hi. Sorry I took so long.”


“Yeah. Stan was there? Sleeping?” Aleta pursed her lips.


“Yes, I had to wake him up,” Georgie snapped. “If you aren’t too busy focusing on things in the gutter, maybe I could talk to you for a second.”


“Look at her blush,” Aleta said nudging Neesee. “Stan is her ex-husband.”


“Oh?” Neesee raised her eyebrows.


“My sister likes to tell stories. It’s a symptom of her Jumping Frenchman Disorder. When she gets startled, she rambles on about nonsensical things without even truly being aware of what she was saying,” Georgie said sadly nodding her head.


Neesee laughed as Georgie handed her a fresh stack of business cards and then took her sister by the hand and merged into the crowd.


“You won’t believe this,” Georgie said, holding Aleta’s hand tightly.


“Oh, no. Did you and Stan . . . ?” Aleta made a certain gesture with her fingers making Georgie gasp.


“You are disgusting.”


“What, disgusting? You had three kids. I know it wasn’t because there was a star in the sky . . . three times,” Aleta said and giggled.


“Can you pull yourself together for just a minute while I talk to you?” Georgie hissed. “This is important.”


Before Aleta could say anything else, Georgie relayed her encounter with Maggie. By the time she was finished, her hands were shaking, and Aleta’s eyes were wide with worry.


“Are you kidding? I can’t believe it.” She swallowed hard and looked around just in case Maggie was sneaking up on them from behind them. “Tell me you told Stan.”


“I couldn’t. He looked exhausted. To pile all that kind of drama on him when he’s trying to solve a murder just seems selfish,” Georgie said. “And I saw the bearded man sneaking around here. In fact, I want to go see the Nuclear Wolf booth.”


“How can you want to stick around with Maggie Hoffentop following you?” Aleta said. “She’s got issues. It’s not smart to tempt this kind of crazy. You’ve got to tell Stan.”


“She’s not going to do anything to Stan. Come on. Let’s go to the Nuclear Wolf booth,” Georgie said.


“How can you concentrate on that?”


“Isn’t it crazy? Murder is a more relaxing topic to focus on than Maggie Hoffentop.” Georgie took a deep breath, and they headed off into the bustling crowd of conventioneers.
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As they neared the Nuclear Wolf booth, Georgie saw Tabitha having a heated discussion with Dell, Cole Ness’s assistant. “Go inch your way over there and eavesdrop on what they are saying,” she instructed Aleta.


“What? Why me?”


“Because they know what I look like. I talked to Tabitha this morning and Dell yesterday. They’ll think you are just lost because you are wearing L.L. Bean instead of a costume. Go on.” Georgie nudged her.


“What am I going to say if they ask me what I’m doing?”


“Just start sobbing,” Georgie said. “Wail, beat your chest, whatever you think would make you look like a grieving fan.”


“That’s brilliant.” Aleta snickered as she slowly left Georgie’s side. “Watch your back.”


Aleta was right. Georgie looked around nervously hoping not to see Maggie again. But as luck would have it, as soon as she looked to her left, she saw the bearded man. He was loitering around a display while nervously looking over to Dell and Tabitha. Did he know them? Was he waiting for a chance to talk to one of them? Both of them? Neither of them?


Just to get out of view of Dell and Tabitha, Georgie casually approached the bearded man. His face was doughy, and his eyes skirted the Nuclear Wolf display nervously.


“It’s such a shame, isn’t it?” Georgie interrupted his train of thought. He looked down at her and gave an awkward half-smile. “You were at the mixer last night. That was you, right?”


The bearded man took a deep breath, swelling his chest and shifting from one foot to the other.


“Yup. That was me,” he said proudly looking at Georgie as if he were expecting an argument.


“Georgie Kaye,” Georgie said extending her hand.


“Malcolm Heady,” he proudly replied like he was saying Ernest Hemmingway or D. H. Lawrence.


“Malcolm, what did you mean when you said Cole was a thief?”


“I don’t know what your definition of thief is. In my book, it is someone who steals something that belongs to another person,” he said quickly and eagerly. Georgie realized that this man was not afraid to talk.


“Did he steal something from you?” she asked, trying to look sympathetic. Malcolm let out a snarky chuckle and rolled his eyes before taking a step closer to Georgie.


“I was an intern with him. Actually, I was nothing more than the guy that he whined to about how hard the graphic novel business was. As if I didn’t know. Every once in a while, I got to see what he did in his studio. Usually he was playing video games on his phone, but sometimes he’d sketch doodles or concepts.”


“How did he manage to see what you were creating?” Georgie asked.


“Well, one day we were waiting for a phone call about a loan he’d taken out to keep his house.” Malcolm smirked again. “The guy didn’t know how to handle money. So, we were at his studio, and he was playing his video games on his phone while waiting. I just started to sketch the character I was kicking around in my head. And just so you know, he wasn’t named Nuclear Wolf. That sounds like a bad movie from the 1980s.”


Georgie took note of Malcolm’s demeanor. He really thought a lot of himself, and Georgie didn’t think this attitude was all that different from Cole’s.


“My character was called Atomic Hound.” Malcolm sniffed and cleared his throat, rocking a little on his heels as he waited for Georgie to gasp with awe. She nodded.


“You see, Cole had asked to see my work and if I had any panels put together, you know, a storyline for the Hound.” He looked over his shoulder at the Nuclear Wolf booth and rolled his eyes before continuing. “I thought he was doing what a guy would do when he had an intern. I thought he was going to help me. Show me the ropes and offer encouragement. Heck, maybe I even thought we’d work together on something. I never expected him to steal my idea.”


“Have you considered hiring a lawyer?” Georgie tried to sound like she really thought Malcolm had a case.


Malcolm snickered and tilted his head condescendingly. “He confiscated all my work.”


“I’m sorry I’m not following. How did he manage that?”


“Very sneakily. He came to my house. Can you imagine how excited I was to have that? To have this guy who was into the same stuff as me, who had a couple of minor successes under his belt, showing an interest in my work?” His face twisted in anger and pain. “I thought we were friends.”


Malcolm stood there for a few minutes, his lips pulled down in an angry frown, stroking his beard as an obvious comforting mechanism. “Not a week after being at my house, he let me go as his intern.” Georgie watched him clench his teeth while the hand not stroking his beard opened and closed at his side.


“Did he give you a reason?”


“Not until I showed up for like the third time at his house pounding on his door and demanding answers. Of course, it was only a couple of minutes before the police arrived telling me I was going to be arrested for trespassing.”


“My goodness,” Georgie gasped. “That had to be a terrible shock to you.”


“Shock? That’s putting it lightly. The cops gave me thirty seconds to get off his property or else they’d Taser me and take me to the station and press charges.” He clicked his tongue. Sweat started to form on his forehead. His neck was getting red and blotchy. Georgie didn’t find it particularly hot in the convention center.


“The next thing I know, Graphic Novel News is praising the new up-and-coming graphic novelist Cole Ness and his creation, Nuclear Wolf.”


“I’m sure it seems like Cole stole your idea, but maybe it’s just some hurt feelings on your part?” Georgie felt like she was poking a hornet’s nest, so she hurriedly added, “I’m not implying he didn’t do what you are saying; I’m just an outsider looking in after all.”


“Well, I can assure you that is exactly what he did because he pitched my female heroine thatI hadn’t spoken about to him at all! I’m sure you’ve heard of Black Pine.”


Georgie raised her eyebrows helplessly. She hadn’t heard of more than half the characters that were being featured at Wizard-Hero-Con. It wasn’t surprising she had never heard of the Black Pine, but that didn’t mean she didn’t exist. However, it was obvious her ignorance was like a slap across Malcolm’s face, making him jut out his lower jaw in frustration.


“I never told anyone about Black Pine. She was my creation for myself. She talked to me. Her adventures were private. And Cole Ness stole her away, putting her out into the world without permission. She was who got him noticed. Now she won’t even look at me. I can’t create anything that even slightly resembles her anymore.”


Georgie started feeling uncomfortable; this was getting a little weird. Malcolm was speaking emotionally about what amounted to nothing more than a drawing. Even as a fellow artist, she knew her best works that she cherished and enjoyed were nothing more than paint on canvas produced by talent on loan from God. They were not alive.


Georgie was sure of one thing—the man standing in front of her was not well. Perhaps, Cole Ness did steal his characters. Perhaps, he took his concepts and made his own graphic novels based loosely on them. Georgie couldn’t be sure. But there was no denying that Malcolm had some issues.


“Look. Just look at the way those people are carrying on.” He jerked his head toward a small group of people who appeared to be paying homage at the Nuclear Wolf booth. “Those girls should be searching me out. They should be sending me their phone numbers and photos of themselves.” He glared at Cole Ness’s fans.


Georgie took a step back as Malcolm started to become even more animated—scratching his beard, tugging at his shirt, fidgeting with his watch. He was not acting like a normal person. But Georgie was sure that the majority of people attending this event were not totally normal to begin with. But unlike Malcolm, most people here didn’t feel they had been robbed of a never-ending stream of young women and money.


“Well, if you are as talented as all that, I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before you get your work out there, Malcolm,” Georgie said in a soothing voice.


He whipped his head around and stared at her.


“Isn’t that right?” She folded her arms protectively across her chest. “You can’t let this stop you now. This is your chance to turn the tide, so to speak.”


“Turn the tide?” Malcolm started to laugh, but it wasn’t a real laugh. It was an almost hysterical cackle. Georgie felt that, even in the pavilion with a couple of thousand people around her, she was all alone. If this man wanted to suddenly go primitive on her, she’d suffer some serious blows before anyone would stop him. When she looked around, no one was even paying attention to her and Malcolm. That made her even more nervous


He stopped laughing and looked at Georgie without speaking. Instead, he smiled and nodded his head slowly up and down.


“It was nice talking to you, Georgie,” he said as if he had secretly hated her since the second she had approached him and was only now comfortable enough to reveal it. With his chin up, Malcolm started to walk toward the Nuclear Wolf display. It wasn’t until Dell looked up that he quickly changed his direction and started to go in another direction. Away from the hallway where Cole’s body had been discovered.


A shiver ran up Georgie’s spine, and she was sure that she’d just spent the last few minutes talking with Cole’s killer. He had the motive if what he said was true. Even if it wasn’t true, like the part about his character Black Pine communicating with him, he certainly thought it was. And the perception of an insult is enough for some people to seek revenge of the cruelest kind.


Smoothing out her shirt and pushing her hair back, Georgie saw Aleta was still loitering close to Dell. Taking a deep breath and desperately trying to shake off the willies, Georgie marched right up to her sister, slipped her arm through Aleta’s, and pulled her far away from the display.


“You won’t believe who I was talking to,” Georgie said breathlessly.


“Judging by your flushed cheeks, my first guess would be Paul Newman, but he’s dead.”


“This is no time to joke, Aleta.” Georgie fanned herself with her hand. “I was talking to the bearded guy. From last night. The guy they had thrown out. I think he did it. I think he killed Cole Ness”


“Why do you say that?” Aleta asked, nervously looking around.


Within two minutes, Georgie had rattled off what Malcolm had said, how he said it, and why he felt so cheated by Cole Ness. “It’s a recipe for revenge, Aleta. And I think he did it.”


“It certainly sounds that way, but you sent me over there to eavesdrop on Dell, and I did. I’m wondering if it wasn’t a group project,” Aleta said. She was terribly calm, and Georgie asked her how on earth she could stay so composed.


“Well, we are in a room full of people. No one can attack us here. Plus, we are just a couple of middle-aged ladies closer to older age than anything else. Who would think we were up to something?”


“I don’t trust anyone.” Georgie looked around, suddenly finding herself sneering at the people in costumes as they passed by. “These people are weirdoes.”


“Be that as it may. Do you want to hear what I heard or not?”


“I do. But I think we should go back to the hotel. I need to be in a safer place than this. Too many eyes on us, Aleta. Too many eyes.” Georgie held her sister’s arm tightly, and they left the convention center. The fresh air and the sounds of the city brought reality back into focus for her.


Once they were back at the hotel and inside their room that had been neatly cleaned by room service, Georgie let out a long, deep sigh and sat on the bed.


“Feel better?” Aleta asked.


“I do. I think I was just having a bit of a sensory overload. That poor Malcolm was talking like a crazy person. He doesn’t know that I’m an artist too. I know how it feels to create something from nothing. But he was just eaten up over Cole Ness’s success. If what he said was true, I feel for him. But if he took matters into his own hands and bludgeoned the guy to death, well, sympathy only goes so far.”


Aleta opened one of the bottles of complimentary water and handed it to Georgie who took a long drink.


“Okay. Tell me what you heard,” she said, handing the bottle back to Aleta who too took a long sip before telling Georgie what she’d overheard.


As it turned out, Tabitha wasn’t just a girl that Cole knew from before he became a success. She had been his friend for a long time, but from what Aleta could hear, she was dating Dell, too.


“How can that be?” Georgie asked. “I heard her talking with him last night and it sounded like they had broken up. This morning she made it out that Cole had been fooling around on her all the time.”


“I think she was doing a little fooling around herself,” Aleta said, taking a seat on the other bed and pulling her legs up Indian style. She continued, “I heard Dell, who was just as nasty and snotty now as he was before his boss had died, tell Tabitha everything had worked out better than he’d hoped.”


“In fact, his exact words were, ‘I expected there to be a lot of publicity, but this is bigger than Lincoln being shot. We’ll be able to coast on this for a couple of years.’”


“That’s not too suspicious,” Georgie scoffed.


“Then Tabitha asked him about the promise he’d made. That made him mad because he growled, and I’m quoting here: ‘Don’t bring that up here. Jeez, do you ever use your brains or is it all in your backside?’” Aleta smirked and uncrossed her legs. “Ouch, that hurts the legs. I’m too old to sit like that anymore.”


“What a prince.” Georgie shook her head and frowned.


“Yeah, well, Tabitha certainly isn’t a princess. Her reply was, ‘You never complained about my backside before,’ and then she glared at him like this.” Aleta shrugged her shoulders and folded her arms across her chest the same way she’d seen Tabitha move.


“Did they say anything more?” Georgie asked.


“I heard Dell say something about playing it cool or else the police would be all over them, and that wasn’t what he wanted.” Aleta shrugged again before continuing. “He told her that now he needed her to just walk away and let him handle things there. He said a lot of people were going to want to talk about this, to spill their guts, to cry about the great loss. He’d have to make it look good.”


“My gosh. We should just call Stan and wrap this up before dinner time,” Georgie harrumphed. “I can’t believe they didn’t catch on to you listening in.”


“They didn’t have a clue I was listening.” Aleta was certain. “They were too busy making plans. But from where I was, it was pretty obvious that Dell was the brains of the operation. He didn’t want Tabitha to help. He told her it would look bad.”


“Compared to what?” Georgie made herself laugh. “Compared to actually killing the guy? Their shenanigans were hardly a blip on the morality radar.”


“Before I could do anything, Dell grabbed Tabitha’s arm and pulled her to the far corner of the booth where I couldn’t hear. But I could tell by his body language that he was not happy with what Tabitha had just threatened.” Aleta went on to describe how she had seen his fingers digging into Tabitha’s arm even as she tried to pry them loose. That hadn’t stopped Tabitha from shaking her head defiantly and poking him in his chest, though. “They obviously had something to do with what had happened last night, but to what degree they were involved, I don’t know.” Aleta suddenly stopped and pointed up. “Although . . .”


“What?” Georgie looked up thinking Aleta was indicating something either on the ceiling or in heaven. She was wrong on both counts.


“There was one thing I noticed that I’ll bet no one else saw.” Aleta straightened her back proudly.


“What is that?”


“Yesterday, when you were trying to talk to Dell and he was being rude to you, I was hanging back pretending to look at all the things at the display. I counted twenty-two trophy thingies. Guess what?”


“What?” Georgie’s eyes were wide, and she clapped her hands.


“There are only twenty-one of them there now. I’ll bet the one that is missing is our murder weapon.” Aleta polished her nails on her sweater and smirked. “Those things look heavy. Dell would easily be able to swipe one without anyone noticing or even being suspicious of him if they did see him take one. Heck, he could probably walk around with one in his hand and no one would think twice about it. He’s Cole Ness’s right-hand man. Of course, he’s carrying around one of his awards. Why wouldn’t he be?”


“You are really on to something, Aleta. But where does that leave Malcolm?” Georgie asked.


“I think you just had a conversation with a guy who is nothing more than a stalker that was escorted out of the place yesterday.” Aleta shook her head and frowned. “He probably dreamt that story up.”


“Stranger things have happened.” Georgie took a deep breath and let it out. “So, what do we do now? We’ve got overheard conversations, but no real proof that anyone did anything more than hate Cole Ness and is now celebrating his demise.”


“I certainly can’t think with nothing more than an elephant ear and some coffee in my system.” Aleta stood and held her hands out to help Georgie up. “Why don’t we stop at the restaurant and have something to eat. Then, I say we head back to the convention and see what Stan says.”


“That sounds like a plan,” Georgie said.
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They took a seat in the hotel restaurant next to the window. Before long, there was a cheeseburger with a double chocolate milkshake in front of Georgie, and Aleta was sizing up the triple-decker BLT with a strawberry milkshake that had been placed in front of her.


“This looks great. I didn’t realize how hungry I was,” Georgie said.


“Same here,” Aleta said. In between bites, she and Georgie talked about some of the characters they’d seen. Aleta wanted to find something for Emily to say thank you for pet-sitting. Georgie suggested a pair of sunglasses like hers.


“Aren’t they wonderful?” Georgie said slipping on the intricate goggles.


“You look like you are ready to do laps in a pool,” Aleta teased.


“Come on. These are fantastic. They are retro-futuristic,” Georgie said as she looked around the restaurant that had quickly filled up with the lunchtime crowd. But something caught her eye at the far end of the dining room.


“Retro-future . . . whatever. I know Emily would like them. Somehow your sense of style continues to rub off on her. But I suppose it could be worse.” Aleta talked but Georgie wasn’t listening. She was too busy staring.


“Georgie? Is something wrong?”


“I think the person behind that menu is Maggie.”


“Where?” Aleta turned and boldly scanned the restaurant.


“Over there.” Georgie pointed.


There was a person with a menu up in front of their face. Aleta got up from her seat. Tugging her shirt down at the hem, she took a step.


“What in the world are you doing?” Georgie tried to grab her sister’s sleeve.


“I’m going to tell her that she’s not dealing just with you but me, as well, and if she doesn’t stop, I’ll file a restraining order in the precinct where she works.”


But before Aleta could make her threat, the person behind the menu jumped up and quickly scurried from the restaurant, leaving the twins looking after in surprise. It was Maggie.


“How about that?” Aleta sniffed and cleared her throat. “I scared her.”


“Aleta, what is going on? This kind of stuff only happens in movies. Fatal attractions and stalkers. It’s just in the movies, right?”


“Looks like not always,” Aleta said after sitting back down.


“My gosh. That woman made me almost not be able to drink my milkshake,” Georgie said bending the straw to her lips. “I guess I better tell Stan.”


“I think you should, Georgie. You just don’t know what Maggie is capable of.”


They finished their lunch with Aleta doing most of the talking, telling Georgie this situation with Maggie was serious. She suggested getting security cameras at her home and maybe a couple of motion-sensor lights on the house.


“You don’t really think all that is necessary, do you?” Georgie gasped.


“I’m not sure,” Aleta replied, taking the check from the table and pulling her wallet from her purse. “But I can’t say enough that this isn’t normal behavior for a grown woman.”


After they had paid and left the restaurant, Georgie suggested they walk back to the convention center to find Stan. The sky was overcast, but it was still pleasant with a cool breeze coming off Lake Michigan. The water was spotted with sail boats off in the distance.


There were hundreds of people walking, running, bicycling, and roller-blading along the lakeshore pedway. Georgie didn’t say anything as she and Aleta walked along arm in arm, but her mind was a jumble of thoughts that felt like someone had emptied out a 1000-piece jigsaw puzzle in her brain— all the pieces were jumbled in a pile, everything looked like it went together, yet nothing fit. The stress was starting to give her a headache, and she was afraid she wasn’t going to be able to enjoy the rest of the event.


Once inside, Georgie pulled on Aleta’s arm, tugging her out of the main stream of foot traffic. “I don’t think I should say anything to Stan about Maggie.” She pinched her eyebrows together and avoided Aleta’s gaze.


“What? Why not?”


“I don’t know, Aleta. Something in my gut is telling me to keep quiet about it. At least for now. What has she really done except sneak around and spy on us? And it’s only because we are here at this event all mixed together. If I were home and Stan was at his own place, I’ll bet she wouldn’t be acting so crazy.”


“I don’t know if she’s the one acting crazy,” Aleta interrupted. “Georgie, I’m not saying you should go and tattle to Stan, calling her names and telling him to book her. I’m just saying you should tell him not only for your own safety but for his, too.”


“I’m going to think about it. But I do think we should tell him what we’ve learned about Dell and Tabitha.”


“Okay, Georgie.” Aleta slipped her arm through her sister’s. “If you say so. But if I see that woman lurking within five hundred feet of you, I’m telling Stan immediately.”


“It’s a deal.”


The convention was in full swing. People were bustling about, inching their way through the crowded floor talking and laughing. Money was being exchanged for merchandise. From the looks of it, the vendors were doing great business.


“Georgie!” It was Neesee waving from the middle of a sea of people.


Georgie waved back, and she and Aleta headed over.


“I’m glad I found you,” Neesee said. “Do you have any more business cards? We think someone stole the last stack you gave us.”


“Stole it?” Aleta shook her head like she thought she might have heard Neesee wrong.


“Yeah. I guess there has been a good deal of thieving going on.” Neesee folded her arms across her chest. “We’ve heard that there was a replica of a saber-wand from Galaxy Wars that was stolen. It’s only worth about four hundred dollars. A signed picture of Deep Dweller is missing. That was worth a couple of hundred. Plus, people are saying they are missing little bits of inventory, jewelry, shot glasses, you know, stuff that can easily fit in your pocket. I think even the Nuclear Wolf booth has been hit. No respect for the dead.”


“I’ll bet.” Georgie gaped at Aleta. “Do you know what was stolen from their booth?”


“Oh, of course not. Dell won’t talk to regular vendors like us. Just the police,” said Neesee with a smirk. “Beau went over to see if he could help but was quickly turned away by some of Dell’s yes-men. It’s funny. Cole is dead, and it’s a terrible thing. He did have parents after all. But it hardly seems like he’s gone with everyone who comes from that particular space carrying on his legacy of being a grade-A pain in the butt.”


“Are the police over there now?” Georgie asked.


“I think so. They’ve been talking to all the vendors who’ve had stuff stolen. I don’t know what they wanted with all your business cards, Georgie. Just to be jerks, I guess.” Neesee winced as she spoke.


“It’s okay. I think I have some more. I’ll bring them by later.” Georgie was distracted. Before Neesee could say another word, she and Aleta were moving through the crowd toward the Nuclear Wolf booth. It was swamped with people, photographers, and police officers, and tucked deep inside the mix was Stan. But before Georgie could reach him, Officer Mosey blocked her path.


“Hi, Georgie. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you past.” His voice sounded strange.


“I just need to bend Stan’s ear for just a second.”


“I’m sorry, Georgie. I can’t let you through.” Mosey looked at Aleta and then looked over his shoulder. It was obvious that he felt awkward about what he was doing, but if those were his orders, he couldn’t get around them.


Aleta followed his gaze. Suddenly it all made sense. Maggie was standing next to Stan.


“It’s okay, Mosey.” Aleta patted the big officer’s shoulder before taking her sister by the arm. “We’ll catch up to him when he’s not busy. Come on, Georgie.”


“No. He’ll see me. He always . . .”


It was too late, and Georgie saw Maggie had already gotten to Stan’s ear. Was she really as upset as she was pretending to be? Was it that? Could it be? Was she actually crying?


For a second, Georgie wasn’t sure what to do. Part of her wanted to push through Mosey and confront Maggie right there. But another part of her wanted to just run away. What was wrong with her? She’d faced tougher people than this. She’d faced the threat of cancer. She’d been threatened with bodily harm by crazed criminals. Was she really about to turn tail and run from a woman with a chip on her shoulder?


Yup. That was exactly what she was going to do.


“I’m sorry, Mosey,” Georgie said without looking at him. “I’ll catch up to Stan later. How are you holding up?” she asked, finally looking up at the big officer.


“Could have used a few more hours of sleep, but that’s nothing new.” He smiled showing off the gap between his teeth.


“Well, you be careful. We’ll see you later,” Georgie said and started walking off alone. Aleta smiled at Mosey and hurried after her sister.


“Georgie, wait.”


“You know, Aleta. Maybe Maggie is right. Maybe I rely too much on Stan and should take a step back. Sure he’s a good guy and my best friend after you, of course.”


“Of course.” Aleta’s voice was soft with concern.


“I’m going to go and make a list.” Georgie nodded. “I’m going to go make a list of all the things we learned about Dell and Tabitha, and I’ll pass that along to Stan. He can do what he wants with it. But I think it would be best to let Maggie have this one.”


“Do you want me to help? I can take excellent dictation.”


“No, Aleta. I’m in the mood for a little alone time.” Georgie straightened her back, pulled her eye patch down, and headed off toward the exit.


When she stepped out into the common area of the event, she felt like she’d lost her bearings. All around her were people in their favorite comic book hero T-shirts or dressed in character. They had beautifully wild hair and clothes and carried props of all sizes with them. It should have been fun, but Georgie suddenly felt like a fish out of water. One person made her feel like she no longer belonged.


Maybe she was getting too comfortable in her situation. Could that be it?


“Well, why the heck shouldn’t I be?” she muttered. “I put up with quite a bit from that man. Quite a bit. Has he paid his dues? No. Not hardly. Not where I’m concerned.” Her steps became quicker as she headed in the direction of the exit and, ultimately, the hotel.


Her thoughts about Stan and Maggie wrapped her mind up so tightly that she didn’t want to be bothered with so much as the doorman. She wanted to be alone, sooner rather than later. That was one of the great things about being in the city. She could be on a crowded street and still be able to enjoy her solitude.


Sure, some people looked at her pirate getup, but no more than they looked at the people dressed like spacemen or superheroes in tights who also were meandering down the sidewalk.


“The problem is I don’t even know who to be mad at. Maggie or Stan. Maybe both for good measure.” She continued to quietly mumble to herself as she crossed beneath Lake Shore Drive using the pedway. This particular route branched off down a scenic sidewalk that lead to a side entrance of The Blackstone Hotel. It was just a couple steps off the main street, down a curved sidewalk with a tiny patch of grass on one side and the entrance to an alley on the other. There were two green city dumpsters and the rusty steps of a fire escape dangling down like weird, rusty vines against the opposite building. Georgie wanted to wash off the grime of the day and start over fresh. Heck, maybe she’d even take a nap and just vow to talk to Stan tomorrow on the last day of the event.


“Now isn’t the time to go off half-cocked. What you need is a hot bath, a change of clothes, maybe a Hershey bar, and then you’ll be ready to face Stan and Maggie and whatever else might be thrown in your way.” She stopped where she was to dig in her purse for her hotel key card. Before she could find it, she noticed someone standing unusually close to her. Had she not been wearing the patch on her eye, she might have noticed him sooner. When she looked up, her heart jumped.


“Malcolm,” she stuttered as she pulled her patch from her eye, “what are you doing? Are you staying at this hotel?”


“You are a really hard person to get alone,” he said.


“Get alone?”


“You’ve always got that woman hanging around you. I knew if I was patient, I’d finally see an opening but even Job would have been getting antsy by now.”


“What are you talking about, Malcolm?”


“I thought Cole was hard to get alone. That Dell was always hovering around somewhere, looking for any chance to act like a big man when everyone knew he was just dragging along on Cole’s coattails.” He licked his lips nervously. “There was always a woman around Cole, too. Tabitha. Rachael. Zoey. I hate the name Zoey.”


“Me too,” Georgie stuttered, not knowing what else to say as she backed further into the alley. “Malcolm, I was just about to go buy myself a Hershey bar. Would you like to come with me? I’ll buy one for you too.”


He grinned, but there was nothing kind about it. Malcolm Heady had written a story in his head. Georgie was going to be the next victim to fall to whatever hero or villain he’d dreamt up.
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It was only a few long strides to get to the hotel door. All Georgie had to do was climb up four cement steps, yank open the door, and run to the lobby as if the devil was chasing her. The only thing in her way was Malcolm.


“Surprisingly, Dell didn’t follow Cole to the bathroom last night,” he chuckled. “It really is surprising. I didn’t think Cole knew how to wipe his own a . . .”


“You didn’t have to kill him,” Georgie interrupted. “You could have sued him. You could have exposed him as a fraud.”


“What?”


“Now, you’ve just made him even more famous, and no one will know anything about your talent or your work. They’ll just know you as the guy who killed Cole Ness,” Georgie said as she slowly took a step backward. Her hands were out behind her, her fingers splayed as she felt for something, anything that might help her. So far, she’d just come up with air.


“What are you talking about? I’m going to be huge. This is going to be bigger than the Kennedy assassination.” Malcolm’s lips were wet with spit. “Not that anyone today cares what happened to Kennedy.”


“But you said Cole stole your ideas. You accused him of that in front of everyone.” Georgie tilted her head as if even she didn’t quite understand her own words.


“Did I say that?” Malcolm asked as he reached into medium-sized souvenir bag that the Wizard-Hero-Con staff had been passing out for free to all the attendees. In his hand was a silver tube that at first Georgie thought was a lead pipe. Whatever it was, it had to be the same thing he had used to kill Cole.


“What are you coming after me for?” Georgie stuttered. “I didn’t steal anything from you. I didn’t take your work and call it mine. In fact, I gave you a sympathetic ear. A shoulder to cry on. I didn’t even go get security, which was probably a bad idea now that I look back.”


“You were snooping around the entire show.” He gritted his teeth. “You thought you were so smart following me. I was following you. I saw you talking with the detective and the officers. I saw you sneak into the crime scene. I saw you arguing with some other woman. From where I was standing, she really gave it to you. What were you doing? Trying to steal her man? I’d have quite a few more restraining orders if people really knew me. If they’d just pay attention.” He chuckled as if it were nothing more than a game of hide-and-seek.


Georgie believed him. How he had snuck back into the mixer, she didn’t know, but she had seen him with her own two eyes. He was used to doing this. And from what she could gather, this wasn’t his first rodeo.


“Did you see who was stealing my business cards? That would be helpful to me,” she asked more to let out her nervous energy and think for a second. She didn’t expect him to actually know.


“Some woman with a camera. Blond curly hair. She took the whole stack. I thought it was a little weird, but look at where we are.” Malcolm shrugged.


Georgie couldn’t believe it. A teeny part of her brain worried about what Maggie wanted her business cards for, but she forced herself to focus on Malcolm and the silver tube he was smacking gently into his hand. “Killing me isn’t going to get you anything. I’m a nobody. I still owe on my mortgage.” Georgie kept backing away from Malcolm as she tried to stall him and kick-start her brain into coming up with some kind of escape plan.


“You painted the design for Serpentius,” Malcolm hissed. “Everyone is talking about it. You are hardly a nobody. In fact, your death might make me even more famous than Cole’s will.”


“So, the need to work and create something in order to become famous . . . that just slipped your mind? Hard work not in your vocabulary?” Georgie snapped.


“Does this not look like hard work to you?” Malcolm smacked his hand harder with the thing Georgie thought was a pipe. It wasn’t a pipe. It was a prop. She’d seen it before in the commercials for some old science fiction movie. “Although, I have to admit that the human skull does crack a lot easier than I thought. Cole went down immediately. A woman your age, probably even quicker,” he snarled.


Georgie had no plan. Nothing came into focus. Suddenly, she was keenly aware of the smell coming from the dumpsters. The sickeningly sweet scent of rot and decay. If Malcolm killed her here, he could just as easily toss her body in the garbage. She wouldn’t be found for days, maybe longer. With a sudden burst of adrenaline, Georgie scrambled to get past him. If she could get to the street, she could scream for help. But Malcolm, for a doughy soft-armed fellow, was quick and grabbed her before she could make it.


With one arm around her neck, Malcolm wrapped his other arm around Georgie and pulled her violently into him, using the rod as a bar to keep Georgie from escaping.


“Don’t you dare make a peep.” His breath was hot and foul in her ear. “If you make this easy for me, I’ll reconsider going after the woman who was always with you. What did you call her? Aretha?”


“Aleta,” Georgie sighed.


“Aleta.” He jerked Georgie as he tried to pull her further into the alley. The movie prop felt cold and heavy against her stomach. Malcolm wouldn’t let it go and instead tried to hold her back with it. There was no doubt it was the weapon he had used to bludgeon Cole Ness. Georgie felt certain he was going to use it on her if she didn’t do something about it.


Her best idea was to just fight. With renewed determination, Georgie tried everything. Jerking her head back and forth, she hoped to maybe catch Malcolm with a head butt. At the same time, she stomped on his feet over and over, kicking backward trying to make contact with one of his shins. That was when she remembered something she’d read online. The underpart of a person’s arm close to the armpit was more sensitive than the rest of the arm, especially when that fleshy meat was pinched and twisted. She wasted no time and grabbed at the soft, tender flesh under Malcolm’s arm.


“Yeow!” he howled. “You witch!” Malcolm screamed as Georgie’s thumb pressed the loose bit of skin between her thumb and the second knuckle of her index finger, squeezing and twisting as if her life depended on it. Malcolm’s grip loosened just enough for Georgie to break loose and dash to the side door of the hotel.


With strength she didn’t know she had, she yanked the door open and ran inside. There was no one at this end of the hotel. But voices could be heard down the narrow hallway that had a small gold plaque on the wall which read LOBBY.


Georgie hurried in down the hallway just as Malcolm pulled the door open and came after her. Her eyes were wide. She heard his footsteps pounding up from behind her. Her own voice called for help, but it seemed so small, no louder than a whisper. Georgie turned her head slightly over her shoulder and saw Malcolm gaining on her. He was limping. She must have gotten a couple good stomps in. She was glad about that. But it wasn’t over. Malcolm was no longer a portly bearded fellow in a T-shirt and jeans. He was a charging angry bull.


After that one look behind her, Georgie picked up the pace, bursting into the lobby where she collided with a solid object in a police uniform. It was Mosey, and Aleta was right behind him.


“My gosh! Georgie! What’s the matter?” Her sister rushed to her side.


“It’s Malcolm! He’s behind me! He killed Cole Ness!”


Mosey looked in the direction Georgie had just come from and saw Malcolm come to a quick stop and then turn around. The huge police officer took off after him.


“Georgie. Georgie.” Aleta was almost crying. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” The entire hotel lobby had come to a standstill watching the drama unfold.


“What happened?” Aleta asked, holding her sister’s hands.


Georgie explained everything that had taken place after she had left the convention center. Her breath was starting to slow down, but Georgie was drenched with sweat.


“Had I not been thinking about Maggie, I might have seen Malcolm sooner.” She ground her teeth. “Or maybe if I didn’t have this patch on, I would have seen him sooner.” She shrugged feeling defeated.


“I knew not to let you go off by yourself. Something in my gut said to follow you, even if you said you wanted to be alone.” Aleta stroked her hand. “I’m glad I did. Mosey just felt awful for having to tell you that you couldn’t talk with Stan. He knows the history you guys have. He told me that Maggie Hoffentop has quite a reputation at the precinct, too.”


“Well, that’s good to know,” Georgie chuckled.


“I’m sorry.” Aleta started to laugh too as tears filled her eyes. “You might also want to know that I stepped in something really disgusting as I hurried over here.”


“Did you?” Georgie laughed harder. “I think I really stepped in it, too.”


“Oh, Georgie Kaye.” Aleta put her arm around her sister and hugged her tight.


It didn’t take long for Mosey to return to the hotel with his hands full of Malcolm Heady whose arms were behind his back secured with a plastic zip strip, his head down so far his chin was touching his chest.


Within minutes, a squad car pulled up in front of the hotel and Mosey stuffed Malcolm into the back seat. He’d sit there until every witness was interviewed, statements were taken, and evidence was collected.


“Georgie, I have to ask you some questions,” Mosey said.


“I know the routine, honey. Don’t feel bad.”


“You want to tell me what happened?” he asked gently.


Georgie told Mosey everything, remembering to mention the weapon Malcolm had threatened her with, giving a quick description and her opinion that he’d stolen it from one of the vendors at the convention.


“Weapon? He didn’t have any weapon on him,” Mosey said.


Georgie looked at Mosey as if he had said he was going to conduct the rest of the interview in song. Then her eyes widened, and she snapped her fingers.


“The dumpsters. When he got a glimpse of you, Mosey, he took off, and I’ll bet he dumped it in the garbage dumpsters just outside. If it isn’t in one of them, it’s definitely around there. I’d bet my life on it.”


Mosey agreed and sent another officer to go search the dumpster.


“I think that’ll do for now, Georgie,” Mosey said as he flipped his notepad closed. “We might need to contact you later for a follow-up.”


“I hope you do, Mosey. I’ll have cookies and coffee ready for you.”


The big officer blushed and smiled as he looked to Aleta, then patted Georgie’s hand before excusing himself to go and talk with a few members of the hotel staff.


Within minutes, the officer Mosey had sent to search the alley returned. In his blue latex-covered hands, he held the weapon Georgie had described. It had indeed been found in one of the dumpsters.


“You don’t think the cross contamination will be an issue?” Aleta asked Georgie as they remained sitting on the loveseat, watching the police do their work.


“I don’t think so. Cole’s skull and brain matter are probably imbedded into that thing. There is probably some hair as well.”


“Eww. Did I need to know all that?” Aleta grimaced. “A simple yes or no would have been enough.”


“It’s how you learn, Aleta. I’m giving you Crime Scene Investigation 101.” Georgie sniffed and cleared her throat.


“Okay, professor. Class is over. Can we go home now?”


“And miss the last day of the convention? Not likely,” Georgie huffed. “I’ve got a special outfit planned for tomorrow. I can’t let it go to waste.”


“Heaven forbid.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “Uh-oh. Heads up.”


Georgie looked in the direction Aleta had nodded and saw Stan walking through the door. She raised her hand in a half-hearted wave when he saw her.


“Do you want me to leave you two alone?” Aleta whispered.


“Yes. But don’t go far. I’ve learned my lesson.” Georgie squeezed Aleta’s hand before her sister stood and went to the opposite side of the lobby to look out the window.


“Are you all right?” Stan asked.


“Yeah. I gave Mosey all the gory details. I think the weapon was some kind of movie prop. I heard that there were several vendors claiming things had been stolen from their booths. Malcolm probably did it to cause confusion.” Georgie shrugged. “Listen to me, I’m rambling.”


“Look, Georgie, I know you’ve been through a lot this afternoon. But at some time, you and I are going to have to talk about what you did to Maggie.” Stan placed one hand on Georgie’s and squeezed it gently.


“What I did to Maggie?” Georgie felt like Stan had just given her a bouquet that squirted water in her face. “What are you talking about?”


“She said you chased her out of the restaurant.” He pointed toward the restaurant door that was connected to the lobby. “She also said you called her some names and . . .”


“And you believe her?”


Stan ran his hand through his hair and looked away, unable to meet Georgie’s accusing glare.


“I’m asking you a question, Stan. Do you believe her? Have I ever, in all the years you’ve known me, not to mention the years we were married, ever been the jealous type? Have I ever made a scene, gone after someone just because they were talking to you?” Georgie felt her blood starting to boil; she’d been through enough today. She didn’t need this and worse yet, she didn’t deserve it.


“I’ll tell you this, Detective Toon.” Georgie pointed her finger in Stan’s face. “You want to know the truth? The truth is I love you. I’ve never stopped loving you. But you screwed it up. You threw it away to feel young again. To be a bachelor again. To play cowboy and have an adventure that you thought was better than watching the kids grow or having dinners with me.”


Georgie didn’t realize her voice was raised and most of the people in the lobby were looking at her. She stood up from her seat, still pointing at Stan and jamming her finger into his chest.


“You’ve got what it takes to be an adventurer, Stan. I just don’t think you’ve got what it takes to be a husband. And that breaks my heart even more because it’s what I want.” Georgie swallowed and wiped a tear from her cheek. Aleta pushed her way past the gawkers and hurried to her sister’s side.


“Oh, what’s the use talking to you,” Georgie huffed. “Go on and take care of Maggie. See if I care. I’m used to taking care of myself. You of all people should know that.”


Aleta looked at Stan and shook her head letting him know he’d made a big mistake. She was pretty sure he already knew. The color fell from his face, and he just looked down at the ground, studying his boots and letting out a deep sigh.


“Can you believe that?” Georgie sniffled as they got into the elevator alone. “That Maggie told him we chased her from the restaurant? How could he even entertain the thought?”


“She’s a real piece of work. I’m worried about Stan,” Aleta said.


“Oh, I’m not worried about him. He told me when he was digging for gold he would sleep under the stars on the ground and that he’d often hear the snakes slithering past. He’s used to bedding down with serpents, I guess.”


“Speaking of which,” Aleta said, “if you feel like leaving, that’s okay. You know Beau and Neesee will understand.”


“Leaving? Nope. I’m going to enjoy the last day,” Georgie said as they walked down the hallway to their room. “The event has been fun. And let me tell you what that crazy Malcolm Heady said. He said everyone was talking about my painting of Serpentius.”


“Really? That’s great. So, he was like your first professional stalker.” Aleta held the door to their room open for Georgie. Once inside, she locked the deadbolt and slipped the safety bar in place. Malcolm may have been in the back of a squad car, but Maggie was still out there.


“I think I was sort of an afterthought,” Georgie chuckled.


“Well, it’s the afterthought that counts.”


“The vendors sometimes cut their prices on the last day,” Georgie said as she removed her jacket and kicked off her shoes. “We still need to pick up something for Emily.”


“Georgie, did you mean what you said to Stan?” Aleta asked, following her sister and kicking off her shoes, too, before climbing onto the bed to sit cross-legged again.


“How dare he think I would chase someone out of a restaurant?” Georgie sat down on the edge of her bed. “He knew that couldn’t be true, but you know what I think? I think he wanted it to be true. I think a guy his age really wants to have two women fighting over him. Am I wrong?” she asked Aleta, not giving her time to answer.


“As if being handsome and smelling good and taking care of a crack in the wall or a stuck drain at your ex-wife’s house isn’t enough. Nope. Gotta have a catfight on the verge of breaking out in order to feel like a big shot.”


Aleta chuckled at her sister’s description.


“Aleta, I meant every word.” Georgie stood up and stretched, pushing her shoulders back. “But I don’t expect too much from that man. I learned a long time ago that was a mistake. I’m going to take a nice hot bath. When I’m done, should we get something to eat?”


“That sounds good,” Aleta replied. She didn’t say anything else as Georgie went into the bathroom and shut the door. Part of her wanted to call Stan and tell him to get his behind up to the room to make amends with Georgie once and for all. Still, another part of her thought it wasn’t her place to interfere.


Before she could do anything, there was a knock on the door.


Aleta looked out the peephole and bit her lip. It was Maggie. Leaving the safety bar in place, Aleta opened the door.


“What do you want?”


“I’d like to talk to Georgie.” Maggie raised her chin defiantly.


“Over my dead body.” Aleta squinted and watched as Maggie shifted from one foot to the other. “Maggie, I think you’ve said enough.”


“Do you? Well, you can tell Georgie for me that Stan is driving me home. I just thought she should know that he more than likely won’t be answering his phone.” With that, Maggie turned and walked quickly away, head high.


Aleta quietly closed the door, hoping Georgie hadn’t heard any of the conversation. She held her breath and listened. The water was running so loudly filling up the tub that she was sure her sister hadn’t heard anything. That was good. Aleta had no intention of relaying Maggie’s message. But as soon as she had the chance, she’d have words with Stan about it.
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“I’m not sure I can be seen with you looking like that,” Aleta said as she and Georgie got into the elevator with their weekend bags in their hands.


“What are you talking about? The event isn’t over.”


“Who are you supposed to be? In case anyone asks.”


“Hmmm, Aleta, let me see. Leopard print off-the-shoulder dress, a ropey vine around my neck. I’m only wearing the bodysuit underneath because I’m modest.”


“Where are you keeping your pocketbook?” Aleta said with a snicker.


“Ha, smarty-pants. In this.”


“What is that?” Aleta shook her head.


“You’ve seen my monkey backpack before. Remember. I wore it to Tony Salvani’s funeral,” Georgie replied.


“Oh, yeah. Gosh, Tony Salvani. How long has he been dead?”


“About three years now,” Georgie mused. “That was a shame. A heart attack at his age. Heck, that’s our age.”


“It just goes to show you never know the time or place.” Aleta pressed the button for the lobby.


“Right. So wear your leopard print whenever you get the chance.”


“I don’t know about all that,” Aleta said as the doors opened, and they walked through the lobby. There were still many conventioneers milling around and waiting for the event to open to the public for the last day.


After Georgie and Aleta flashed their badges to get in with the vendors, Beau and Neesee immediately spotted them.


“Georgie! Thank goodness you are all right!” Beau said scooping her gently into his big, burly arms. “We heard what happened yesterday. Everyone assumed the worst.”


“Thanks to Aleta, I’m okay,” Georgie said once she could catch her breath. Beau might have tried to be gentle, but he didn’t know his own strength.


“You look great, Georgie. But I think I like Aleta’s T-shirt better,” Neesee said. Aleta had taken off her jacket to reveal her Serpentius T-shirt. Aleta blushed with pleasure at the compliment.


They chitchatted a little longer before Georgie and Aleta said their goodbyes in order to see what might be on sale that they could scoop up for Emily. When the doors opened, there weren’t as many attendees. Some of the vendors were already starting to pack up their booths.


“This really was an action-packed weekend,” Georgie said.


“I’m telling you. They could so easily make a movie out of everything that happened in just the past three days. Fact is stranger than fiction.”


“You’ve got that right. Who do you think they’d get to play me if they made our story into a movie?” Georgie asked.


“That’s a good question. Does the person have to be alive?” Aleta asked.


“One living and one dead.”


“Okay, living, I’d have to say that woman from the movie about the two women on the lam for shooting some dude? They drive off a cliff at the end? You’d be the shorter woman.”


“Oh, yeah. Okay. I could see that. I think.” Georgie cocked her head thinking.


“She’s always a little slutty in her movies.”


“Your point, Aleta?”


“I’m just stating a fact. Now, who do you think would play me?”


“I know exactly who would play you,” Georgie snapped excitedly. “That woman from that movie with the alien that pops out of that guy’s chest.”


“Okay, you know I’ve never seen a movie like that. I don’t like movies like that. Has she been in anything normal that I might have seen?” Aleta whined.


“Yeah, she was in, um . . . I can’t think of it now. But whatever. Both of those ladies aged very gracefully. I think we have our all-star lineup for The Kaye Sisters: The Movie.” Georgie linked her arm through Aleta’s. “Sophia Loren would be who I’d want to play me if I could resurrect her to about age twenty-eight.”


“Georgie, I’m sorry, but you don’t look anything like Sophia Loren,” Aleta chuckled. “Not a thing.”


“From the neck up, maybe. From the neck down, you could barely tell the difference.” Georgie laughed making Aleta laugh along with her.


It was true what Malcolm Heady had said that everyone was talking about the artist who had done the Serpentius painting. It made Georgie anxious to get home to see if there were any new clients looking to hire her. Also, the news of Malcolm’s arrest had spread.


“What’s going on over there?” Aleta tugged Georgie’s arm and pointed toward the Nuclear Wolf booth that was quickly being dismantled by a bunch of guys who worked for the convention center. “My gosh, Georgie. In all the excitement, I forgot all about Dell and Tabitha. I was sure they’d had something to do with Cole’s death.”


“So did I. Funny how someone threatening to beat your brains out makes you forget everything.” Georgie looked around and saw Stan was behind a couple of uniformed guys. “I suppose we could ask.”


Aleta looked at her sister and saw sadness on her face. It was the first time ever that Georgie and Stan were in the same room and Georgie didn’t want to talk to him.


“Why don’t we wait for the papers? It won’t hurt us to find out like normal, everyday people.” Aleta soothed her sister. When Georgie nodded her agreement, Aleta slipped her arm through her sister’s, and they turned, walking away in the opposite direction.
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“Oh, Aunt Georgie! This is beautiful!” Emily squealed. “I’m going to wear it out this Friday.” She put on the brown top hat Georgie had picked out for her. Instead of a flower or a bow on it, there was a cluster of gears and gadgets that mirrored the ones on Georgie’s sunglasses.


“I knew you’d like it. And I know you’re going to let your favorite aunt borrow it, too,” Georgie teased.


“I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll ever take it off,” Emily said after giving her aunt a big hug and a peck on the cheek.


“Has the paper arrived?” Aleta called from the kitchen. She had made some hot tea and was about to pull a batch of sugar cookies from the oven.


“I’ll go check, Mom.” When Emily left the kitchen, Aleta looked at Georgie. “Did you hear from Stan?”


“No.”


“It’s only been a day. He’s probably up to his eyeballs in paperwork.” Aleta knew paperwork had never kept Stan from Georgie before, but there was always a first time.


“Maybe.”


Just then the women could hear Emily laughing and talking to someone as she came back into the house.


“Aunt Georgie, you have a visitor.” Emily giggled. “See you later, Uncle Stan. I have to get back to the office. Do you like the hat I got?”


“It suits you,” Stan said. “But then again, you can make anything look pretty.”


Georgie smiled as she watched Emily flit from person to person for a kiss and a hug goodbye. Bodhi, who hadn’t left Georgie’s side since she got back home, gave Emily a couple of licks but nothing more. Then, Georgie looked at Stan.


“You look like a man whose dog just died,” she said.


“I’m just dreading going to work today. That’s all,” Stan said walking into the kitchen where Aleta had set a cup for him, too. “Hi, Aleta.”


“Stan,” Aleta said but didn’t turn around.


“Here’s your paper. Emily said you were waiting for it? Any particular reason?” Stan handed it to Aleta.


“We wanted to see if there was any follow-up to what happened at the convention. There seemed to be quite a buzz going on around Cole Ness’s booth when the event was over,” Georgie said. “We didn’t want to get in the way, so we didn’t go and ask.”


Stan winced at the words. He knew why Georgie had said it. He’d told his guys to keep everyone away. And he meant everyone.


“Well, I can tell you. Seems that there was an embezzlement scheme going on with Mr. Ness’s manager, Dell, and one of Ness’s girlfriends. They’d been siphoning off money from Cole’s accounts for some time,” Stan said.


“It’s a shame Cole didn’t have someone faithful to watch out for him,” Georgie said. She patted his hand gently.


Just then Aleta’s phone rang. “I’ll be right back.” She picked up her cell phone and hurried into the other room to answer it.


“You’re right. You can’t put a price on that,” Stan replied sadly. The kitchen became uncomfortably quiet. But that didn’t stop Stan from scooting his chair closer to Georgie’s and looking at her from beneath his long eyelashes.


“You can’t use that look on me anymore, Stan.”


“Georgie. Things have taken a strange turn.”


“That is the understatement of the year.” Georgie leaned closer to him. Darn him and all his sweet-smelling cologne. “But I know I don’t own you. We are not married anymore. You can do what you want with whoever you want. Stan, I want you to be happy.”


“You know what would make me happy?” he said quietly, his voice sounding soft like velvet.


“What?” she replied in a whisper.


“This.” He leaned in and kissed her gently, quickly on the lips. When he leaned back, Georgie’s eyes were still closed. When they finally fluttered open, she punched him in the arm.


“What the heck, Stan! Do you know Maggie is ready to fight me behind the bleachers after school because of you? Do you know she swiped all of my business cards from Beau’s display table? All of them.”


“What? No she didn’t, and no she isn’t ready to fight you. She’s afraid of you.”


“Huh! That’s what you think. I’ll bet she’s outside right now spying on my house with binoculars, wearing diapers so she doesn’t have to leave to take a pee break at the Hardee’s down the street.”


Stan chuckled.


“I knew you’d think it was funny,” Georgie harrumphed. “And after I was almost killed, my own ex-husband tells his officers not to let me pass.”


“Georgie, I was talking with Maggie. How would that have looked if I let you come back and talk to me? She’s really not a bad person.” Stan shrugged. “Plus, when you’ve got it . . . you’ve got it.”


“You’ve got it, all right.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “I got you a souvenir. Do you want it?”


“A present? For me?”


Georgie went to her overnight bag and pulled out a plastic bag with no writing on it. Just then Aleta came back smiling happily.


“Who was that on the phone? You look like you just won a sweepstakes,” Georgie grilled her sister.


“It was Phil,” said Aleta with a smirk.


“What? You told me you weren’t interested in him,” Georgie snapped as she pretended to be upset.


“We had a few things in common and decided to get together for coffee. You know, I don’t need to clear everything with you, Georgie. I can make a few decisions myself.”


“She does like to call the shots, doesn’t she?” Stan chided his ex-wife gently.


“Do you want your present or not?” Georgie handed the bag to Stan. He reached inside and pulled out a T-shirt with the picture of Serpentius on it.


“This is cool,” he said. “I know this is your painting. Everyone was talking about it. Even Mosey and the guys were wrapped up in it. Thank you.”


“Wear it to work, and make sure Maggie knows it’s my design,” Georgie said with a smirk. “More tea?”


“I’d love some,” Stan said. “Aleta, you want me to run a background check on this Phil guy?”


“That’s a good idea, Stan. Do it,” Georgie answered.


“Don’t listen to her. She’s got issues of her own,” Aleta said and laughed. “Hey, Georgie. Who should play Stan in the movie about us?”


“Marty Feldman. If he were still alive.”


THE END
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THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR purchasing this early-release book made available exclusively to my readers group, Sandi’s Sleuths, before the book was made available on any other retailers.


You are probably already subscribed to my group, but if you ended up here and are not subscribed, head over to my website and join us.  That way you will be the first to hear about other exclusive opportunities like this one.


www.SandiScottBooks.com.


I love to stay in touch with readers and periodically give out free books, advanced copies, and other fun stuff.


Email me at sandi@sandiscottbooks.com


Stay cozy,


Sandi
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I am so grateful to my readers every day for reading my books, making it possible to keep writing. As a gesture of appreciation (and because it is really, really fun) – I feature a reader’s pet on the cover of each book in this series!


For each book, I host a contest where you can enter your fur baby to be the next cover model. I love seeing all your fur babies and reading their stories.  The prizes of winning the contest are digital images of any artwork done of the winning pet, a free paperback copy of the book, and the opportunity to write the dedication to the book.


I am so grateful to my readers every day for reading my books, making it possible to keep writing. As a gesture of appreciation (and because it is really, really fun) – I feature a reader’s pet on the cover of each book in this series!


For each book, I host a contest where you can enter your fur baby to be the next cover model. I love seeing all your fur babies and reading their stories.  The prizes of winning the contest are digital images of any artwork done of the winning pet, a free paperback copy of the book, and the opportunity to write the dedication to the book.


This month’s cover model is Mars – a brave Frenchie!


[image: A dog sitting on a bench in front of a building Description automatically generated]


HERE’S WHAT RENE HAD to say about him.


Mars was a protector, as each of his names mean protector.  He was my daughter’s dog but he and I bonded first as she was filling out paperwork with the breeder.  He was a French Bulldog aka Frenchie.  He learned what ‘go potty’ meant in the shaded grass in the parking lot after I gave him water.


I let her hold him as I drove to PetSmart then I carried him the hour and a half we were in the store.  He started out on my shoulder, went to sleep and sort of slid down to the crook of my arm while we walk through the store.  People going aww and petting him did not disturb him in the least.  I got him his first stuffed toy Hedgehog, the only stuffed toy he never demolished, which slept with him.


He happily “helped” his mom and new dad tear out the carpet and linoleum the living room and kitchen.  He had tile grout all over him each day when they finished working a section tile and very reluctantly submitted to a bath every night rather than once a week (just like a boy).


This is not cute but defines him – Mars would stand between my daughter and the front door when the doorbell rang.  He never moved but would make a low growl if he did not like who was there.  100% of the time he was right... most were scam sales men who left quickly at the growl but one tried to shove open the door and Mars attacked and drew blood that dripped on the walk as he ran.  The police used the blood to confirm the person later that day as a rapist going around different neighborhoods.  Bad people must smell different from good I suppose.  (I had a poodle who did that too).  Mars got first approval when my daughter started dating her now husband.  (He growled at the door before it was opened if it was her ex on the other side.  Brilliant Boy!)


Mars always slept with me on top of the sheet (his back to mine at my shoulder) when I visited them or they visited me or I babysit.  Mars had two younger ‘brothers’ Thor and Ares. (I named them protector names as well).  He potty trained them and they learned to be protectors too.  They also slept with me one at my waist and the other at my feet.  Mars loved to sit on my lap or beside me in the recliner or on the sofa.  We believed he thought he was people too, only with four legs.  He knew he was really bad when he got all three of his names said.  Just like the kids but much less often LOL.


Mars, and his brothers, intensely disliked squirrels and got his exercise making them run back up the trees if they dared to touch the yard or got within jumping distance.  We used to laugh at his and the boys’ antics wondering what one would do if they caught one.  He loved to sniff flowers and play in the kiddy pool when it was really hot and bask in the sun.  He loved to go to the dog park and play with his brothers and with the other dogs and walk in the wooded part sniffing flowers.


Mars developed a brain tumor (not uncommon in Frenchie’s) when he was 6.  Medication let him be his normal self for most of a year.  He had to be put to sleep on September 2017.  My daughter and son-in-law had a paw print made when he was well and took lots of pictures.  They gave me a remembrance frame with the paw print on one side and picture on the other along with 14 other pictures I did not have.


I am soaked with tears as I write this.  I bred, raised, and trained champion poodles for 8 years and had dogs most of my life and none have affected me as much as Mars.
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The following is a preview of Murder off Broadway by Sandi Scott, part of the Pet Portraits Cozy Mystery series.
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“Georgie, I really don’t think you should have a drink on the plane.” Aleta Kaye said as she watched her twin sister add on another layer of bright red lipstick.


“Why? It’s after five o’clock. We are going to New York City. The Big Apple, Aleta.” Georgie said as she checked her face in a tiny hand-held mirror. “One of the greatest fashion and art cities in the world.”


“What does that have to do with having a cocktail?” Aleta asked.


“We aren’t just Aleta and Georgie Kaye, tourists from Chicago. We are Aleta Kaye, financial advisor to the power brokers of the Windy City and Georgie Kaye, visual artist.” She batted her eyes at Aleta. “And as such we are vacationing away from it all, getting a little us time in a place where we can just blend in and not be hounded by the demands of our clients.” Georgie adjusted her flatcap and then her blouse.


“Again, why have a cocktail?”


“Because we usually don’t, Aleta. We aren’t us. We’ve turned into us 2.0. And we are travelling first class. You can’t not have a drink in first class. It’s like viewing the Venus De Milo with arms. It’s just unnatural.” Georgie smiled and pressed the button for the stewardess. Within seconds a cheery looking lady with lots of make-up and a red and blue scarf around her neck appeared.


“Can I help you?” She asked the Kaye sisters cheerfully.


“Yes, Melissa.” George said, noticing the stewardess’ nametag. “We’d like two champagne cocktails if it isn’t too much trouble.” Georgie busily adjusted her hat once more.


“Absolutely. Would you like anything else?” Melissa sounded like making sure the twins’ every need was filled was something she wanted to do all day.


“What do you have by way of desserts?” Georgie asked.


“We have sea salt and caramel ribbon ice cream. We have...”


“Sold.” Georgie said immediately. “Two please.” She held up two fingers topped by perfectly manicured red nails.


“That is a dinner of champions if I ever heard one.” Melissa chuckled. “I’ll be right back.”


“See. Nothing weird. No alarms went off. No one is staring at us.” George snuggled into her seat. It was just a matter of minutes before Melissa returned with a tray holding two champagne cocktails that glistened gold with thin streams of bubbles floating to the top and two 3.5 oz. individual cartons of ice cream.


By the time they finished their ice cream and champagne the Kaye sisters were eagerly counting down the miles until they landed. Georgie took out her sketchbook and began working on a few rough drafts of a Husky that she would be painting when she returned home. Aleta took out her book of sights to see in New York.


“Now, we have to see the Statue of Liberty.” Aleta mumbled.


“Yes.”


“And, of course, pay our respects at Ground Zero.”


“Of course.” Georgie nodded as she continued to draw.


“But those are the only two things that I had on my bucket list. I hear that New York City’s China Town is something to see and apparently it goes on for miles.” Aleta said more to herself than to Georgie.


“That might be fun. They always have the most beautifully patterned clothes in really bright colors. Oh, yes. I think I need a kimono.” Georgie said as if she was demanding to be seen by a doctor.


“Don’t you already have one?”


“Yes but not one from New York. The one I have is from Chicago’s China Town.”


“Right. I’m sure there’s a difference in there somewhere. Will you be picking anything up for Stan?” Aleta asked, looking over at her sister and innocently batting her eyelashes.


“Why did you have to say his name? We are on vacation.” Georgie grumbled. “I; managed the entire trip through the airport, through the boarding gate and up to this very moment without thinking of him and then you go ahead and drop him right in front of me again. What’s wrong with you?”


“I’ve just noticed that he’s paying a little more extra attention to you lately.” Aleta patted her sister’s hand. “And I’ve noticed that you aren’t shunning him like you used to. It’s just an observation. That’s all.”


“Look, after Stan’s crazy ex-girlfriend tried stalking and threatening me, I think the least he could do is make an extra effort to smooth things over.” Georgie discovered a tiny bit of ice cream remaining on her spoon and carefully licked it off, deliberately not looking at Aleta.


“Maggie Hoffentop.” Aleta mused. “What a loon. And just think. You used to be considered Stan’s crazy ex-wife.” Aleta teased. “But seriously. You’d think someone who works for the Chicago Police Department would have a little more sense than to behave that way to another officer’s ex-wife.”


“Maggie is one of those women who thinks a divorce means the couple hate one another.” Georgie shifted in her seat.


“Right. And you don’t hate Stan.”


“Of course not. He’s the father of my children.” Georgie replied.


“And?”


“And he’s handy around the house.”


“And?”


“And what, Aleta? What are you fishing for?”


“And you still love him.” Aleta folded her arms across her chest and smirked. “You can’t fool me Georgie Kaye. Detective Stan Toon is the only man for you and finally, finally, time is healing that old wound.”


“I don’t know about that.” Georgie refused to budge. Stan leaving her to chase after fortune and glory in the California mountains while she raised their three children was still a sore spot. It wasn’t the gaping open wound it had been, and as much as she hated to admit it, she was softening up a bit. But the thought of letting him back into her life on a full-time basis was overwhelming to say the least.


“You can’t tell me you didn’t see the look on his face when you told him we were going to New York City for the week.” Aleta asked.


“All I saw was how happy he was to have Bodhi for the week. He’s going to take that dog to work with him, I just know it.” Georgie shook her head.


“Right. You didn’t see the worry on his face? You didn’t hear all the instructions he had about staying safe?”


“I heard him talking to me like I was a child.” Georgie rolled her eyes.


“You are impossible.” Aleta patted her sister’s hand. “But you can’t fool me. You might have him believing you’ll never forgive him, but we’re twins. Do you really think I don’t know what’s going on in that pretty head of yours? You’re softening up. And you should. Stan was a good man when you married him, and he still is one. Plus, he’s the only guy who can get your cheeks to light up like they are now.”


“Oh posh!” Georgie waved Aleta away, unable to hide her smile. “I’m not listening to you anymore. I’m going to get focused.” She gulped down the last of her champagne cocktail.


“Focused?”


“I don’t know about you, but when I step off this plane I’m going to be ready for anything. This is going to be the vacation to top all vacations.” Georgie squared her shoulders and adjusted her blouse again.


“Saints preserve us.” Aleta replied.


#
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IT WAS ALMOST NINE in the evening at LaGuardia Airport when Georgie and Aleta’s plane landed. By the time they grabbed their luggage from the lonely baggage claim, hailed a cab, rode to the heart of New York City and checked into The Brass Hotel the city was just coming to life.


Unlike many of the older hotels considered landmarks and regular spots where the elite and famous rest their heads, the Brass Hotel was a new building offering cheaper rates for their grand opening.


“If the rooms are anything like the lobby,” Georgie whispered as they approached the check-in desk. “This will be great.”


“It’s very blue.” Aleta said, looking around. “It makes me feel like I’m in an episode of Buck Rogers.”


Georgie nodded as she studied the abstract prints that were framed along the walls. It was obvious the designs were modern interpretations of New York City landmarks. They were all primarily in blue hues with splashes of yellow or orange or hot pink to add interest and contrast. The paintings, even if they were a little cliché, conveyed a pride in the city. Georgie could identify with that as she felt that same pride for the Windy City.


The furniture, smooth, rolling pieces in gray and yellow fabric, was grouped in four small clusters across the lobby. It was the blue wall sconces that gave everything the soft feeling of being underwater. Georgie rather liked it and as she approached the only person behind the reception desk she smiled.


“You must love coming to work here every night. It’s so calming.” She said. The man behind the desk was unusually tall and thin, his Adam’s apple a fine point in the middle of his neck. He smiled looking down at least a foot to meet Georgie’s gaze.


“It can be.” He replied. “How can I help you?”


“Checking in.” Georgie said, pulling out her credit card. Within minutes they had their room keys and were on the elevator to the twentieth floor.


“I love staying at hotels.” Aleta said, stifling a yawn.


“Me, too. You want something, they bring it to you. Dessert at midnight? Why, of course. Oh, you’d like someone else to make your bed and pick up all your wet towels? Don’t worry. We’ll do it.” Georgie said as she waved the little plastic card over the door handle of room 2022. With a click and the flash of a green light the door unlocked. After stepping inside, they awkwardly stood there, shoulder to shoulder looking at the room.


“Well, it’s nice and we have two beds.” Georgie said, pulling her wheeled suitcase up beside her, accidentally hitting Aleta’s leg.


“Yes.” Aleta smirked. “And if I have to make any sudden movements I’ll step outside in the hallway where there is room.”


“It is rather cramped, isn’t it?” Georgie wrinkled her nose.


“This is New York. You aren’t going to get the kind of space we are used to having at Betty’s Bed & Breakfast. And, let’s face it. We aren’t even going to be in the room that much. This is just a place to sleep and for that it is plenty big enough.”


“See, that’s what I love about you, Aleta. When we get lemons, you are the first to make lemonade.” Georgie hugged her sister.


“Well, there will be plenty of squeezing going on in this room out of necessity alone.” Aleta laughed as she pushed past Georgie and flopped her bag on the bed furthest from the window. Georgie started to laugh and left her bag at the door and maneuvered past her sister to the bathroom. Flipping on the light, she laughed even harder.


“What? What is it?” Aleta asked.


“If you think the room is small just wait until you see the bathroom.” Georgie had tears in her eyes, she was laughing so hard. When Aleta peeked in to see nothing more than a clear glass shower stall next to the toilet and a pedestal sink she joined Georgie in gales of laughter.


Once they had their things unpacked and devised a plan covering how not to step on each other’s toes when they got ready the next day, they decided a nightcap in the lobby bar might be nice. As they walked past the reservation desk the young man who had checked them in asked how they liked their room.


“It’s very cozy.” Georgie replied, thanking him for asking.


“That was a nice way to put it.” Aleta slipped her arm through the crook of Georgie’s arm.


“Heck, I’ll bet that hotel room is bigger than his apartment.” Georgie joked. The lobby bar was not completely empty. There were a few folks chatting at the bar and taking up a couple of tables. But Georgie and Aleta managed to find a table for two by a window. After ordering two New York style chunky chocolate chip cookies and two hot chocolates the ladies relaxed.


“I don’t know, Georgie. Do you see any difference between here and Chicago?” Aleta whispered, careful not to be overheard by any locals.


“I was just thinking the same thing.” Georgie said. “Everything seems bigger here.”


“Except our room.” Aleta laughed.


“But I’d say the two cities are pretty much the same.” Georgie finished her hot chocolate and yawned. “But I’m still going to keep up my glamorous persona. No one knows us here. It will be fun. Are you with me?”


“Of course. Shall we head back to the presidential suite?”


“By all means.” They laughed.
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Everyone in New York City seemed to wake up at the same time. Early. And everyone who had to be somewhere had to be there fast. By the time Georgie and Aleta made their way to the hotel restaurant the tables were crowded with hungry breakfast seekers. The hotel lobby was no different.


“What do you say we grab breakfast on the go?” Georgie suggested.


“That’ll work. There is bound to be a Dunkin Donuts or something nearby.” Aleta said as they pushed their way through the revolving door onto the street.


For a moment the ladies just stood still.


Cars wove, stopped, started, and honked in an endless game. People walked quickly past in waves like schools of fish changing directions all at once and then scattering as the walk/don’t walk signs indicated.


“I was wrong, Aleta.” Georgie stood wide-eyed. “Chicago isn’t like this. This is Chicago on steroids.”


“Steroids and meth.” Aleta added, chuckling. “Well, when in Rome.”


Georgie linked arms with her sister as if they were trying to dart into an active round of double-dutch and they merged into the foot traffic.


“So, where are we headed?”


“I don’t know.” Georgie laughed. “Let’s just walk until we see a place to eat.”


It didn’t take long before they found a small cafe called Earl’s Eatery. Although Earl’s breakfast menu didn’t jump out with anything special, the display of pastries in the window was enough to get them to stop in their tracks causing a few people to bump into them.


“I’m terribly sorry.” Georgie said to a short fellow in a suit and tie.


“No worries.” He smiled and winked at Georgie. “Have a good morning.”


“You, too.” Georgie flirted back.


“What has gotten into you?” Aleta teased.


“What are you talking about?”


“You were flirting with that guy.”


“Oh, you’re crazy. I was just being polite.” Georgie insisted as they walked into Earl’s Eatery. “I always heard New Yorkers were a little rough around the edges. So far, that hasn’t been the case.” She adjusted her blouse that had a rather daring neckline.


“Whatever you say, ‘Boom-Boom’.” Aleta smirked as she flipped Georgie’s collar then pointed to two empty seats at the counter. Quickly, they swooped in on the two seats at the counter. The red leather stools were cracked, and torn but comfortable enough. Within just a few seconds a man in a stained white t-shirt and blue jeans slapped two menus down in front of them.


“Coffee?” He asked, his deep voice reminding Georgie of Darth Vader.


“Yes.” they both said in unison making him chuckle.


After they requested a slice of coconut crème pie and a slice of New York style cheesecake they began to make their plans.


“So, after the Statue of Liberty and Ground Zero, what do we have planned?” Aleta asked. “I hope it will be eating our way from one end of Manhattan to the other.”


“Well, I have one surprise for you. It didn’t turn out exactly the way I’d hoped but I think it will be fun.” Georgie scooted in her seat and leaned in closer to her sister. “One of my clients has a cousin who has a show playing off Broadway and put us on the VIP list for their matinee this afternoon.”


“Oh, Georgie, that sounds wonderful.” Aleta clapped.


“We will get a tour of the theater. And there will be cocktails prior to the show.”


“What is the play about?”


“Well, it’s rather vague.” Georgie pinched her lips together.


“Vague?”


“Yeah. From what Bruno, my client, told me he said it is sort of a combination of War of the Worlds and Gone With the Wind. I find that incredibly intriguing.” Georgie bounced her eyebrows.


Aleta stared at her, tilting her head.


“I know what you’re thinking, Aleta. But remember that we are in New York. People take chances with their art here and push the envelope. This could be a play that sticks with you the rest of your life and we will be able to say we saw it first, before it became a smash hit on Broadway.”


“What’s the name of it?”


“The Catastrophic Digit.” Georgie said spreading out her fingers and batting her eyes wide.


“Okay.” Aleta chuckled. “I’m game if you are. What time do we have to be there? Do I need to change?”


“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t let you even if you wanted to. That suit looks fantastic on you. You look very Wall Street.” Georgie said, smoothing her sister’s lapel. “You know, I have a rhinestone broach of a rooster in my suitcase. That would look smashing.”


“A rooster?”


Just then the guy behind the counter set down their piece of pie and cheesecake, refilled their coffee cups, added two glasses of water and slipped a check between them.


“Did I tell you the theater is supposed to be haunted?” Georgie said after wiping her lips with a paper napkin.


“No, you failed to mention that little detail.” Aleta said before she took a sip of coffee. “By who?”


“I don’t know.”


“Is that a gimmick to get people in the seats and then incorporate it into the play? The Catastrophic Digit?” Aleta started to laugh. “You do realize that name is comical, don’t you?”


“I’m trying not to judge the artist’s intentions before I see the play.” Georgie said seriously. “But yes, I realize it’s a humorous name. And I don’t know if it’s a gimmick or not. All I know is that now we’ll get to say we saw a play off Broadway.”


“This cheesecake is fantastic.” Aleta mumbled. “If the play is half as good as this cheesecake, I’ll be happy.”


“I think we are in for a real treat.” Georgie replied as she helped herself to a huge forkful of coconut cream pie.
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“WHAT WAS I THINKING?” Georgie groaned as she stepped out of a Yellow Cab. “That was one of the worst decisions of my life.”


“Come on. It wasn’t that bad.” Amelia said as she followed her sister out of the cab and onto the sidewalk. “What did you think? If you want to look out of the crown of the Statue of Liberty you have to walk up steps.”


“They can put a man on the moon but they can’t figure out a way to put an elevator or even an escalator inside the Statue of Liberty.” Georgie griped.


“There isn’t enough room. Besides, that would take away from the experience. You of all people I thought would be especially interested in the architecture from the inside.” Aleta patted Georgie on the shoulder. “How are your feet holding up? I was afraid those shoes might land you in the emergency room.”


Aleta pointed down to her sister’s platform sneakers.


“Thank goodness I wore these and not my other lime green shoes with the wedge heel. It’s only an inch high but I would have slipped on those metal stairs for sure.”


“You are the only person in the world who can say ‘my other lime green shoes’.” Aleta shook her head. “So where is this theater?”


“It should be right around here.” Georgie looked down the street one way and then the other. There was no kiosk. There were no display windows with any posters featured in them. But there was a piece of cardboard box with the words Ring Bell for The Heirloom Theater written in black marker.


“Okay. Well, this is it.” Georgie shrugged and rang the bell. Within seconds a lovely young girl in a vintage cocktail gown answered and welcomed the ladies, holding the door open wide for them.


“Just go on down the hall and up a short flight of stairs.” She instructed them with a deep voice heavy with a southern accent. She was obviously one of the actors.


“If we end up in someone’s living room I’m leaving.” Aleta whispered.


“You will not.”


“It smells like grandma’s basement.” Aleta said. “Like mothballs and jungle gardenia.”


It was a dreary hallway with poorly lit wall sconces that gave off an eerie glow. The air was cool since the building was so dark. There were tin tiles along the ceiling and the floor looked to be the original black and white tile from the 1920s at least. There was one heavy wooden door to their right that read Theater Office. On their left was another door that read Coat Room.


As they rounded a corner and ascended four stairs covered in an old, faded Persian carpet, the entire place opened up. Beautiful murals covered the walls. The carpet was maroon and relatively new. There was a slender bar at the very end of the corridor. A delightful chandelier the size of manhole cover was hanging from the ceiling.


“Good afternoon, ladies.” A bearded gentleman wearing a suit and tie was standing to their right at a small podium.


“Hello.” Georgie replied. I was told to ask for Brian. My name is Georgie Kaye and this is my sister Aleta. We are visiting from...”


“You’re visiting from Chicago. Of course. I’ve been expecting you. I’m Brian Narkle, Bruno’s cousin.” He extended his hand. “I’m so glad you both were able to make it. We’ve got another sold out show tonight and the matinee this afternoon going to be an exciting one. We’ve made a few changes to the play so it’s like I’ll be watching it for the first time with the audience.”


“Georgie mentioned that there would be a tour and that this theater is haunted.” Aleta said.


Brian straightened, looking down his nose with a sly grin. “The theater is haunted. But I’ll save the gory details for the tour.” He extended his arm toward the bar area. “Why don’t you ladies have a drink and enjoy some of our custom desserts while the rest of the guests who are taking the tour join us.”


Georgie and Aleta accepted Brian’s invitation to the desserts. As they walked around to the bar they caught a glimpse of the stage area behind a red curtain that had been pulled back for one of the stage hands to come through.


“Did you see that?” Georgie whispered to Aleta.


“I did.”


“It’s a regular theater in there. There’s got to be at least seventy-five seats. They look like small seats but that is to be expected in New York.” Georgie said.


“I have to admit; I was sure we’d be sharing some smelly couch with some college students who reeked of patchouli. This is a really pleasant surprise.” Aleta added.


Within minutes there were a dozen people milling around sipping cocktails and eating the tiny dessert samples waiting for the tour of the facility to start. Georgie and Aleta had staked out a small spot in front of the sweets table, turning every couple of sentences to grab another cube of brownie, cheesecake, petit four or mini éclair.


“Did you see the woodwork?” Aleta asked.


“And the tin ceiling. How beautiful. This is really a magnificent building. I can only imagine how it had looked before they transformed it like this.”


“I wonder how much it cost.” Aleta whispered.


“I don’t know but I think it would be worth it to say I had my own theater and was able to put on any show I wanted.”


Just as Georgie was about to stuff a sweet morsel in her purse, Brian appeared and clapped to get everyone’s attention.


“Ladies and gentlemen.” He cleared his throat. “I’d like to welcome you all to the Heirloom Theater. We are about to start out tour so grab your drinks and follow me.”


––––––––
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To keep reading Murder off Broadway, get it online.
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Banana Brownies
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Ingredients


	1 banana

	10 dates

	2 eggs

	1 tbsp coconut oil

	1 tsp baking powder

	15g cocoa

	30g blended oats

	40g chocolate (70%)

	30g raspberries



Preparation


	Preheat oven to 180°C

	In a large bowl beat 2 eggs.

	Blend 1 banana and 10 dates (remove pit) until very smooth creamy texture. This will make brownies sweet :)

	Place the blended mix into the bowl with eggs. Add coconut oil, baking powder, cocoa and blended oats. Whisk it all together.

	Place the baking paper inside a pan and pour the mixture inside it. Bake for 20min.

	While baking, place 70% chocolate in a heatproof bowl over a saucepan of heating water (be careful for the bowl not to touch the water). Stir with a spoon until melted. Leave it to cool.

	Serve brownies with raspberries, melted chocolate and make it snow with coconut flour.
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Pomegranate Sorbet
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Ingredients


	3/4 cup granulated sugar

	3/4 cup water

	1/4 cup light corn syrup

	1 1/2 cup pomegranate juice, 100% pure

	Juice of 1 lemon

	Juice of 1 tangerine



Preparation


	In a saucepan over medium heat, heat the sugar with the water until the water boils and the sugar melts. Add the corn syrup, pomegranate juice, lemon juice and tangerine juice and simmer for 5 minutes.

	Pour the mixture into a heatproof bowl, cool completely, cover and chill until completely cold.

	Churn the pomegranate mixture in an ice cream maker according the manufacturer’s instructions.

	Chill the sorbet in the freezer in the airtight container for at least 12 hours.

	Stores well up to several weeks.
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Strawberry Apple Pie
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Ingreditents


	1 Pastry crust

	4 large eggs

	2 tablespoons brown sugar

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	3 large apples, peeled, cored and sliced

	1 12 ounces basket of fresh strawberries, stem and white removed, sliced

	3/4 cup heavy whipping cream



Preparation


	Preheat the oven to 400°.

	Roll out the pie crust in a 9-inch pie dish. Make sure the crust is all the way up to the rim. Poke lightly the dough and place in the hot oven for 5 to 7 minutes.

	Remove and let it cool off.

	In a large bowl whisk together the eggs, heavy cream, vanilla extract and the brown sugar.

	Add the sliced apples and strawberries to the pie dish. Cover with the egg mixture.

	Place a pie shell shield to cover the border of the dough or make one with aluminum foil.

	Lower the heat to 375°. Bake the cake for 40 to 50 minutes. The top should be nice a golden brown, and the middle should not be runny.
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Bitter Salty Perrotini
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Ingredients


	1/4 Cup Blanco Tequila

	1/2 Cup Pink Grapefruit juice

	1/2 Cup Tonic Water, Chilled

	Kosher Salt

	Angostura Bitters

	Limes for garnish



Preparation


	Fill each glass with crushed ice. Meanwhile, pour tequila, grapefruit juice and tonic water into a pitcher with ice and stir.

	Do NOT put into martini shaker and shake or you will be wearing it – tonic doesn’t take kindly to being shoved around.

	Dump ice out of martini glasses. Strain beverage into the chilled martini glasses, add a couple dashes of Bitters and garnish with lime wedges.
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