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      In the beginning

      was Cherry

      and she’s been here for me

      ever since.

      This one’s for you, Big Sister.
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      Ha! I’m not late. I’m early.

      Three minutes early.

      Clara had warned me that tardiness would not be tolerated, and I’d just rolled my eyes. Okay, in my head, I rolled my eyes. Wait, that would be true whether I were referring to physically rolling them [which I was not, as is my point] or figuratively [which I was, which is my point].

      Never mind.

      So, my point? She just assumed I’d be late.

      But I was early.

      By three minutes.

      Yes, I have issues with time.

      Yes, we sort of have a history with time issues, Clara and me.

      But all I needed to do was answer the phone and play receptionist, and for some reason she treated it like me filing our income tax or something.

      Well, we have history there, too.

      My real job is acting. You’ve probably seen me in crowd scenes, doing award-worthy gigs as extras, and on occasion even featured extras with real lines like, “Your coffee, Mr. Drysdale.”

      When the jobs are thin on the ground around North Carolina, which they tend to be way too much of the time, I do temp work. Which means I can handle a receptionist’s desk without dire threats and warnings. Seriously.

      I just wasn’t usually allowed to do them in the family business.

      Today Clara had a dental emergency. She was in misery. But it didn’t stop her from giving me orders, wincing at every word and pressing her palm to her jaw.

      The servants’ stairs were even colder than usual. I scampered down to what had once been the grand parlor and was now both reception and showroom for An Event to Remember.

      I started the fire in the oversized fireplace with a minimum of fuss, called, “Bonjour, mon chére,” to my great-great-great-grandmama hanging high over the heavily carved mantle, then made the circuit around the room turning on every lamp on every table.

      As was tradition, the last to be lit were the Tiffany library lamps on the library table Momma dragged in here when she turned the most infamous plantation home in North Carolina commercial.

      I had just enough time before the antique clock on the mantel chimed the hour to place my elegant gold-tipped fountain pen in front of me on the old games table that served as a receptionist desk, along with my shisa dogs on each front corner, one aiming its ferocious open mouth at the door to protect against evil spirits and the other keeping its mouth slammed shut to hold the good spirits in.

      Our dad was stationed in Okinawa for three years of my impressionable youth and shisa dogs impressed me. I have never been without this pair since. They give a sense of continuity in a life filled with temporary jobs.

      I drew in fresh evergreen scents wafting from the Christmas tree and—yep, there was gingerbread in the air. Desirée and her staff must have come in and begun the day’s holiday baking. Juniper and gingerbread. If only I had some Darjeeling tea.

      Boxes of glass ornaments were stacked on the tree skirt along with rolls of wire ribbon and enough baby angels, cardinals, and glass icicles to crush me with memories of our Grandmama’s trees.

      I don’t ever have Christmas trees, just this big tree. There’s no room in my rooms upstairs. No tree will ever match Grandmama’s, so I don’t even try. Go ahead. Tell Clara I said so. It’s not like I haven’t on one or seventy-twelve occasions.

      I flipped on the sound system and thought about Clara and her really horribly swollen gum and winced. She wasn’t going to feel up to decorating, and yet—an event planner’s parlor-showroom is a testament to said event planner’s talent.

      I could at least get it started.

      Okay, so lights went first so I grabbed the first string. Then you plug it in so you can actually see the lights and know what you’re doing.

      This really wasn’t all that complicated.

      Oh yeah, then you plug the next string into the first string.

      And that’s where things started going horribly wrong.

      The old heavy doorbell chime bonged in the back of the house and I froze.

      During the business day we have the door set up to bong anytime somebody enters or leaves via the front door.

      This was not good.

      But when the front door opened and it wasn’t Clara, I almost broke out into song along with the Beatles [I think the song on the radio was by the Beatles, la, la, la, la, wonderful Christmastime? Something like that. Or was it—?]

      “What now?” Mary Sue Ellen stood over me and judged. She’s a woman of few words and the gravitas to make them count.

      “Christmas lights,” I answered nonchalantly, tugging at the tangle, that had somehow reached out and ensnared me by an elbow and its opposite shoulder, both of which were supposed to do their part by keeping all those loops nice and—

      Well, curses.

      Mary Sue Ellen had been the meanest teacher at Pisgah Cove High when Desirée and I and all our gang were there. I’m so glad nobody told me she’d still be standing over me passing judgment when I was all grown up and in my own home, to boot.

      I stood up and spread my arms and spun. “See? I’m the tree.”

      “Don’t. Move.” At least it was Mary Sue Ellen, her gray bowl haircut hidden under an ancient wool hat, instead of Desirée who was coming to my rescue. Mary Sue Ellen might sniff, but Desirée would mock.

      Desirée strode through the open French doors from the foyer and hooted with laughter.

      Told you.

      “It’s this sweater coat,” I grumbled. “They just snagged onto it like goat head stickers.” We all wear layers in the winter, such as winter is in Pisgah Cove, North Carolina. Even during mild winters you just can’t heat this big old house worth a flip, and this wasn’t a mild winter. “Love your hat!”

      Desirée yanked her red chef’s hat off her head and slid it across my table, exposing her side fades and twisted mini-Mohawk. “You’re not going to distract me.” She whipped her iPhone out of her pocket.

      Mary Sue Ellen drew back and opened her eyes wide as if to get a better focus through her scratched glasses. “My word.” She was one of Desirée’s neighbors and kind of got sucked into our events business by being a pair of willing hands: willing to work and willing to get paid. She was kind of like a sous chef to Desirée’s baking, but that’s not what it’s called. I forget. Plus, Mary Sue Ellen had the green thumb to keep all the plants in the conservatory going, piling them into the public areas with such abandon it sometimes appeared we lived in the tropics.

      “I can’t believe it’s this cold. This isn’t Alaska.” Desirée said as she began circling me. “It’s not as if we have snow to make it worth the coats and mufflers,”

      “I hope you’re figuring out how to untangle me.” I didn’t trust her. “This reminds me of when you started studying your living room walls, right before you ripped everything out down to the bare floors and started over.”

      “Orange walls.” Mary Sue Ellen’s opinion of said orange walls was clear.

      “You know,” Desirée said doubtfully, “I think we’re going to have to cut her out.”

      “Y’all are handy. I’m sure you can get them loose.” I began tweaking at the lights, especially the ones jabbing into me. “Oh! A star! If we only had a star. I don’t see the star,” I grumbled, but spotted a little white puff sticking out of a deep side pocket on one of Mary Sue Ellen’s shoulder bags. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Desirée tugged it out. It was.

      I put the red Santa hat on top of my head, gave it a jaunty tug askew, and began posing.

      “Never waste an Instagram moment!” Desirée chirped.

      Mary Sue Ellen just shook her head but evidently got into the spirit. “The tree?”

      “Ooops!” I spread my arms back out, cocked my hip this way and that way, rolled my eyes, made jazz hands, while both of them began snapping pictures on their smart phones. Couldn’t help it. Brenda Lee was dancing around the Christmas tree. You try and stand still when that song is on.

      Especially when you’re a Christmas tree.

      Mary Sue Ellen was getting a bit too up close and personal for my liking. “I thought women your age weren’t allowed to be tech-savvy.”

      She ignored me. Of course she did.

      I bent closer to Mary Sue Ellen and pursed my lips in for a juicy kiss. Listened for the clicky sounds.

      “Wait. What are you doing with your arms?” Desirée planted a fist on her hip. “The tree died.”

      “Yeah, well, this tree isn’t going to have an up-skirt shot, thank you very much.” I huffed and continued holding my skirt close.

      “It’s art.” Mary Sue Ellen uncurled her body from an impossible position for most anybody on earth unless they’ve been teaching yoga since the 1960s.

      Which reminded me. “Ooops! I missed yoga again.”

      “Since when is that a newsflash?” Desirée asked. “And get that stuff off so we can get this tree decorated. I can’t believe Clara told you to do it.”

      “Or answer phones,” Mary Sue Ellen added.

      “I am a professional temp,” I huffed. “I know how to answer phones.” Note that I didn’t admit to anything about the lights. “If you’d seen her jaw…” I shuddered.

      “No details.” Mary Sue Ellen took a few more pics.

      “Ditto.” Her head buried in her iPhone, Desirée was already posting some online.

      I chose to remain silent and began struggling with the lights again. It wasn’t really all that hard to just keep ooching them down my body until they were a tangle on the floor and I could step out of them.

      I shoved the tangle into my backpack to hide the evidence. “Oh, no! Miss Taz!”

      Taz popped her big Chihuahua eyes and ears out of the top of my backpack and squeaked a little yawn. [She squeaks when she yawns. Adorable!]

      I dumped the lights on the desk and picked her up to cuddle against my neck. “Did I almost bury you in twinkles?” I gave her a loud smooch on the cheek and she side-eyed me and gave me a half-lick on mine. “I thought she was upstairs taking her third nap of the day while shedding on my pillow.”

      Finally realizing there were more people to worship at her feet, Taz burst into the wild wiggles that were part of the inspiration for her name. I held her with both hands and controlled her wiggling self all the way down to the floor then let go. She took off barking her welcome and running back and forth, pausing only briefly to alternate between licking Desirée’s fingers and licking Mary Sue Ellen’s shoes. [We have never figured out what she likes so much about Mary Sue Ellen’s shoes.]

      “Is you wearing a new sweater, baby?” Desirée reached down to scratch Taz her neck.

      “A girl can never have too many sweaters.”

      “She still shivers.” Mary Sue Ellen used the toe of her shoe to rub Taz’s belly.

      I raised the lights high and made a pronouncement. “No lights.” Then I stuffed them in a trash bag. “Executive decision. They are ecologically irresponsible in a time of global warming.”

      “Oh, that’ll work.” Mary Sue Ellen, ever the skeptic.

      “You know, we should have cocoa and cookies,” Desirée mused, taking a box of ornaments and placing them on the tree with a precision I could never match. “Except every single batch of today’s tidbits are required for the Women’s Club Tea tonight and I can’t stay even an extra minute to bake more.”

      I sighed mournfully.

      The thought of gingerbread and tea had been so divine.

      “I’ve had two meetings at my house in the past ten days and had to call at the last minute and get others to bring cookies from their own stash. If I bake at home, Marco and the kids eat them all.”

      “As long as you get the Event orders done, you’re golden.” I gleefully placed ornaments willy and nilly, because it makes no difference where I put them.

      Clara will rearrange them for color distribution and spatial symmetry.

      Just as she will Desirée’s already-perfectly placed angels.

      Mary Sue Ellen was placing icicles on like they were her words. One. At. A. Time.

      And then Elvis started singing “Blue Christmas.” Wonderful.

      What would call more attention to it? Turning it off quickly or letting it play?

      Maybe they wouldn’t think of it.

      And suddenly they were both looking at me. Thinking of it.

      And I knew I hadn’t dodged this bullet.

      “There is no reason for you to have a blue Christmas,” Desirée said with great authority, as if laying down the law to one of her kids. “And I simply won’t have you alone with Clara out of town while our house is overflowing with Christmas cheer.”

      “She speaks truth.” Mary Sue Ellen added a slow, single nod.

      “I have the greatest idea!” I sprang to the door and struck a pose.

      I summoned my inner Vanna White and presented the door with a warmly vapid smile. “What’s the last letter remaining in the puzzle? It’s a J! And can I solve the puzzle? Yes! I can! Just pass through this door and keep going, and maybe you’ll be out of something-shot when Clara gets back and sees the tree!”

      “She didn’t tell you to—” Desirée sputtered. “Of course she didn’t tell you to decorate the tree!”

      I smiled sweetly as they both started grabbing up their things.

      With haste.

      You haven’t met Clara.

      And Clara after dental work? Oh. Wait. “What if the dentist gives her laughing gas? This could be epic!”

      I was alone in the parlor with Grandmama again. “Come on, baby doll.”

      Miss Taz followed me to the fireplace where I fluffed her velvet pillow [lace trimmed organza in spring, gingham in summer, corduroy in autumn; Clara has a thing about seasonal decorating, but I already said that].

      Never mind.

      Suddenly they were back, Desirée running like the state-ranked sprinter she was not that many years ago and Mary Sue Ellen proving that yoga and breath control don’t necessarily make you speedy. But then, her age. Which I don’t actually know. And certainly am not going to ask.

      But—the frantic energy coming off them in waves?

      Sent Miss Taz into a tizzy and my pulse speeding, and I joined them at the front corner window that gives a clear view of a pretty big section of lawn between the house and the road.

      Dead grass, this time of year. Even Clara hasn’t come up with a cure for straw-colored grass, but never fear, the front portico is decorated within an inch of all of our lives.

      Tastefully.

      Clara is always tasteful.

      “Are you sure it’s him?” Desirée demanded.

      “Bet your bottom.”

      “What guy?” I joined them at the front window and peered through the lace curtains. A deep covered porch surrounds three sides of the old house, and the Event office takes up about a third of the ground floor.

      A male form was striding up the front walk.

      Mary Sue Ellen grabbed my arm and yanked me away from the window before I could see more. “What guy?” I demanded.

      “It’s him—outside—the guy! The lawyer! Who has been on TV all weekend!”

      “That awful ‘Hire me, I’m the sledgehammer, I’ll crush your opposition in court? Bang-bang!’ commercials guy? What does he want Clara to do, cater an ambulance chase?”

      “No, it’s about that professor up at Ashe U—”

      Mary Sue Ellen aimed me toward the receptionist’s desk. “Sit!”

      I spread my hands in question.

      “He’s coming here,” Desirée hissed, “and we’re going to the kitchen.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but one more look at Mary Sue Ellen’s face had me plopping into my chair, shoving my feet into my heels, and channeling the role of “professional receptionist who is qualified to be highly-valued admin” persona.

      I did say I’m an actress.

      I pulled my mirror out of my bag to make sure my makeup was performance-ready.

      My hair was fine, as far as I could see [it’s very long and very curly and doesn’t all fit in the mirror]. Makeup? I’d gone for business casual subtlety and was even wearing a pair of oversized glasses with purple rims. By glasses, I mean fake clear-as-glass glasses.

      I believe in accessorizing for the part.

      I rocked a navy pencil skirt from Nordstrom’s Rack online “Clear the Rack” 75% off clearance, a white silk blouse that had been my mom’s, and these awesome red heels I’d found at a church bazaar in Blowing Rock. Topping it all was a shawl-collared sweater coat that was absolutely necessary, even with the fire.

      All was well on the working-girl image front.

      And then I whipped out my Tweety Bird flash drive, stuck it in my laptop, and pretended to work.

      A silhouette moved into view of the foyer window.

      Focused.

      Professional.

      Action!
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      A tall white guy stood frozen between the open French doors, staring in at the parlor from the foyer.

      I glanced over his shoulder. No sign of Clara’s hellbeast, which explained him making it this far without hissing, snarling and perhaps even ripped trouser legs, thank goodness.

      Taz, bless her heart, was standing by my feet, absolutely quivering with desperation. She wanted to bark, oh, how she wanted to bark, and run and attack feet—

      But she knew better.

      I scooped her up again and slipped her a couple of bitty treats as reward and deep-sighed, waiting for this lean and kind of lanky guy who wasn’t all that hot to adjust to the room. It seemed only polite to give him his moment while I took advantage of my own.

      While his eyes skimmed right over the gleaming mahogany floor and matching wainscoting to the painted walls [although illustrated might be closer to the mark]?

      I squinted and tried to imagine what was under his rumpled suit jacket—oh, my, he might have a nice body under there.

      While his gaze zigzagged up the walls with their hand-painted trellis pattern covered with twining mulberry leaves and glorious tiny globes of red violet berries—it was hard to say whether he noticed the small songbirds perched and nestled there—oh, right.

      Focus.

      I noticed that he looked rumpled in his gray suit.

      Harried, even. And now?

      Slack-jawed.

      He was attempting to take in the wide frieze that circled the ceiling all at once—classical Greek stylized pine boughs against a gold leaf background, with regularly placed also-Greek-ish medallions? Yes. That’s it. Medallions. But that makes it sound almost sedate, which, oh no, never that. But how else to describe?

      Oh, never mind.

      Let’s just say gold does have a way of grabbing the eyes, and I doubt if he could come up with a way to describe what he was seeing, either.

      Now you know why it takes an entire circuit of the room to get enough light in here. This place is gorgeous if you love drama and oh, we do. It’s in our DNA.

      But it takes a lot of special lighting to bring it all to glowing, throbbing life.

      Stroking Taz’s head while she wiggled in an attempt to get down and run to lick the invader, I completed my inventory by noting that his hair was just brown, well, a kind of nice brown, and growing out of what must have been an expensive haircut requiring gel and upkeep he didn’t bother with since it was rather floppy now.

      As were his eyes.

      Not floppy. Brown.

      Which were finally fixed on me. Expectantly. Impatiently, even.

      Oh. He had finished his inventory first.

      “Do you realize how many times I drove past this place before I figured out this was it?” he demanded. “You need better signage.”

      “Hello,” I said in a carefully modulated voice, both friendly and consoling. “Welcome to An Event to Remember. I’m M.J. O’Malley.” Seriously. This guy. Almost, maybe? Kind of hot?

      In a kind of beleaguered and very grumpy way.

      “How may I help you?” I prodded.

      He had not reciprocated with his name, but I refrained from pointing out that if his bad manners persisted, the door he’d entered could also be his exit.

      And not to let it hit his bohunkus on the way out.

      All right, all right, I refrained from showing him the exit because he was really, really, no kind of-almost about it—hot.

      “I’m here to arrange… an event? That’s what you do here?” He looked right and left as if expecting to see “an event” pop up from behind the Santería-Triffidus-Latinus-plant thing [Mary Sue Ellen knows all their legal names but I sure can’t remember them], aka the snake plant, aka the poisonous mother-in-law tongue plant originally nurtured lovingly by my Grandmama. Poisonous. Lovingly.

      “Have a seat,” I offered graciously. “Oh. Well. Pull that one over here and—you’re wrinkling the rug—yes, that’s right. Now have a seat.”

      After wrestling the heavy, overstuffed chair from the library table to the front of my desk—darting suspicious and disbelieving glares at me the whole time—he perched stiffly on the edge of its squishy cushion.

      It was too low for him. It was rather undignified.

      Bless his heart.

      He was staring.

      Agog.

      At the wall high above the mantel behind me.

      He’d finally noticed the painting.

      Taz curled into my lap while I uncapped my fountain pen, admired the gold nib briefly, and then said, “First things first. What kind of event do you need help with?”

      “That would be premature.” Still staring over my head. “I—I haven’t determined if—if—” He finally looked at me from the midst of his fog, clearly having lost his train of thought.

      “My great-great-great-great-great Grandmama Charlotte.”

      His eyes shot back up the wall as he gasped, then came to his senses, blushed—blushed, he was actually blushing—and finally ripped his eyes away again. “I see.” He blinked at me. “Haven’t I seen this painting before?”

      “Not this one, no.”

      “But she’s that same model, right? That Pre-Raphaelite model?” His head whipped around as the took in the room again. “Oh! The walls—they’re part of that movement, too, right?” And then, back above my head. “Yes, that’s who she is. “That hair. That long red hair.”

      “Like having a blazing haystack draped all over her, my dad always said, and still not having enough to cover up her bits.” I lowered my voice. “Clearly, covering them was not her intention.”

      “I…see.” And he did. And then didn’t, having torn his eyes away again. “She looks a lot like you.” He went deer in the headlights. “I mean—I—”

      “No, I look a lot like her. But let me put you at ease. Seeing Grandmama Charlotte in the all-together is not at all like seeing me in the all-together; I once stripped down and compared to make sure, and we have totally different bodies, so you don’t need to worry that somehow you’ve seen—What is it? Do you need some tea? Let me ring for—”

      “No. No.” Short, quick words as he brought his choking under control. “Please. No.”

      “Deep breaths. Slow deep breaths. Do it with me, in…” I raised my arms gracefully into the air, “out….” I lowered them slowly. “I’m pretty sure that’s right. You’d think after all these years I’d remember whether to inhale on the up or the down, but only people like Mary Sue Ellen think it makes any difference anyway.”

      He was gawking again, this time at me.

      “Oh. I apologize. I didn’t answer. No, she isn’t. Wasn’t.”

      “What? Who?”

      “My Grandmama. She wasn’t Lizzie Siddal. The model. She said that she had neither Miss Siddal’s talents as poet nor as an artist, but it made no never mind since she was the one who married money. Grandmama, I mean.” I gestured around the room. “And that money took a traditional Federal home and Arts and Crafted the heck out of everything—especially the walls—which I say gives the house character. Perhaps the character of a Victorian bawdy house.” I grinned. “But history, you know? And I’m sorry, but you still haven’t told me what you need our services for.”

      Really, the man needed to get to business. Enough lollygagging.

      “Yes. Right.” He pulled a folder out of his attaché case and riffled through a thick stack of pages. “Right.” He pulled himself together, which was about time. “I’m here to ascertain whether you can provide the full services I require because I really don’t want to have to deal with more than one company.”

      “I’m sure we can.”

      “You don’t know what I need.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We’re that good.”

      “The event is a memorial service.”

      “You mean the kind of event funeral homes usually handle?” Had he thought Arnold House was a funeral home?

      “Yes. I mean, no. I mean, you don’t need to know the details unless you can deliver…” He met my eyes during that pregnant pause then slapped down his trump card, figuratively speaking. “I need a flash mob.” So smug.

      As if he’d totally won the day.

      “Oh, is that all?” I scribbled it down with my gold-tipped fountain pen, head spinning.

      “Of singers.”

      “As flash mobs generally are.” I continued writing, then gestured impatiently with my fingers, keep going, it hasn’t gotten impossible or crazy enough to justify your smug ’tude yet, dude.

      Though I was a bit concerned that Clara might not have any idea how to form a flash mob.

      But? A lot of money.

      She would definitely want to tackle this mess.

      “Singers ranging in age from…” He flipped back and forth between two pages in his folder. “I don’t seem to have the age range. My admin was supposed to crunch the numbers. She’s out sick and—”

      “Admins.” I spoke the word with great subtext.

      He stared down his nose. “My admin is excellent.”

      “But evidently not today.”

      “She was at the E.R. all last night with food poisoning.”

      “Ouch.” My commiserations, my wince, were genuine. “It’s all right. You don’t have to know the precise age range right now.”

      He closed the folder for a moment, thinking. “These singers have to be good. Trained.”

      I cut him a look over the top of my clear-as-glass glasses, but he didn’t notice.

      “They should all be of an age to have attended Ashe University sometime between the years of 1975 and 2000 or so. None too recent. Which means their ages will span about twenty-five years.”

      I continued taking notes.

      He watched me doing so, a tad perplexed.

      I lifted my pen. “Yes?”

      “You—always take notes on your desk pad?” He slanted a skeptical look at my notes.

      I blinked. My notes were scrawled randomly in peacock blue ink across the month-at-a-glance paper desk pad in thought patterns only I would be able to decipher later. Hopefully I would.

      I stood and decisively ripped the page from the pad. “Let’s move into the office. I was only sitting here because—oh, reasons.” I grabbed Taz, my fountain pen, and— “Would you mind getting my shisa dogs?”

      He eyed the only other pick-uppable dogs in sight and picked them up from the desk corners. His scowl of bemused distrust was really quite adorable.

      I’m afraid I was warming up to him, as unlikely as it seemed. Sailing ahead of him into Clara’s office [aka the dining room, back when the Arnold family and guests could fill a table for twenty to thirty on any given evening] I tossed over my shoulder, as if to a recalcitrant child, “Come along.”

      Once in Clara’s chair, I dug through the drawers of her desk looking for an actual notepad, gave up, and spread the blotter page open again. “If you don’t mind—” I pointed at the dogs, and the desk corners.

      He seemed a bit steamed, but he put them in place, which was to his benefit as much as mine. Clara would be the next person through the door behind him and protection was definitely in order when she saw me conducting business. Speaking of Clara… “Oh, and shut the door please.”

      Wait. Why was I conducting Event business, again?

      Too late, now. “Precisely how many people do you foresee in your smash mob?” My pen was poised again.

      “Flash mob.”

      “Sorry, right.” My brain was playing its usual games. “How many?”

      “I haven’t a clue.”

      “I can well imagine.”

      “Enough to show up well on YouTube.”

      “Oh, YouTube!” I added that to the list as if that were a delightful twist instead of torqueing up the speed of my spinning head.

      But this was fine. This was good.

      This was going to be Clara’s problem. Not mine.

      She could handle it, I hoped, after all my big talk.

      “He lifted the folder again, “YouTube was part of the deceased’s request.”

      “The deceased made the request—”

      “Stipulation, actually.”

      “—for our services?” I smiled brightly.

      “Your business was not mentioned by name, no.”

      Which was suddenly an important detail. “Exactly where did you get our name? Are you punking me?”

      “I found an old business card in my grandmother’s things and assumed if you met her high standards and she thought it worth a half hour drive from Asheville to do business, you were a good place to start. However, nothing is convincing me that your company is a viable choice.”

      I think I was perhaps annoying him a wee little bit.

      I promised myself to stop doing that. “Why were you on television?”

      His brows nearly met in the middle as his scowl emerged again.

      Ooops.

      I put my pen down. “Mr… I’m sorry, I don’t believe you introduced yourself.” Delivered the way Grandmamawould have delivered it, which means sugary sweet with disapproval.

      “I beg your pardon.” He rumpled his hair. No wonder it was flopping this way and that. “I’m Benjamin Griffiths,” he handed me his card, “and I’m the executor of the estate of the deceased.”

      Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, Attorney at Law.

      I tucked his card in the waistband of my pencil skirt. What a very elegant card and a very sexy name. Wait. Wasn’t a griffith a gargoyle? Hold that thought, M.J. I wrenched myself back to the task at hand. “Thank you, and now you really must allow me to approach this in an orderly manner if you want my assistance.” I was in full ‘business woman’ mode. “As I was saying… we must determine how many people you think you need.”

      “Twelve?”

      I snorted. Delicately.

      “Eighteen?”

      “You are speaking YouTube, if I’m not mistaken?”

      “Sufficient numbers for YouTube.” He added an afterthought. “But not to be uploaded to YouTube.”

      As if he could control that.

      I put my pen down again. “Please. Go on.”

      “It is the wish of the deceased to give the appearance that a number of his students from the past cared enough to return for his funeral and to break out in song spontaneously with,” he read from his folder, “Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus from Messiah” in the manner of what is known as a flash mob.” He glanced up at me from the folder which had the affect of drawing way too much of my attention to his lush eyelashes. You know the old complaint, wasted on a guy, etc.  “Having it on YouTube—“

      YouTube. Right.

      “—was his desire but as that was not actually written in the will, I feel I must indeed make certain that it doesn’t happen.”

      “Because actual recent students could then see said video and not recognize any of their supposed classmates in the group…”

      “Exactly.”

      I deflated a bit. YouTube would have been epic. “But your client didn’t stipulate a number.”

      “Be grateful. I can assure you, the number would be higher than you’d want to imagine. He has—had—an ego.”

      “Wait. Is this…? It has to be.”

      On television.

      All weekend.

      “This is that professor at the university.”

      He remained silent in a deliberately attorney/client privilege way.

      “The one who was murdered!”
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      “Professor Leonard Stanley Humphreys, DMA. And it’s not a murder.” Benjamin Rhys Griffiths’ tone was quelling. “It’s a suspicious death currently under investigation.”

      “What exactly makes it so suspicious?” I leaned forward, my chin on my fist. “And why aren’t they saying anything about the cause of death? This is so exciting!”

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked for the second time, only this time it meant, What business is this of yours and how unprofessional do you think I am? “Ms. O’Malley. That is a police matter.”

      “Sorry. I’ve never been this close to an actual murder before.”

      “You aren’t close now.”

      “Two degrees of separation.”

      “Ms. O’Malley—”

      “Yes, yes, I know. I’m terribly sorry. I was insensitive and unprofessional, but I assure you it won’t happen again.” And I meant it, pretty much. “And it’s M.J.,” I reminded him.

      “I prefer Ms. O’Malley.” The room’s temperature dropped a few degrees more.

      “Oh, my goodness gracious.” I went full-throttle Grandmama. “You aren’t from around these parts, are you?” Sugar wouldn’t melt.

      “I am not,” he said slowly, suspiciously, because honestly, that question never means anything good.

      “It is assumed that when someone prefers to be called by a certain name, it is only polite for you to use that name.” Which was a bald-faced lie as my Grandmama knew I preferred M.J. and yet she persisted in calling me Maisie Jo right up to her deathbed. “And I prefer that you call me Maisie Jo.” Curses! “I mean—M.J.!”

      Somewhere up in heaven Grandmama was drinking bourbon and laughing her behind off.

      “Maisie Jo.” He smirked. The man smirked! “Perhaps you should tell me what number of singers you think constitutes a flash mob?”

      I drew myself up with a ramrod spine but chose to ignore his continued impertinence. Ticking off notes from scattered parts of my page I said, “Is this a funeral or a memorial? Will it be held at a funeral home, and if so which one, and also which chapel, because they vary so much in size. Or at a church or synagogue or other place of worship, again, same variances involved. At the university? Will it be outdoors? You see, the size of the space will determine the size of the smash mob.”

      “Flash mob.”

      “Exactly.” Don’t correct me when you know what I meant. It was an old grievance and he was stepping on a nerve.

      He took what was evidently meant to be a deep calming breath.

      I almost supplied his ommmmmm.

      “Nothing can happen until the deceased’s body is released from the coroner’s office, which I anticipate will be soon. When that happens, the resulting service will be very immediate, very small, and very private.”

      “Yes, I can imagine. From what I’ve heard about him, he was a spiteful jerk.” Oops. “But then the most brilliant and artistic souls are rarely appreciated for their eccentricities,” I amended as one who should know.

      “Spiteful jerk will suffice.”

      Our eyes met in what might almost be considered an amused exchange of things best left unsaid. “So the mob won’t be at the initial service.” My fingers tapped over Clara’s computer keyboard, and I pulled up the newspaper obit on the computer screen. “Ah, yes. Memorial service to be announced.”

      “I suppose there is a certain logic—” He broke off and glanced at me as if hesitant to apply that word with me involved. “—in your explanation of the variables involved until I choose a venue.” He closed his eyes briefly, and if I was feeling generous, and I was, I would admit I felt a brief burst of empathy. He was beleaguered and I was finding it hard to believe his admin was all that he claimed. He looked like someone juggling too much on too little steam. He finally spoke again. “So as you point out, finding a correct venue is evidently the initial step.”

      “And what makes it… correct?”

      Again he tapped his battered folder. “It must reflect the proper respect for a man of his education and stature, and—as much as such a thing is possible—affection. As if—” He caught himself. “And be large enough to hold a sufficient number of singers—”

      “Mobbers.” My turn to smirk as I continued checking out the deceased and what was being said as well as not said about him in the media.

      “But of course not so large as to be unwieldy and impossible to organize.”

      “Impossible? You must not know much about An Event to Remember. We have planned far more challenging events than this.” I paused for emphasis and admired my acting skills. Lying skills is what Grandmama always called them. “By unwieldy, are you speaking of actual crowd size, or of financial limitations?”

      “Budget is not an issue.” Flipping through pages in his folder he added, “Whether or not I engage your services is the issue.”

      I raised my eyebrows. He didn’t notice.

      “I also didn’t mean to imply that the sky’s the limit or that I won’t notice if that unfortunate slip of my tongue results in an attempt to gouge—”

      “Benjamin.”

      He stopped flipping and looked up.

      “An Event to Remember is in the business of customizing events for the individuals and their specific needs.” I think I read that on some ad copy somewhere. “Whether shooting for the moon or having a sedate tea, An Event to Remember delivers exactly what you want. But one thing we would never do. We would not take advantage in a time of need.”

      His shrug said, whatever. “Venues. I haven’t had time to even think about venues—”

      “Of course you haven’t.” Time to shift gears. Adversarial wasn’t good. “The demands on you these past few days.” I gave a sympathetic shake of my head that he also didn’t notice. “Dealing with what seems to be a particularly demanding police investigation…” I said, leadingly.

      He raised his eyes from his folder. They were very speaking, those eyes. As in, you seriously are not going to go there again, because I am running out of patience.

      Honestly, I think our eyes could choose weapons and duel at sunrise, we both used them so effectively. “Were you ever an actor?”

      “What?” He dropped his folder.

      Interesting. That rattled him. “School? Community theater? Where?”

      He scooped everything up from the floor, slapped the folder closed on a mess of papers, and stood. “I think I’ve given enough information. You can fax three-to-five different proposals to my office, varying the size of the flash mob. In the meantime, I am going to investigate other avenues of fulfilling my client’s last wish.”

      I hit print and lifted a page off the printer on the credenza behind me and handed it to him. “Here you go. This is our per-person pricing, with standard variables listed. In this case we might need to adjust, but we would need to test the market, so to speak. See exactly what ‘trained singers’ are going for these days, as it were, before giving you a final figure.” I picked up the next stack of pages from the printer and slipped them into the pocket of one of Clara’s navy blue folders with An Event to Remember stamped discreetly in the lower right corner in gold art deco script. Thank the heavens Clara is organized. “I hope you find this helpful.”

      I covered Clara’s card with my own. Only so he’d have both of them, of course.

      I handed my folder to him and was pleased that it made his look shabby.

      He checked out my card. Appeared puzzled. “Children’s Parties, Ariel, Anna, and Merida are my specialties?”

      I refused to let him see my mortification at having given him the wrong flipping card. “Sorry. That’s an old card. If you’ll return that…”

      We exchanged one of my several side-hustle cards for the one that simply had my name and email.

      “Ariel, the little mermaid?” He was looking at my long red hair. “Who are the others?”

      “You haven’t had the joy of watching Brave eleventy times and Frozen eleventy-jillion? No little girls in your life, I take it.”

      He seemed about to ask a question, but then shook himself out of it and paused at the door. “Thank you for your time. My admin will let you know if I need your services.”

      “She works from home?”

      “She should be back tomorrow.”

      “I look forward to that.” I lifted the last page from the printer. “And once you’re ready to sign with An Event to Remember—”

      “If.”

      Grandmama smiled through my lips. “I’ll have this list of potential venues—respectful and particularly nostalgic venues—” I clarified, “waiting.”

      “Thanks,” he said, and closed the door behind him, perhaps with a bit too much force.

      I played with my pen, noticing the time, waiting for the bong to let me know he’d left the premises so I could zip back out to the front desk and write up proper notes before Clara caught me.

      The door swung slowly open with a long, loud creak.

      I leapt to my feet, caught red—peacock blue—handed.

      Benjamin Rhys Griffiths stared at me.

      I cocked my head in enquiry.

      “Respectful and nostalgic?”

      “I believe those were your words, and thus, my words, yes.”

      “You’re serious.”

      “We’ve been through this already.” I fanned myself with the list in question. “I’m M.J.”

      He ignored that. “While we were talking, you’re telling me that you came up with not only this bid, and not only one venue, but an entire list of them?”

      Bids? With figures? I gave him a list of potential venues. I hoped that counted. “I’m very good at what I do.” I stopped short of fluttering my lashes. Dignity, you know.

      He watched the waving paper, trying to see if it truly had a list printed on it.

      “How many?”

      “Two contenders and thoughts about others I haven’t had time to detail.”

      He crossed back to the desk, sat down and whipped out a credit card. “Your per-person charge is acceptable as is your warning that trained singers may fall outside your usual price range. I’m comfortable with things as presented. I presume the usual is half now, half at the successful conclusion of the job.”

      I had no clue.

      “But I’ll just make a deposit for now and the total can be agreed upon when we know more.”

      I typed his details into the form on my screen, ran the card, and printed out the contract for him to sign. I suspected Clara might want to kill me and use my guts for garters, but surely the size of that deposit had to win me a lot of forgiveness for my overreach.

      It was that moment when I realized my predicament.

      The moment when he handed it back to me for me to sign.

      Where Clara’s signature should be.

      In for a penny… I uncapped my pen.

      “I think I’d prefer to sign this one, M.J.”

      Clara stood in the open doorway. The swelling was down, but she’d managed to apply her lipstick slightly askew.

      But to look at her, you’d never know I didn’t always sit at her desk, conduct her business, and evidently, be prepared to sign her name.

      Unless you knew her like I knew her.

      And saw those eyes managing to still be a bit foggy yet glittering with ice.

      “I knew you were standing there,” I chirped. “That’s why I had my pen ready.” I held it out to her. “Clara O’Clare, may I present our new client, Benjamin Griffiths?”

      She gave him a suspicious nod, noticed my pen, glanced up at my eyes in surprise, and finally leaned over to examine the contract.

      I should have been quivering for fear she not only found fault, but did so in front of Mr. Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, who probably would enjoy himself.

      But that hardly crossed my mind. Instead, I watched the way her hand gripped my fountain pen and felt an internal quiver of a totally different kind.

      I never let anybody write with my gold-tipped fountain pen.

      Her eyes skimmed the contract’s contents. I saw them stutter at the details, then freeze as her brilliant mind started running numbers.

      I folded up my very large page of notes and grabbed my shisa dogs.

      “If I may have the venue list.” Ben Griffiths held out his hand.

      I folded it in half. “I might need to add notes while we’re driving.”

      “Driving?” He and Clara spoke in perfect unison.

      “I have to see the venues myself if I’m to estimate the sizes of the smash mobs.”

      “Flash mobs,” they both corrected.

      And then Clara shook off her fog, winced as pain evidently began to make itself known again, and glared at me through slitted blue eyes. “Where do you think you’re going?” She was smaller than me. She was also, well, if not smarter than me, more capable than me.

      We have, ahem, history.

      “Why, to assist my client to find the venue that must be found before anything else on that contract comes into play. As the only one present with any, ahem, performance experience, I do believe my expertise is called for. After which, I am sure you’ll be stepping in to do your part.” I flashed a smashing smile. “You know. The boring stuff.”

      I grabbed my shisas and sailed out to the reception desk to get my other things before Clara could insist I stay behind and explain myself.

      Ben followed. “And if I have plans for lunch and don’t intend to check out venues today?”

      “This job is killing you and you won’t be settled until you’re assured that everything is not only doable, but is handled.”

      “You… aren’t really going to take the dog with you.”

      Was Taz—yes, oh yes, she was. “Good catch.” I scooped Miss Taz out of my backpack again and plopped her by the fire. “Taz is by the fire!” I called to Clara as I slipped quickly out the front door and dragged Ben with me. “You can’t take long. It upsets her.”

      “What does she do when she’s upset?”

      I turned huge, sad puppy-dog eyes up at him.

      “Oh.”

      “You either have a hard heart or I’m not doing it right. Do you want the spiel? Of course you want the spiel.”

      “I’m—”

      “You only get it once so pay attention. Built in 1802, Arnold house was a plantation house on a Southern plantation, with all the horror that encompasses. My Great-great-great-great-great Grandmama had her own thoughts on such horrors, which means polite company in North Carolina shunned us for over a century, but there’s not enough time, so yadda yadda.”

      “That’s the spiel?”

      I glared back over my shoulder at him and held up a palm to silence him. “Well, this is short enough. All these years later it is still a boxy, Federal-style clapboard home with double-portico across the front and matching sleeping porch on the second story. Note the Chippendale fretwork railing. Very on trend at the time, I’m sure.

      I glance back to see him also looking back, trying to take in everything we were quickly walking away from.

      “But it’s purple.”

      I stopped, spun on my heel, and spun him to face the house, too. “That is dark mulberry, darling. Trimmed in a lighter variation of the same color, as was also on trend—when Grandmama Charlotte chose the colors in 1873.”

      “Dark mulberry,” he said in the tone of one attempting to pacify the deranged. “Duly noted.”

      I headed to his dark orange Jeep, knowing it was his because it was the only unidentified vehicle in the carriage lane.

      I stood beside it, my list of venues in hand.

      “I could just let you do it all,” he said.

      “You could,” I agreed.

      “I really don’t have time to deal with these petty details.”

      “That’s right. You have all those television cameras waiting.”

      He blanched, and despite his grumbles, he reached ahead of me and opened my door.

      Somewhere Grandmama was minimally impressed.

      Pencil skirts weren’t made for getting in and out of Jeeps, yet I hoisted myself backward and swung my legs around with only a ladylike show of skin.

      I noticed that ladylike or not, he didn’t miss a single millimeter of exposed flesh.

      The Jeep started with a growl.

      “I take it you don’t have plans for lunch,” I stated, unfolding my unwieldy notes.

      “No lunch. No time.” He pulled out onto the old Arnold Road—

      “Wrong way,” I warbled. “We’re going to Asheville!”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Turn left here!”

      He turned left and immediately cursed under his breath and gave me a dirty look.

      “You’re very obedient,” I remarked.

      “We’re not—”

      “Not only are we, but it has to do with venues. Just follow the highway in. It’s only a half hour.”

      “I—I—I should turn right around. This. Minute.”

      Now it was my stomach that growled. “Either you want my expertise,” I waved the list of venues, “or you don’t. Your call. Oh!” I bounced on my seat. “Did I tell you that the Humpster is from Asheville? He grew up there?”

      “The—the Humpster?”

      “Keep your eyes on the road.”

      It took him two beats longer to look back at the road. “Did I tell you that I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Maisie Jo?”

      “M.J. And no, I don’t believe you did.”

      “Good.”
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      I was practically rubbing my hands together with glee, having slid the individual cardboard cartons of pulled pork, collard greens, baked beans, and cornbread off my tray and onto the table.

      Some who know I find this guy, shall we say, interesting, might wonder why I directed him to a hole-in-the-wall barbecue joint in an old Asheville gas station. It shares a wall with an open connecting door with a barber shop blasting funky 70s R&B. [The office part of the old station is the barber shop. The garage part is the barbecue joint.]

      They might especially wonder that I overfill my tray and intend to eat every single morsel, drop, and crumb.

      They might wonder that I am not trying harder to impress him.

      However, those people don’t know I’ve been on a very strict budget recently with temp jobs not leaping out of trees [is that a thing, leaping out of trees?]. And those people have no appreciation for how much my soul needed this food after two weeks of Pop-Tarts for breakfast and a Marie Calender’s for dinner.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, pointing my fork at the squeeze bottle of sauce in his hand. The one he was squeezing liberally on collard greens.

      “This stuff you folks here in North Carolina call barbecue sauce that is pretty much just vinegar and pepper flakes, near as I can tell? Is the closest thing they have to pepper vinegar. You know, the bottles with little peppers in them.” He dug in. “The only way to eat collards. You should try it.”

      “I’m sure they have some up front if you ask. Probably Texas Pete. That’s what you want.”

      “This is good.”

      I decided to ignore him and eat my own.

      He was still working on his when I finished, which might mean I ate mine with a bit more energy than is what grandmother would have considered ladylike. I didn’t give a flying whole hog.

      “So, you paid with a twenty and a ten and no change, right?” Meeting his startled look, I went on without waiting, “I just wondered. Is that because you figured the tip in your head and that was the right amount including tip, or because you hate to deal with details and don’t care if you over-tip, or if you are iffy on figuring the tip, and so you over-tipped rather than risk getting it wrong?”

      Ben did not stop looking startled.

      “Don’t tell me you under-tipped!” His reaction to that accusation was so abrupt, I sped on. “Look, I know that’s a weird question, maybe? But you see—okay, I have a friend who can’t figure the tip very well and so she over-tips, like sometimes way over-tips, because she doesn’t want to cut the server short. Except the times when at some point in the middle of the night she sits straight up in bed with a gasp, because she realizes she was all wrong, and her ‘generous tip’ was actually, like, only thirty-seven cents. Oh, that’s the worst.”

      “You’re talking about yourself.”

      My eyes popped open wide. But I managed to finesse them into wounded innocence. “Why on earth—of course not! What makes you think that?”

      He arched his eyebrows again. Okay, this would not do. Now he was having conversations without me.

      “All right, yes it’s me. It’s my dys-brain.” I pointed to my head. “Not my fault. Now, answer my question.” I scraped some cheese from the mac carton and licked it off my fork.

      “Dys-brain?” he asked. He seemed to have an infinite number of expressions for confusion and every one of them adorable. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      “That’s because I made it up.”

      “Wait.” He held up a hand. “Maybe I don’t want to know.”

      “Okay, I am not going to get an answer to my question until I explain, am I?” I took a deep breath, put my fork down, and spoke slowly, as if speaking to someone who might not follow me. Because often? People don’t.

      “My inner executive?” I pointed to my head again. “Is dysfunctional. My math bits? Disordered. Attention? Pfffth!” I sent my voice into a mysterious radio-echo-zone. “Who knows what weirdness lurks in the brain of M.J. O’Malley?” And then dropped it into my lowest register. “The Shadow knows!” I wiggled my fingers at him and went, “Wooo-eeee-oooo!”

      Ben just stared at me. “Keep going.”

      I sighed, some of my best schtick from middle and high school gone unappreciated. I resorted to singsong voice. “Dyscalculia is a learning disability and can be the cause of problems with time management, spatial visualization, and motor functions, oh yeah—numbers—and more of the blah blah blah.” I grinned. “In other words when it comes to tips, I’m lost in the tall weeds. It doesn’t matter. I’m fine. Oh, and I’m one of the lucky ones who has ADD, too!” If I’d been standing, I’d have done a little dance step for emphasis. I settled for jazz hands.

      “Okay, I’m not saying I totally get it, but it certainly explains a few things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, you are a little bit… distractible.”

      “Yeah, that’s low-hanging fruit, dude. I’m totally susceptible to bright, shiny distractions—”

      “Squirrel!”

      I did not turn to look. I did not. I glared at him and then slid my eyes toward the window just in case—then back at him so fast that he wouldn’t notice.

      He noticed. And smirked.

      “Very funny.” I was all wounded innocence again.

      “Sorry.”

      “Well… actually it was kind of funny. Coming from you, I mean.”

      “And what does that mean?”

      “You. Cracking a joke. Just don’t make a habit of it.”

      “Cracking jokes?”

      “Squirrel jokes.”

      “Um… okay? Am I missing something?”

      Weirdly, I found myself staring so hard into his puzzled eyes it suddenly scared me, the whole window to the soul thing. My soul, I mean. I looked away.

      He didn’t feel sorry for me or act like it was a big deal. He teased me. He teased but it wasn’t mean-teasing. He just kind of teased me like a brother might, if I had a brother, a brother who really liked me and not one who was mean.

      “Another squirrel?”

      “Hey, I said no more squirrel jokes.” I gathered myself. The whole brother thing made me itch. “I mean, I don’t really care because from where I’m sitting, you saying squirrel cracks me up. Just don’t do that to anybody else because it’s bullying.”

      “Wait. I didn’t mean to—”

      “I know, you didn’t mean to bully, and I knew you weren’t and it was fine, like I said, but you never know about somebody else and when kids do that at school? They are teasing the kid with ADHD, if not outright bullying.”

      “Oh wow, I am so sorry.” He looked ready to dig a hole right there.

      “You must have comprehension issues. That can’t be good in a lawyer. I thought it was funny. And yes I’m distractible.” Oh, wait. “Except when I’m not. Because I’m also sometimes susceptible to hyper-focusing on something, you know, the opposite of squirrel. Oh crackers, now I am going to itch until I think of the opposite thing of squirrel, the thing that is as perfect as squirrel in describing—”

      “Rabbit hole?” he offered very, very cautiously.

      “Yes! I would have gotten there, but it would take me awhile. And I can’t let go of it until I’ve resolved it. Like—like me seeing how you paid and thinking how I do that sometimes, just hand over enough bills that I am sure I am not shortchanging the server but then thinking no way you do it for the same reason I do and wondering why you do—”

      “My mom was a waitress.”

      I closed my mouth. It took a few seconds for my brain to catch up. “Oh!” That hadn’t crossed my mind. “That’s very nice.”

      “And you seem to pick up on subtext.”

      “Was that supposed to be hard?”

      He stared at me. He does that a lot. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go through the line and grab more pulled pork. That’s really good stuff, even if it’s not beef.”

      “Because it’s not beef,” I corrected him.

      So he has a healthy appetite and doesn’t seem to notice that I ate like a lumberjack. I like both those things in a man.

      While he was getting seconds, I took his folder and my printout and began ruffling pages, double-checking a few things on my old iPhone. When he sat back down, I continued, “So, as I was saying, the Humpster was from Asheville, born and raised.”

      “The Humpster again? Really? Must you?”

      “I sometimes forget boring names. I won’t forget the Humpster. You know he was born and raised here.”

      “You’re mistaken.”

      I drew up short. “About what?”

      “Born in New Orleans. Raised in Asheville. Carry on.”

      “That wasn’t in the obituary.” I thought a second but finally gave up the point. Reluctantly. “I suppose as his lawyer, maybe you know more than the newspaper.”

      His mouth full, Ben managed a single word, “Executor.” The he gave a waggle of his flat hand to indicate more-or-less. He either was more or less an executor, which didn’t make sense because he’d already admitted that. Or he was indicating that he kind of might know more than the newspaper, maybe not. Which sounded more more frustrating thus far more likely.

      He was reaching for his sweet tea and possibly had something to say, but I charged ahead, wanting to impress him with the depth of my research. “So, he attended Stephens-Lee High School, which—” I glanced down to confirm the year “Right. From 1923 it was North Carolina’s only secondary school for African Americans before they closed it in 1966 and sent its students to other schools.”

      Ben was chewing, listening, and giving my tray of empty cartons a wary look.

      Hmph! I tossed my hair. “Stephens-Lee was known for its classical music program. I don’t know if that was unusual at the time. But that probably explains Juilliard. But there are some connecting dots that seem to be missing. Like, if a local kid does so well that he wins a scholarship to Juilliard in New York City? Wouldn’t that show up on the Internet? In old newspaper reports or in his bio or something?”

      Ben aimed his fork at my empty cartons. “Was I too presumptuous? Or stingy? Maybe I should have gotten two?”

      I stared at my not-empty-any-more pulled pork carton, now with a generous helping of moist, savory North Carolina’s best.

      He had shared?

      “Perfect.” I shook sauce over it and grabbed my fork. “I may have a lead on where he went to church, which would—”

      “Excuse me,” Ben said. “But I simply have to ask, what does this have to do with—”

      “Venues,” I interrupted. “Venues. Not just venues but nostalgic venues.”

      He clearly still didn’t get it but also clearly was more focused on the fork of squash casserole with a few drops of vinegary barbecue sauce heading toward his mouth. On squash casserole?

      But. I tactfully and judiciously held my peace. “Can you imagine a more genuine, nostalgic-memory kind of venue for his memorial than the church where he first sang, the school where he first learned to play, where he first performed on a stage for his little friends and their parents during a Christmas choir recital?”

      “You found that information on the internet, too?”

      “I surmised. Pretty standard stuff. But it’s the idea, don’t you see? The idea of the first stage he performed on, or the high school where he was introduced to the music that would become his life. Sentimental connections. But there’s a problem.” I flipped my iPhone over and showed him a faded color photograph of bulldozers bulldozing. “It’s all gone since the early 70s. They called it urban renewal and wiped out one of Asheville’s strongest and most vibrant African American neighborhoods.

      “So, again, I ask. What does any of this have to do—”

      “But what they haven’t razed is the Orange Peel.”

      “Do you finish everybody’s sentences for them and answer everybody’s questions before they finish asking them, or is it just me?”

      “Oops, sorry, poor impulse control. But. It saves time. It saves people having to say all those extra words.”

      “Because heaven forbid anybody else gets to say extra words.”

      “That was aimed at me. Because I talk a lot. It’s kind of how I process information. And now. I’m lost. Where were we before you interrupted me?”

      “Orange Peel.”

      “Bingo. The Orange Peel—”

      “—is a music venue, I know.”

      “Well, it’s a music venue again. But what you don’t know is…” I played my trump card. “The Humpster jammed and played backup to R&B bands at the Orange Peel back in the 60s.”

      “The 60s? He would have been—”

      “Yes, from when he was ten years old, right up until his grandmother found out and put a stop to it when he was fourteen.”

      “The Orange Peel,” Ben repeated.

      “I did find that on the internet.”

      “As a venue for his memorial.” I could see gears turning in his head as he began running logistics. “If they aren’t booked solid.”

      “Big if.” I began putting my things up. “Need a haircut?”

      “What?”

      “Well, obviously you kind of do, but I mean right now? Never mind. Not necessary.” I stood up. “Aren’t you coming? This is why we’re here. Venues.”

      “Here?”

      “Of course not here.” He really was frazzled. Way too dependent on that admin, if this is what a day without her did to him. “Come along,” I said sweetly, then left him to follow as I passed through the open door into the barbershop on the other side.

      The music wanted to take me higher, boom shaka-laka-laka. I smoothed my skirt and waited for someone to notice me.

      Then everyone noticed me.

      Not that there were a lot of everyones. Two barbers—one with tight-cropped white curls close to his head and the younger with very retro waves. Two clients, one getting a fade and the old guy was teaching his customer how to handle his Afro.

      One guy sat with a magazine, his little kid beside him. Hard to know which one was waiting to be next.

      They all noticed me, but the little kid was the one whose jaw fell open.

      “Hello! I hope I’m not interrupting?”

      Everybody went back to what they were doing except—thank goodness—the older barber. He continued spritzing and patting his client’s ’fro, but asked, “How can I help you?”

      “We were hoping to find some people who might be able to answer a few questions about Southside back when—well, when it was still Southside?”

      He stopped, clearly surprised. “Sorry, but I didn’t move here until ’97. Any of you know anything?” he asked the room in general.

      A couple of shrugs, and the guy with the magazine said, “My mama could have told you anything you wanted to know, but she passed last year.”

      “I’m so sorry. I know how that feels, to lose your mother.”

      He nodded, and we had that silent exchange of a shared pinch of sorrow.

      I thanked everyone and then spun on my heel to almost bump into Ben. “Didn’t you hear? Dead end.”

      I got a to-go cup of sweet tea before we climbed back into Ben’s Wrangler. I must say, as much as I love my tough little Element, a spiffy new Jeep with leather seats and an infotainment dash display does have its temptations.

      The Orange Peel was only fifteen minutes away.

      And on the way, Ben had a fascinating conversation with Siri through his dashboard. She cancelled an afternoon meeting, confirmed his court date for Thursday, and scheduled a teeth cleaning.

      “But does she let the other people know the meeting’s cancelled?”

      “My iCal does automatically.”

      Which, yeah, calendar software will do that. I should have gotten that on my own. But this whole talking to a dashboard thing… I folded my arms and scowled at the street. “We are fast approaching a time when the only temps anybody needs will be backup iPhones.”

      ““Believe me, an iPhone will never be able to replace Sophie.”

      “Oh, your admin? I hope she’s better?”

      “She’s an office manager, does a lot more than an admin. She’s texted me four times already, fretting over what’s going on at the office without her.”

      “How anal,” I muttered.

      We parked on the street, and to our surprise and luck, a door was open for a delivery. I zipped right in behind the brown-shorts guy with skinny legs pushing something inside on a dolly, leaving Ben to follow.

      Inside, a white dude with a sharp fedora, plaid shirt, and shiny brown wingtips eyed us as he signed for the delivery. “I’m Ed. Can I help you?”

      “I hope so,” I began, but Ben very rudely interrupted me by introducing himself and offering his hand.

      “Ben Griffiths. I’m looking at venues for an event. It would be during the day and could be a weekday if that helps, though a Sunday afternoon might be prime.”

      Ed gestured and led us to the back of the stage.

      “It’s all on the internet,” Ed said, bored. “Seated, 100 to 250 is optimal. Standing, up to 1,000. Biggest hardwood dance floor around. You can arrange for catering or we can. Two long bars with local beers and wine. Like I said, it’s all on the website.”

      “Do you have any pictures of how it looked back in the day?” I asked before Ben could respond.

      The Orange Peel had been a rollerskating rink in the 1950s, had been gutted inside and redesigned for an urban music venue in the 60s and 70s, and in 2002 had been gutted and redesigned again. Its contemporary industrial chic lacked any kind of aura or throwback to a time of a three-tiered stage covered with shag carpet and everything cool the ’70s offered.

      “There’s an old photo album somewhere,” Ed said.

      “Is there anything you can do with lighting to make it more intimate for a smaller crowd?”

      “Define intimate.”

      “Never mind. What we really want is more vintage-historic,” I said. “Like, old days, back during the Motown years and then later with the Commodores and the O’Jays coming through on tour.”

      “You know your local music.” He looked so surprised it made me want to pierce his smug aura. However, since I only knew the words I’d read and printed out just a couple of hours before, I bit my tongue. I also saw no need to correct him.

      Ben was pacing around the cavernous space, looking doubtful. Ed took Ben off to pick up some brochures, and I went off in my own direction, hunting for a dark place where I could squint and imagine the old Peel from back in the day, which was not going to happen with all the shiny new around.

      Ben shook hands with Ed. He thought we were leaving. Better nip that in the bud.

      “Is Jazzmyn Johnson in today?”

      “Yeah. She’s in the office. You know her?”

      “No. But I read about her on your webpage.”

      I studiously ignored Ben’s piercing gaze.

      “So… you wanted to see her? Follow me.” He led us down a new dark hallway. “Jazzmyn. She goes by Jazz. She’s also a singer—alternative music—has a great voice, a pretty good local following.”

      “Talking about me?”

      We spun to see a young woman with skin the color of terra cotta and the most gorgeous long hair I’d ever seen, startling white at the roots and color-melting to turquoise and finally deep purple below her shoulders. She had exquisitely lined cat eyes and brows, and her full lips were pale aqua. She wore an old Nina Simone concert tee and skinny jeans. I admired her nose ring, the hibiscus tattoos circling her neck, and the ornate tattoo scroll climbing from her fingers to her elbow, as I tried to imagine what kind of music she sang...

      Focus.

      She had a box in her arms and looked curiously at Ben and me. Ed introduced us, and we followed her into the office.

      “How can I help you?” she asked, her friendly smile swinging from me to Ben.

      “Your father…” My brain was stuck on what Ed had said, though. I scratched my head with both hands, eyes squeezed shut. “Diggit Johnny! Saxophone. Went to Stephens-Lee the same years as—” I cut that line of dialogue off abruptly and did a dogleg. “—toured with some of the big-name R&B acts back in the day.” I opened my eyes and returned Jazz’s smile, a bit too pleased with myself, but hey, when my brain comes through, I like to reward it. “Diggit Johnny Johnson is your daddy?”

      She actually took a step back. “Yes…?”

      A pregnant yes. Waiting for more.

      I handed her Ben’s card that he had handed me earlier. “Sorry. I only have my old ones and this is the correct contact info.” Ben might have swallowed his tongue just then. I heard but did not look. She took Ben’s card.

      I took a fast hairpin conversational curve. “Did your dad play in the Stephens-Lee band under Mr. Fowler?” Change of subject. I suddenly feared that revealing the name of the most despised guy around might end the conversation.

      Ben finally managed to get my attention by taking my elbow and squeezing just a leeetle too hard.

      But Jazz’s face transformed. “Oh, does he ever tell stories about Mister Fowler.”

      “Do you think he’d mind talking to us?” I asked politely.

      “He’ll talk to anybody who wants to hear his back-in-the-day stories.” She rolled her eyes.

      “We’re probably more interested in his days playing backup here at the Orange Peel—” Ben began, probably attempting to get his train back on its track. Had he forgotten whom he’d hired?

      “We’d love to hear your father’s stories.” I corrected him with a don’t you know anything look.

      Old people? Let them prime their pump with what they want to talk about and what you want to hear will flow out right behind.

      And then, before Ben could finally drag me away, I called to Ed. “If you find that photo album, please give us a call!”

      When we were in the car, Ben seemed about to explode.

      “Benjamin.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Benjie.”

      “And especially not that.”

      “Ben.”

      “What?” It was almost a shout.

      “An Event to Remember. You hired us, right? You even, if I recall correctly, signed a contract and put down a deposit?”

      “I am so going to regret this.”

      I patted his shoulder. “There, there.”
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      It’s a good thing I love me a glass of sweet tea, because Diggit Johnny had a tray with a big pitcher of it on the tray snapped across his motorized wheelchair. Clearly he enjoyed being host, as Jazzmyn sat with me waiting instead of handling the tea for him. Ben was looking for an open place down the residential block to park.

      He was a large man who might benefit from a larger chair, but the motor handled his weight. Back when he was making a sax wail, he must have been fit and deep-lunged to go with that deep chest. I wondered how he’d looked in a large Afro, since I couldn’t imagine it any other way. Not that I was any expert but, you know. TV Land. Now Diggit’s head was smooth and hairless, either natural or shaved.

      While Diggit was pouring tea, I asked, “Do you mind?” and gestured toward the brick wall of photos.

      “Not at all!” He had the most genuine smile I believe I’d ever seen.

      I got up and walked across the cozily cluttered glassed-in verandah to the arrangement of photos and clippings on the brick wall. The frames were mostly dime store, but a few looked like they’d been awarded from somebody who didn’t mind spending money on presentation.

      One of the central images was the framed newspaper article I’d found online and quoted from at the Orange Peel with a color photo of Diggit sitting in this very spot. He was in his wheelchair, grinning. The three rows of photos and clippings on the brick wall arched over his shoulder and head. The caption read, “A Man and his Memorabilia, Second in a Series of Asheville ’70s-Style.”

      But the photo that drew me closer showed a young guy who should have been a featured extra in a ’70s movie. It was easily recognizable as Diggit, despite weight gain and aging, right down to his oversized pink lenses in wire rimmed glasses.

      And yes, Diggit totally rocked that Afro, gold velvet bell-bottoms, and silky African caftan-styled shirt.

      A freaking-huge gold medallion hung around his neck, only partially visible behind his gleaming saxophone.

      “Do you have any music I can download or CDs I can buy?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he laughed.

      “I’ll get one, Daddy,” Jazz said, and hopped up from her chair to disappear into the further reaches of their home.

      “My son ripped copies of the only CD our group, Chillin, ever made—and it was taken from vinyl. Nobody wants to hear that old stuff—but I do have these homemade CDs so I can share them with friends.” His eyes twinkled. “Old and new. Can ya dig it?”

      I grinned. “I can dig it. I can’t wait to hear it.

      Beside the music memories was a second collection of photos, these of Diggit’s multigenerational family through the decades. The son who’d evidently made the CDs was older than Jazz and much lighter-skinned. “What’s your son’s name?”

      “That was my first wife’s boy, Leon. He was a good boy.”

      Holy cow, was Leon that common a name? So close to Leonard. He seemed so very happy and alive among his family. For once words didn’t come spewing before I could think better of it. I’m sure this is a good thing. I’m not one who says the right thing in all circumstances, you might be surprised to know.

      “He was sick and there wasn’t any medicine to cure it. Some experimental stuff, but we didn’t have the money for that. Probably wouldn’t have done any good, I tell myself. The only thing that makes it bearable.”

      “That just sucks.” I didn’t know what else to say, because it did.

      Diggit nodded.

      And then Ben arrived from finding a place to park, which broke the mood.

      “Here, have some of my baby girl’s fine sweet tea.” Diggit’s smile had returned, but not quite as broad.

      Ben looked a little less thrilled at the promise of yet another glass of sweet tea. Maybe his bladder isn’t as capacious as mine.

      Jazz returned with not just the CD, but with coffee.

      “Perfect,” Ben said and thanked her, while I went for an ice-clinking, sweaty glass of Southern comfort.

      The Brits have their hot tea. We Southerners have our sweet tea.

      “So Jazzmyn tells me you wanted to hear about ol’ Mr. Fowler. He certainly was a fine man. Oh, he had his harsh opinions about music and none of us liked them none, but we respected him, all the same.”

      Ben seemed willing to let me carry the load, which suited me just fine. “You played saxophone in his band? That’s not very classical, is it?” I asked.

      “I played more than sax. I played flute when I had to. The fingering’s the same, you know. And I liked clarinet quite a bit. I always thought I’d like to try the oboe. We had a record with that sound and it was mellow… but expensive. The school couldn’t afford to buy instruments. We got hand-me-downs from other schools. Heck, we couldn’t even buy band uniforms. We got those castoffs from the other schools, too, and not enough of them to go around. But when we marched in parades? Made no difference. We still were the ones that got all the attention because we were so good.”

      A slice of life I’d only read about. “And you liked classical music?”

      “Didn’t love it but I liked it fine. And if I’d got my hands on an oboe, I’m not saying I wouldn’t have also tried it with some blues, some jazz.” His laughter was wheezy, and he took a few deep drags off the oxygen mask dangling from a pole attached to his wheelchair.

      “Did you keep up with any of the other students in Mr. Fowler’s band?”

      Diggit rambled a bit about friends who played, friends who didn’t, a couple who died too young.

      But the one musician’s name I’d hoped to hear remained unspoken.

      I went for it. “And what about Professor Leonard Humphreys?”

      Jazz stiffened, stepped beside her daddy’s chair, and put her hand on his shoulder.

      “You might have heard what happened to him.” I twisted my fingers in my lap.

      “Is that what this is all about?” Jazz demanded. “Is this why you wormed your way into talking to my daddy?” They exchanged a look that was difficult to decode but held a darkness that made me shiver.

      “I saw that old Mingo got himself murdered.” Diggit pinned me with a flat-eyed look, drained of any discernible emotion. “Must not have changed much.”

      Mingo? He had to mean the Humpster.

      “It’s officially a suspicious—” Ben began.

      I spoke over him. Lawyers. “So you did know him?”

      “Oh, we all knew Mingo. A walking toothpick, ’cept for that nose.”

      Despite Jazz’s uneasiness, I pulled out my folded-up blotter page and smoothed it over the low coffee table. It was a bit noisy. “I hope you don’t mind but if I don’t write this down it’ll get all jumbled in my head, and next thing you know, Humphreys was the hot big guy all the girls crushed on, instead of you.”

      He hooted. “Where’d you get that moonshine from?”

      “Not moonshine,” I shot back, and jerked my thumb at the wall of memories. “I’ve seen your pictures.”

      “If you ain’t the sweetest little thing.”

      I carefully did not look at Jazz. I had a feeling I would not survive an eye-battle with those hot Cleopatra eyes. And immediately began wondering if I should try cat eyes and pondered which eyeliner would best suit.

      “I ain’t sayin’ I was a—a hot big guy?—with the girls after me, but I can say for certain Mingo sure wasn’t. But it wasn’t just that beak he had on ’im. It was his grandma who ruint him. ‘Leonard ain’t allowed to play football with you young hoodlums!’” he mimicked in a shrill falsetto. “He couldn’t roam the banks of the French Broad River with us lookin’ for treasure, or fish, or ride bikes or any other thing we did. Mingo wasn’t allowed to do nuthin’ that might hurt his dainty little fingers.” He wiggled his over imaginary piano keys. “Course, he played anything—anything but brass.” Diggit tapped his own chest. “Doubt he had the lungs for that, and he sure didn’t have the lips. Practically didn’t have any lips at all. What his grandma didn’t know, though? He could copy Hendrix’s blues licks on an ol’ beat up Stratocaster, and almost as good. Real good. In fact—” He broke off, and again, grabbed for the oxygen.

      “Daddy,” Jazz began.

      But he patted her hand. “Naw, baby. Let me talk. Not often people come around wanting to hear my stories, other than you and Elvis.” He turned back toward Ben and me, his eyes twinkling. “She has a boyfriend who has that Elvis hair with a curl hanging over his forehead.”

      “Daddy.” Jazz was mortified.

      The last thing any woman wanted was having her love life trotted out for company.

      “But he knows his old music, and that’s for sure. The world can’t be all bad when the young guns still appreciate the good music that got left behind. Elvis? He hates the stuff that didn’t!” Diggit chuckled. “Especially what was happening in England. That boy loves his American music.”

      “The Humpster, though,” I said, as much to rescue Jazz as anything. “Did you say—Hendrix? As in, Jimi? He played electric guitar!”

      Diggit’s laughter started out boom and ended wheeze. “Did you say ‘the Humpster’?” He slapped his thigh and took off again. “And yes, Hendrix played electric guitar. What do you think a Stratocaster is?” When he got his breath back, he went on. “Mingo was ten years old, hangin’ around the Peel—don’t know why he thought to or wanted to, nor how he got out at night. But there he was, and between sets somebody had walked away from their guitar. Mingo picked it up, started picking at it, listening to the sounds he could make, and gathered a crowd. Claimed it was the first time he’d ever held one. Before long, some of the local guys had come up with a poor excuse of a guitar for him, but you woulda thought it was pure gold, because it was beat up and scarred from some fool bashin’ it around on stage, but it was still a Strat.

      “Oh, Mingo was good enough down at the Peel that there was talk of him, maybe a couple of others with him, bein’ the center of a kind of novelty band that might go on tour and open for some of the big guns. Yeah, they called it a ‘novelty,’ but they said it was the real thing, that nobody would want their money back, that’s for certain… You know, there’s no such thing as too young when you got the stuff.”

      His voice drifted away, then suddenly, he pulled himself back to the present. “Then he got caught playin’ down at the Orange Peel. That ol’ witch grandma of his marched out on that stage in the middle of a song and grabbed him by the ear and dragged him off. Most humiliating thing I ever—” Again, he shook his head. And when he began speaking again, the genial old gent was gone and a lifetime of bitterness tainted his voice. “And he never went back.” He took a deep draw off the oxygen mask. “All it took was his old granny catching him and he tucked his tail and never looked back, like he didn’t even care. If he’d had soul, nothing would’ve stopped him. If there was ever a time when the rest of us might have accepted him as one of us, it was when he was playing at the Peel.”

      “He’d always had trouble with people, making friends?”

      “He always acted like he thought his toots didn’t stink—”

      “Daddy...” Jazz groaned.

      “—that he was better than the rest of us. But my momma said for that child to be so stuck-up you’d think his momma had slept with Elvis Presley instead of the ugliest white boy she could find.” Another drag on the oxygen.

      Diggit was getting worked up, and I was worried that any minute Jazz was going to end our visit. But still! This was news. “Your mother knew who his father was?”

      Diggit looked dumbstruck. “You don’t have to see the daddy to see that he was butt-ugly. Mingo didn’t get that face from anybody on his momma’s side.”

      “I’m handling Professor Humphreys’ estate,” Ben said in the voice of a man who has decided he must step in before things blow to heck and back.

      The nerve.

      “To fill his last request, I’m looking for a venue for his memorial service, and M.J. convinced me to let her help.” Although I’m still not sure why I’m letting her, was so clear in his voice that even they heard it.

      Jazz gave us a measuring look, trying to determine how ‘friendly’ I’d gotten with this lawyer I’d just met.

      Which was fine with me, since it was her daddy I wanted to talk to, anyway. “Surely there was somebody he was friendly with. I mean, seriously? Nobody at all ever had anything to do with him?”

      Diggit sat back in his wheel chair. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with him? Or he and his grandma wouldn’t have anything to do with us. Same difference. He was a mean kid with a vicious tongue who made sure nobody wanted to be around him, and he was that way with everybody. Even teachers. Even our mommas. Staring at us all cold and disgusted, like he’d stepped in something.”

      “And he never played any popular music again?” Ben leaned forward with his arms resting on his knees. Like he forgot he was wearing a suit. Or maybe that’s why he was so rumpled. Because he never acted like he was wearing a suit?

      “I kinda stopped paying attention, I guess. He was older and ahead of me, and by then I’d discovered girls and had Mr. Fowler at Stephens-Lee encouraging me with my sax. But if Mingo had ever played again, I think I would have heard about it.” Then, he slapped his knee. “That Mr. Fowler—if he heard me showin’ off playing what he called honky-tonk? He’d hit me upside my head. You didn’t let him catch you playing it more than once!” His grin was back. “Or maybe twice. Then ya learned to just get real careful.” He leaned back in his chair and his laugh was a low wheezy rumble deep in his chest. “That man was something else.”

      “Was it Mr. Fowler who encouraged Leonard to apply to Juilliard?” Ben asked in what I had to admit was a perfectly conversational way of shifting the subject back to the professor.

      As long as Jazz didn’t decide to shut it down.

      “Well that caused talk, a poor skinny little mixed-race kid from Southside going to a school that cost more for a semester than our houses were worth.”

      Ben sat up. “I assumed his classical training at Stephens-Lee led to a scholarship of some kind.”

      “Nah. No such thing as kids from Stephens-Lee getting’ an audition for a place like Juilliard.”

      “But Leonard clearly auditioned. He had to or he wouldn’t have been accepted.”

      “Maybe so. But it wasn’t because of anything or anybody here in Southside.”

      A small light went on in my head. Huh. Now that I thought about it… “I’m sure there was gossip,” I said conspiratorially.

      He chuckled. “The gossip was that he found a rich old man to pay his way, if you know what I mean.” There was a bit of a leer under that last bit.

      Yes, I knew exactly what he meant. Because Leonard was possibly gay? Or the culture of the times was to make that assumption about the effete, skinny kid with his nose in the air. I changed the subject. “Is the neighborhood y’all grew up in totally gone? Your old house didn’t survive?” Or Leonard’s, I added silently.

      Diggit rubbed his chins. “Ever hear of eminent domain? That’s what the government does when they decide they want what little you got. Condemn the rest as unfit and tear it all down so people with money can build something new that you won’t be around to be part of. Nah, it’s all gone now. Everything but the Orange Peel, but of course that wasn’t in Southside. And the gymnasium of Stephens Lee was left standing up on the hill. They left it for a rec center.”

      “Mt. Zion’s still here, Daddy,” Jazz reminded him with a soothing pat on his shoulder.

      “Well, that’s true. The Lord saved Mt. Zion when the rest of our world got bulldozed. That church is almost a century old, can you imagine? The building, I mean. The church goes back longer than that.”

      He was getting tired. His gaze grew distant and his wide smile gentled. “But the Orange Peel was my church.”

      Jazz kissed him on top of his head and gave us a warning look.

      “So other than possibly the church or the Orange Peel, you can’t think of anywhere else that Leonard Humphreys might have performed when he was growing up? I thought it would be rather nice, having his memorial at a place where he had some musical history.”

      “As someone who holds nothing but bad feelings about that man, I’ve discussed him as long as I care to. Even now I feel the need to use mouthwash,” Diggit said. I was startled to see a hard edge in his previously genial eyes. He turned his face up to Jazz. “Hey, think if I get murdered, somebody will have a big deal memorial for me?”

      “Excuse me? Am I interrupting?”

      We all turned to stare at the young man standing in the kitchen doorway.

      Elvis. He had to be Elvis.

      Elvis, if he had an English accent and shifted nervously and peered from under his eyelashes like a young Hugh Grant.

      Oh. And dyed black hair and wore alternative fashion on the Goth end of the spectrum.

      “Not at all, boy,” Diggit boomed, each word getting its own strong emphasis. And there was that genuine smile again.

      Jazz didn’t wait. She walked over to give him a quick hug then peered up into his eyes with concern. Are you okay? she mouthed. He gave her a slight nod, hugged her tight, and then they finally broke apart.

      I glanced down at my lap before they could catch me watching. I shouldn’t have been watching. I should have been minding my own business.

      But the picture they made together imprinted on my heart.

      I did an admirable job of picking imaginary lint from my skirt, as if I hadn’t seen a thing.

      Diggit gave his wheezy laugh but everything seemed a bit too hearty, almost forced cheerfulness for Elvis’s sake.

      Jazz pulled a side chair over from a small table so Elvis could sit beside her. They sat holding hands in a way that seemed a continuing of their embrace. She darted small looks at him, checking on him while he maintained a pleasant expression through our introductions.

      “This is our almost-Elvis,” Diggit announced. “His name is Elgar, which is a strange name but then I suppose Elvis, is, too. And Elgar, this is M.J. O’Malley.”

      Elgar quickly shook my hand, embarrassed not to have done so sooner, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      Diggit went on, with a change of tone. “And this is Benjamin….” He patted his shirt, looking for Ben’s card.

      “Ben Griffiths,” Ben said, and as the two men shook, Ben was studying Elgar with more than casual interest.

      “So sorry to interrupt,” Elgar stammered. “I’m sure I could have waited in the other room.” He was charmingly diffident, and I could see why Jazz was smitten.

      Jazz finally decided to intervene. “This is a difficult time for Elgar. You see, Professor Humphreys—”

      Elgar gestured a thanks to her, gave her a sweet smile, and continued for himself. “Professor Humphreys is—” He broke off. Swallowed. “I am not used to this yet. He was my doctoral director.”

      “This must be an unexpected complication,” Ben said kindly. “I hope it won’t throw you too far off schedule.”

      “No. I think—I think everything is past that. It’s just that—” He glanced at Jazz and she squeezed his hand. “When I came to America to study, blokes took the mickey out of me about taking care around Americans and their guns and how I needed to watch myself.” He glanced up apologetically. “It was annoying, really.” His gaze dropped down to his hands that were now clenched in his lap, with Jazz stroking his arm. “But it all seemed so distant, so unreal, like something that simply couldn’t happen. That happened on telly or the cinema or tabloid news. But this close, when you actually know the—the person, it’s horrifying.”

      “I’ve tried to tell you, it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving man,” Diggit said irritably.

      “He was a wretched man, a horrible teacher. But I sincerely wish this hadn’t happened to him.”

      “It had to be such a shock,” I agreed. “I didn’t even know him, and it has shocked me.”

      Diggit nodded to his daughter. “Baby, why don’t you go fetch us all a beer?”

      “That’s very kind, but I have to say no, thank you.” Ben stood. “I just received a text and have some rather urgent business to handle”.”

      I rose, too. As did my radar. Urgent? Sounded intriguing.

      Elgar shot to his feet because a lady was standing but remained behind with Diggit as Jazz showed us out.

      But just before she shut the door, almost before we were through it—I spun and stuck my foot out to stop it. “Mingo. Everybody called him that?”

      “Yeah. He sure didn’t know where it came from, though.”

      “Which was?” I asked.

      “Short for Flamingo. Tall stick-legged bird with a big beak.”

      Ben’s mouth fell open. He slammed it shut, nodded politely, grabbed my arm, and yeah, I had to move my foot.

      I hope she enjoyed slamming that door.
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      “You realize if this were Murder, She Wrote, Diggit has motive for murder,” I said.

      “Will you at least let me get my door shut and my seatbelt buckled before you bombard me with ridiculous guesses about my client’s death?”

      “I see the corner of your mouth twitching.”

      “I’m trying not to sneeze.”

      “To laugh.”

      Suddenly, Ben grew very still. “You know, this is an intense experience. Believe it or not, I have never had to handle the estate of someone who died under suspicious enough circumstances that it ended up on television—me, on television—with the whole city speculating and me not able to make a move without the police giving permission.”

      “But withholding all details despite reports of a gory, blood-spattered kitchen and the blood didn’t come from a pot roast? That is merely suspicious?”

      “Gory, blood-spattered? Where did that come from?”

      “Rumors.”

      He caught himself, glared, and fell back into his recorded message. “It’s the APD’s opinion that withholding details is in the best interest of determining the...”

      “Murderer.”

      “Person of interest.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Jazz is watching us through the curtains,” Ben grumbled, “wondering why we haven’t left.”

      “Um... you’re the one with the key and the wheels?”

      Ben closed his eyes and let out a short gust of disgust.

      “Just saying.”

      He started the motor and we left Jazz and Diggit behind, having gotten what we needed plus more. “Motive but no means or opportunity.”

      My turn to be lost. “What?”

      “If you’re playing Murder, She Wrote, he has the motive—but only if you’re playing Murder, She Wrote would that forty-something-year-old grudge be enough motive for murder—but no means or opportunity.”

      “Means? What means doesn’t he have and how do you know?”

      “He’s in a wheelchair.”

      “Strap a portable oxygen tank on his shoulder and he might be fine. His arms are like oaks, and we have no reason to assume he can’t walk if he actually uses his oxygen.” I narrowed my eyes in his direction. “Or is it the weapon he couldn’t have?”

      “Okay, when you put it that way, he could have had one in the shed behind the house or could have picked one up at any Wal-Mart or... well, I assume they’re widely available, though I haven’t ever tried to buy one for myself.”

      “One what?” I asked, innocent as a lamb.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he answered, devious as the devil.

      “Hmph,” was the extent of my brilliant retort. I folded my arms and stared through the windshield at passing Asheville, enough evergreens and hardy landscapes to still be lush and green in December. “Is Mingo’s house wheelchair accessible?”

      “No, it’s multilevel going down the side of the mountain with a view to die for.”

      I maintained my silence at that choice of words, but it was hard.

      “So to speak,” he amended uncomfortably.

      It was clear to me that any kind of relationship I had with Ben Griffiths was going to involve a lot of dueling eyes and trading of obnoxious smirks.

      Exactly the kind of relationship I love.

      I settled back into the sumptuous leather seat.

      “Except...” Ben sounded like he hated having to say that word.

      “Except?”

      “The kitchen is at ground level.”

      “With a door from the garage?”

      “From the deck.”

      “And the deck is accessible from...?”

      “The driveway.”

      “Motive, easily acquired murder weapon, and wheelchair accessible opportunity.”

      “And Jazz drove him and waited in the car while he did the deed.” Ben snorted.

      “On Murder, She Wrote? Anything is possible.”

      “Did you see how dependent he was on his oxygen? He couldn’t have done it. Believe me, he couldn’t have done it.”

      The man was oh-so-smug with his insider info.

      But I played my trump card, the one I’d been holding back for just this moment.

      “Because we know he can’t be pretending to be worse than he really is, don’t we?” My skepticism dripped from every word. “Remember, this is Murder, She Wrote. I rest my case.”

      He didn’t even try to answer.

      “You’ve been a great help,” Ben said, “but I’m sure you’re expected back by now.”

      “Clara is expecting me to assist you in locating a venue suitable for your needs, and I am certain I am more able to judge that than you would be on your own.”

      “This really has been helpful,” he continued, and he actually sounded sincere. Lawyers. How can you be sure? “Although I suspect you took at least two years off my life.”

      There. That was sincerity.

      I kept staring straight ahead with my nose in the air until it occurred to me that I might look like Mingo.

      “I did receive a text, by the way. The coroner has released the body. I have to meet Mr. Humphreys’ housekeeper at the crematorium in twenty minutes, and as I’m sure you have other commitments—”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” I turned my whole body sideways to stare at him. “You’re going to a crematorium?”

      The look he shot me was sheer deer-in-the-headlights.

      “I’ve never been to a crematorium! Seriously! Let me go. Please, I’ll be good. I won’t say a word!”
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      “You must be Mrs. Howard,” I said as soon as the thin elderly woman with a face like wrinkled brown satin entered the building, holding herself rigidly erect, and walked sedately into the small waiting room with a garment bag and a shoe box. “Here. Let me help.”

      I took the shoebox and gave her my most sympathetic how awful for you to find the body like that sympathetic smile. I would have taken the garment bag, too, but that’s when the crematorium guy stepped forward, oozing fake sincerity.

      As if she couldn’t see through that.

      She patted her crinkly white hair into place and then stared at me like I was a bug crawling on her kitchen floor before turning to him and relieving herself of the bag. I handed the guy the shoebox and he gestured toward the corridor that led to the small waiting room we were to meet in.

      Ben shot me a scowl from behind her.

      It’s not my fault he had to go—I don’t know, probably to get rid of his tea and coffee—at the exact moment she decided to enter through the front door.

      And I just happened to be standing near the front door watching for her.

      That is an An Event to Remember service. We do not go halfway.

      But I decided it was Ben’s turn to ooze professionalism so allowed him to take over while I inhaled surreptitiously around the edges of the room, checking for stray burny smells.

      Whatever they did, they did a very good job of odor containment. I guess that is part and parcel of any kind of funeral business but really, cremation? Seems like it should leave traces.

      The funeral guy followed us in and sat behind a tasteful desk no different from any other funeral guy I’ve witnessed.

      He opened a drawer and pulled out a fake-leather binder with beautifully presented illustrations of caskets inside.

      Caskets? I thought they were going to burn him. I opened my mouth to ask but Ben aimed a look at me that was fit to kill. Like he thought he knew what I was going to say and was glaring at me not to.

      But his voice as he ran interference for Mrs. Howard was calm and reasonable and everything he never was when speaking to me.

      Since she sat stiffly and—to my relief, actually—seemed to stare at everybody as if they were bugs on her kitchen floor, Ben sped the process through flowers which she did not want, music which she did not want, and a receptacle for the cremains [yes, cremains! who knew?] which—surprise, surprise—she also didn’t want.

      You know, don’t you at least pretend to care that your employer’s dead? Go through the motions showing that sending him on to a better place has even a tiny bit of your concern? Isn’t that just good manners?

      I had more questions than Ben Griffiths would be able to answer in a week.

      But he managed to shoot me another one of those glares of his without anybody else catching him at it.

      I examined my manicure and decided to let him have his fun.

      I’d have mine later.

      But all thoughts of payback flew from my mind while I watched Ben helping Mrs. Howard into her car.

      I didn’t know what kind of car it was, but it looked vintage, expensive, and in pristine condition. Oh wait. The hood ornament—a Jaguar! But not like any I’d seen before. The color—a light silvery aqua that glowed like opals—took my breath away.

      My mind was racing. I judiciously held my tongue until we were in Ben’s Jeep again. “That car. Oh, my gracious, that car. How is she driving a car like that if she’s the Humpster’s housekeeper?”

      Ben remained stubbornly silent long enough for me to huff my impatience.

      “It’s owned by the estate, since it was his car. And as estate executor, it’s within my power to let her drive it.”

      “But—what if something happens to it? That’s a Jaguar! A lot of power for someone to handle who doesn’t look able to handle a whole heck of a lot. And it looks valuable.”

      He cut me a look. “A ’59 Mark 2, not that it’s any of your business...”

      I choked back my anticipation lest he change his mind and stop talking.

      “He left it to her.”

      “For a nasty, mean-spirited man, that’s a pretty darned generous bequest. Do you think she appreciates it?”

      “I gather it’s something she appreciates or she wouldn’t have asked for the keys and driven it instead of her Accord.”

      “Oho. She asked for it? Well, she didn’t appear overcome with grief so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised, but still. Couldn’t wait for the reading of the will? Or is that still a thing? And—and wait!” I couldn’t believe I’d let this slip by me. “Why was his housekeeper making decisions about his cremation?”

      “Maisie Jo.”

      “Benjie.”

      “I am fulfilling my duties as executor. End of subject.”

      “Do the cops know about her asking for the car?”

      “They don’t.”

      “Well. They should. Because I have ideas.”

      “Oh, I am certain you do.”

      “Did he leave her money, too? Because it’s looking a bit like motive if you ask me. And if we’re going to Murder, She Wrote this…” I froze, seeing the shopping center we were about to pass by. “Stop! Here! I need to go to that office supply store!”

      “What? Where?” He tried to adjust to my directions.

      “Go that way!”

      “I can’t!”

      “Sure you can—well, now you can’t.”

      “Since I am not inclined to drive the wrong way on a one-way street for even half a block—”

      “A few feet.”

      “—I’m sure I can get you where you want to go in my own old-fashioned, law-abiding way. Where?”

      “Right there. You’ll have to make the block,” I sighed.

      “Do you want me to pick up anything for you?” I asked when he finally parked.

      “Sophie handles all that. I wouldn’t dare.”

      I rolled my eyes. And this time, it was physical, and I made sure he saw me.

      A half-hour later, we were almost back to Pisgah Cove, me playing with my packs of multi-colored index cards and the package of metallic gel pens I’d grabbed with a minimum of distraction. Which meant I probably only spent ten extra minutes moseying from shiny to shiny before I grabbed myself by the scruff of my neck and hauled myself up to pay.

      “You’ll report back to your boss that I haven’t made a selection yet, or should I?”

      “Stop calling her my boss. Really.”

      “She’s not your boss? She acted like it, and you—”

      “She’s my sister. My older sister. Clara Belle O’Clare.” Oh, how I smirked at that one.

      “You’re—you’re kidding.”

      “There are all sorts of family traditions in my family and naming women after our foremothers is one of the more unfortunate.”

      “Maisie Jo and Clara Belle. Both of you aren’t O’Malleys?”

      “Clara Belle married an O’Clare. It lasted just enough for her to not want to fool with changing all her documents again.”

      “But she’s not your boss.”

      I cut him a look calculated to sting. “She. Wouldn’t. Dare.”

      “Dare…”

      “Try to be the boss of me. I put up with enough of that bull-hooey when we were kids. Now? She takes care of her business and I take care of mine.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “That does seem to be a continuing issue with you, doesn’t it? Okay, we both inherited the house and we both inherited the business, but I don’t have anything to do with the business. It’s all Clara’s to run. I rarely am involved at all, but today she had an emergency, and I graciously stepped into the breach for her.”

      “So that means I should be talking to her instead of you?”

      “The heck you say!” I crossed my arms and gave a smug little toss of my head. “You came in on my watch and you’re mine.” Erm. “So to speak.”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “Do?”

      “You don’t work for the family company.”

      “Oh, that. I’m an actress.” I fluttered my eyelashes.

      “Where? Not in Pisgah Cove.”

      “You’d be surprised how much work there is in the Carolinas and, you know, around. And I did some work in LA but didn’t like the business out there.”

      “Huh.”

      Wait for it, wait for it…

      “What would I have seen you in?”

      “Costumes.” Ba-da-bing!

      His bemused look is adorable, too.

      “So, okay, I’ll coordinate with Clara Belle, fill her in, and be in touch with you tomorrow, midday?” More lunch would be good.

      “If you’d line up the other venues for tomorrow afternoon, that would be excellent. I don’t have a lot of time this week to deal with this.” He was looking bemused again, like, wait, what am I doing here, anyway? “In fact, I really should just let you —”

      “No, you shouldn’t. I may know venues and smash mobs, but you know—knew—the Humpster, and I just don’t think you could feel quite right about it if his send-off was so impersonal that all you did was authorize the check.”

      He swung the big Jeep into our gravel carriage drive and pulled up close enough that I wouldn’t have to hike the south forty [aka the front lawn] to get to the front door. “Um, well… but that’s what I do. As executor.”

      Oh, what an opportunity. My eyes went a wee-bit limpid. You are not the man I thought you were. Then, I lifted my chin. “Well, then, in that case, I thoroughly understand.”

      “And of course, the final call on everything is Melba’s.”

      Second thoughts! Bingo!

      “Right. Melba.” So her first name was Melba. I bit my tongue. Less said the better in that direction.

      “Is that your Element?” he asked.

      Who’s squirreling now? But again, I bit my tongue. “Yeah, how’d you guess?” I glanced to where its burnt orange rear end was visible up near the carriage house.

      “It just seems… you.”

      “You’ll hear from me tomorrow.” I jumped out of the Jeep and shut the door without looking back because I was quite sure my cheeks were blazing. It just seems… you. The way he said it? Didn’t sound necessarily like that was a bad thing.

      When he’d pulled back out onto the highway, I dashed around to the back, my Office Depot bag banging against my thigh. I was going to take my private entry and servants' stairs to see if I could make it to my rooms without being waylaid by the baking crew, the flower arranging crew, my sister, or the hellbeast.

      If I didn’t unload my brain, it was going to explode.

      And when I finally flung myself across my bed I burst into howls of laughter and listened to the thunder of tiny feet as Taz tore up the front stairs, skidded around the corner, and then flew into my rooms at top speed.

      She covered my neck with kisses because after all, she had known that I was never, ever going to come home again, ever, ever, ever!

      Stroking her back and staring up at the mosquito net over my head, I thought about Ben Griffiths.

      Just wait until he called her Clara Belle.
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      I’d eaten a frozen dinner heated up in my microwave, accompanied by an heirloom crystal goblet filled with cheap box wine.

      I looked through the goblet’s cut facets and watched the fire in my fireplace glinting off their edges. It’s the little things in life that make the difference.

      Then I put it down on the hearth and turned back to the task at hand.

      Multi-colored index cards were spread helter-skelter across the floor, each with a different clue written on it.

      FLASH MOB

      LEON

      FOOD POISONING

      R&B

      ANGRY CAT EYES

      LEONARD

      HOUSEKEEPER

      ADMIN

      ELVIS

      OBOE

      JAGUAR

      CREMATORIUM

      OMG COLOR MELT HAIR!

      GRIFFITH/GARGOYLE

      ORANGE PEEL

      BASS GUITAR

      JIMI HENDRIX

      EVIL GRANDMOTHER

      MOTIVE/MEANS/OPPORTUNITY

      DIGGIT/CAN YA DIG IT?

      JAZZ

      BOOM-SHACKA-LACKA-LACKA

      And more.

      Okay, obviously they weren’t all clues. But I figured that as soon as I didn’t keep something from my brain-dump in the stack, it would turn out to be the obvious thing I’d overlooked. Not because my dys-brain wasn’t making good choices, but because that’s what would happen on Murder, She Wrote.

      I slid the cards around, rearranging them. I tossed them and let them land wherever they pleased.

      As a last resort I even tried organizing them.

      Nothing changed. But that was okay. I finally gathered them up into a stack and put a rubber band around them and tucked them into my backpack.

      Suddenly, neon light glowed from one of them. In my head, I mean. After retrieving the stack and ripping the rubber band off, I scattered until I found “LEON.”

      So, his name was close to Leonard and he was Diggit’s first wife’s son. Diggit despised Leonard, but it somehow felt more personal than was evidenced by what he said.

      But anything beyond that was a dead end. I didn’t know anybody who would have known them. The only person I knew who was even in Asheville back in those days was Mary Sue Ellen. I tried to imagine her in her full-throttle hippie days knowing Diggit and failed.

      But still. I grabbed my cellphone.

      “Hello, M.J.” She drawled in her monotone drone.

      “So. I have a back-in-the-day question.”

      “Careful.”

      “No, I’m not going to ask you about World War II or anything. I know you aren’t that—weren’t around then,” I amended.

      Deathly silence.

      “Okay, so it’s like this. Did you ever hear of somebody back in the late 60s, early 70s named Diggit Johnson? A sax player?”

      “Nope.”

      I sighed. “Okay, I knew it was a long shot.”

      “Wrong question.”

      “Oh? Huh! Okay, um, did you ever know somebody named Diggit Johnson?”

      “Not directly.”

      Like. Pulling. Teeth.

      “How did you indirectly know him?”

      “Worked with Tom. Nice Guy.”

      “Wow. Five words. This is one for the books. Does this mean you might be willing to actually, you know, converse? It’s important. I think. Maybe.”

      I heard her mute her television. This was promising.

      “He worked where Tom worked. Hard to forget a name like Diggit. Son was sick. Folks raised money, but not enough.” And then as an afterthought, “I baked pies.”

      “I didn’t know you baked pies.”

      “I don’t.” There was warning in that tone.

      This was interesting but not more than I already knew. “Do you remember what was wrong with his son?”

      “Heart, maybe. That was a long time ago.”

      “So, I guess you’re wondering why I want to know?”

      “Ball game’s on.” And the TV was blaring again.

      “I’ll tell you next week when we’re all together.”

      “Oh. Houston.”

      “Houston’s playing?” What season was it, anyway?

      “No, I think they were trying to get him to Houston. Surgery.”

      “Oh, well, it’s all sad no matter how you look at it.”

      “Yes. Heart. DeBakey.”

      And she was gone, leaving me to Google and find that there was a Dr. Michael DeBakey in Houston at that time, a pioneer in heart surgery.

      And I remembered the thin young man who had such a bright smile. ‘

      Leon.

      And still didn’t really know anything of significance that I didn’t already know.

      And I had multi-colored index cards flung everywhere again.
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      By 10:30 it was time to wind down, but wind down is just a couple of words when my brain is in hyper-drive, even though I was really, really tired.

      My mind was racing, and I just couldn’t close my eyes. They remained fixed on the mosquito netting over my bed, watching the way the street light outside my second-floor window lit it up like magical gossamer.

      No, I don’t really need mosquito netting. Well, not as a rule. There are times when the menaces get in the house, especially if it has been muggy and sweltering and they’ve been breeding like fruit flies. [Adding this to my things to look up when I think about it—which breeds faster, fruit flies or mosquitos?]

      And it wasn’t just the potential addition of a really hot guy to my life that was keeping me awake, although the “to my life” vs. “temporary business relationship” possibilities did raise all sorts of questions. But not hope. Nope. Not hope. I really don’t need complications.

      Really.

      Don’t.

      What was I—? Oh, the other thing keeping me awake.

      Leon-Leonard? His name was so close to Diggit’s—what, first wife’s son? Is that what he’d said? The young guy didn’t look much like the Humpster other than his paler skin—and his mother might have been light-skinned for that matter. And he was slight, like the Humpster. Was that enough to assume the worst?

      And how much resentment was there, and more importantly, could there still be? Surely not enough to make Diggit truly a murder suspect. Especially when he was possibly confined to a wheelchair and definitely not able to exert himself much.

      If only Ben didn’t take his attorney gig so seriously. We’re professional associates, after all. If he can’t trust me, who can he trust?

      And why wouldn’t he tell me exactly how the Humpster died? What exactly were the “suspicious circumstances?” of his death? And why were the police—and Ben—keeping them secret?

      And then there was the third thing that was keeping me awake.

      Darn, I hate my tender heart, sometimes. The man was a stranger to me. A stranger. And yet here I was…

      I grabbed my phone from under my pillow. Fortunately, I had added Ben to autodial.

      For purely professional reasons.

      Note: My tender heart.

      “Ben Griffiths,” his voice sighed into my ear. I hadn’t noticed his voice before. It was a very velvety baritone that sounded particularly nice sighing into my ear…

      “Hello?” he demanded, less velvety-ly.

      Mystery solved. I hadn’t noticed it before because this was the voice I recognized. “Ben, sorry to disturb you—”

      “Who is this? It’s almost midnight.”

      “M.J.… M.J. O’Malley.”

      “Of course it is.” Another sigh, this one not anywhere near as nice as his first one. “I am almost afraid to ask, what is it that requires my attention at this time of night?”

      “It’s about the Humpster.”

      “And it can’t wait?”

      “Not if I’m going to ever get any sleep tonight.”

      “Well heaven forbid you don’t get any sleep tonight.”

      “I feel like I should notify you… ask you, really…” Just say it, M.J. “I’d like to be put on the list to attend his cremation tomorrow morning.”

      “This isn’t a gala at the Governor’s Mansion. There is no list. It’s just me and Mrs. Howard. And there’s no reason on God’s green earth you need to be there. There’s no service. With all due reverence and dignity, I will be present to assure my client’s last wishes are carried out, and that does not in any way require the assistance or supervision of An Event to Remember.”

      “I want to go.”

      “And this matters because…?”

      “Because I feel like… I kind of feel like I am getting to know him, and it makes me also feel like I want to be part of this goodbye, no matter how quick, reverent, and dignified it is.” I took a deep breath and finally I was the one sighing. “He makes my heart hurt.”

      The silence on the other end wasn’t producing optimism in my hurting heart.

      “You’re serious.”

      “Yes.”

      This time, a very heavy, put-upon sigh. “There may be media. Park in the back with the employees, and I’ll watch for you. Ten-fifty-five should do it.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. I was not going to let that stupid teardrop out.

      Instead it rolled backward and my, “Thank you, Ben,” sounded a little bit choked up, damn it.

      “May I go back to sleep now?”

      “Of course,” I said indignantly. As if I were at fault that he wasn’t asleep.

      Oh.

      “Good night, Maisie Jo.”

      He was gone, as were any hint of tears. I do believe they were turned to steam and coming out my ears.

      That man!
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      I was sleeping so soundly…

      And the dream was just… dreamy.

      Bruno Mars was singing in my ear and he loves me just the way I are…

      Am…

      And the little audiotape thing he broke to pull all the tape out to make it into squiggles of letters and then made it into my hair like in the video…

      The tape was red.

      Now that’s love, finding red audiotape to—

      What?

      I grabbed my iPhone and Bruno shut up when I answered, and I growled, “Who is this and are you insane?”

      Because I knew who it was because I’m the one who made Bruno Mars Ben’s very special ringtone. “This is payback, right? Payback. Because I woke you up—”

      “Pink flamingo.”

      Well, I’ll say this. That stopped me cold in my tracks for at least five seconds. “Say what?”

      “A pink plastic flamingo. You wanted to know. I’m telling you.”

      I hung up.

      Bruno Mars started up again. “Ha ha,” I answered, “you win. You’ve had your fun.”

      I hung up again.

      Bruno Mars again, and this time I was ready to throw his pretty face against the wall.

      “Enough is enough, Benjie—”

      “The detail the police are holding back was a pink plastic flamingo.”

      That one did me in for ten seconds.

      And he still didn’t explain.

      “What time is it?” I asked, scooting up to lean back against the headboard.

      “1:30. Ish. I couldn’t sleep and I decided you deserved to know.”

      “You decided I didn’t deserve to sleep, either.”

      “Got it in one.”

      “How does somebody get murdered with a pink plastic flamingo?”

      “Staked right into the chest.”

      I grabbed my throat and squeaked. “How—who—” and finally, “I got nuthin’.”

      He yawned in my ear.

      “That’s just rude. Can you tell me whodunnit?”

      “Don’t make me hate myself for this.”

      “Get on with it.”

      “The number one suspect is one of the two doctoral students under Professor Humphreys’ wing. The one whose entire life’s purpose, dreams, and career came to a screeching halt with an evisceration from said professor that left his committee members gasping—but as the old guy was both head of the department and the dissertation director, their protests didn’t change anything.”

      “Please tell me it’s not…”

      “I think you know who it is.”

      “A lifetime of dreams, work, and two horrifying years under Humphreys up in flames in one fell swoop?” I said, remembering how shattered he was. “That would make a lot of people snap. Still, a pink flamingo?”

      “Aye, there’s the rub. He knew about the nickname.”

      I gasped. “No. I refuse to believe it.”

      “As you pointed out, there’s always Diggit.”

      “But, Elgar! I don’t want to believe that, either! And besides, who names somebody Elgar? What kind of name is that?”

      “Famous English composer.”

      “Oh wow, that is one deep-rooted dream.”

      “You don’t know the half. Now. Go to sleep.”

      And oddly, I did.

      And when Keith Urban started singing to me through my ear buds I sank deeper into sleep and floated, and it was funny that I was able to relax and feel so—so right. Because it was raining on a Sunday and… he had these brown eyes and floppy brown hair and just felt lovely and safe…
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      Bruno Mars.

      Flipping Bruno Mars.

      This time I really was going to hurl the phone at the wall.

      Only really? I simply had to know why Ben was calling again.

      “What do you want?”

      “You’re still awake?”

      “Um… yes?” That felt like a loaded question.

      “So am I. Neither of us are going to get any more sleep tonight so I’m going to come over and—”

      “Benjamin Griffths! I am not that kind of girl.” Sounding properly scandalized, because I actually kind of was.

      “This is not a lewd proposition.”

      “I should hope not.” Darn.

      “You want to investigate? There’s something I want to try out. Dress warm.”

      “Investigate in the middle of the night? Are you sure this is Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, stuffy attorney at law?”

      “I am not stuffy.”

      “Of course you aren’t. I just didn’t expect you to be spontaneous. You know, have impulses. Is this a bright-shiny we’re going after? Don’t answer. Just turn off your headlights before you turn into the drive and wait down by the road. If I’m not there waiting, I’ll be there right after.”

      I hoped I had something appropriate to wear.
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      Ben and I were parked in a pullout high enough up the mountain that the city lights spread below us in a twinkling array. “I’m going to regret this. I am really going to regret this.”

      “Regret what?”

      “Maisie Jo O’Malley, you are officially hired as my temporary legal assistant for the duration of this single case, with hours to be kept totally separately from those being billed to An Event to Remember, because believe me, if you try to double-charge, Sophie will come down on you like a ton of bricks. She doesn’t miss a thing.”

      “Oh, so you threaten me with Sophie, because you can’t handle coming down on me like a ton of bricks yourself?” I asked sweetly.

      “Because ever since she got my office straightened out I haven’t been able to make heads nor tails of anything, but fortunately I don’t have to. That’s her job.”

      Everything he said about her put her more firmly on my do-not-trust list. But I was fairly certain this was not the time to bring it up, before I even met her.

      Now you might wonder how on earth I could put her on my do-not-trust list? I have so much experience with this. Way too much experience with this. The life of a temp. I can’t even. Anyway, I’m pretty certain that putting his treasured admin/office manager person on my do-not-trust list wasn’t his intent.

      Wait.

      “You said, ‘this single case,’ as in I assume, the professor. But the fact that you spelled that out—does that mean you’re involved with Diggit’s case, too?”

      “Only peripherally.”

      “You already know something.”

      “Several somethings.”

      I swear, he should have been buffing his fingernails on his jacket, he was so smug.

      And finally, the last penny dropped.

      You know, to have what some would call a hyper-brain, it sometimes takes a few beats too long to process relatively straightforward information. “You’re hiring me?” I slapped my armrest in lieu of a high five. I looked around. “Now. It’s 2:30 in the morning. Why are we here?”

      “Hold on. One more thing.” He looked around. “Do you have a piece of paper?”

      I ripped a page out of my planner. I also handed him a purple gel tip pen.

      He examined it skeptically then methodically wrote three lines of words on the paper, signed it, dated it, and pointed out to me where to sign and date.

      “What is this?”

      “A very basic work agreement.”

      Was he serious? I held it up to the light. “Workman’s comp? We’re up here to check out a murder scene and you’re worried about workman’s comp?”

      “Do you have health insurance?”

      “I’m very healthy. And after the first year, ACA went through the roof. And I don’t understand what this has to do with anything.”

      “You.” He pointed at me. “Are going to walk down that trail.” He pointed in a vague direction at no trail that I could see. “At night.” He gestured toward the Jeep’s ceiling.

      “I don’t need the sign language, okay?”

      “You could trip. You could fall. You could break an ankle. You could get snakebite.”

      “Hey, wait a minute now!”

      “I don’t mean to scare you—”

      “Scare me? It’s flipping cold out there. Snakes are hibernating. And I can walk a trail at night without stubbing my toe. In fact, I am insulted that you are so convinced that I can’t that you want me to sign this ridiculous piece of paper. I am disappointed in you, Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, Attorney at Law. I never took you to be sexist.”

      “It has nothing to do with you being female!”

      “It doesn’t?”

      “It has to do with you being—” He slammed his mouth shut.

      Suspicions grew.

      “I’m protecting you, okay? Being protective. So that if anything happens you are covered by my workman’s comp, my insurance—which I pay plenty for. It should be good for something.”

      “Nothing to do with me being a woman.”

      “Nothing. And until you sign it, we aren’t budging.”

      I scribbled my name so fast I am sure it was totally illegible, but then it usually is even when I’m more careful. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      “Wait.”

      “Not more rules.”

      “Tonight there will be no Murder, She Wrote.” He reached behind my seat and picked up a tattered paperback from the floor.

      Red Dragon by Thomas Harris. “Have you read this?”

      “Isn’t that a Hannibal Lector book? I don’t read Hannibal Lector books. I like to sleep at night.”

      “Too bad. Ever since I was twelve years old and sick with tonsillitis and read this the first time, I’ve been fascinated by something in this book.”

      “Besides Hannibal Lector?”

      “Oh yeah. Definitely. You see, the hero, this FBI agent who is too good at catching serial killers—”

      “How can you be too good at that? Sounds like a good thing.”

      “Because of how he does it.”

      I looked around again. “Ben Griffiths if you tell me that the professor was killed by a serial killer and we are out here—”

      “Chill.”

      “Hmph!”

      “The killer could have approached the house from here. I would. Less likely to be seen.”

      “Well, that’s chilling.”

      “So. The guy in this book is too good at catching serial killers because of how he catches them.”

      “This better not be gross.”

      “It’s not gross. It’s worse. He has an uncanny ability… to put himself into the mind of the killer.”

      “Okay.”

      “I mean, in the mind. Not in a paranormal way, but there’s a place inside him that somehow channels the way a serial killer thinks.”

      “Okay that’s creepy.”

      “Yeah, it definitely messes with him.”

      “What does that have to do with us, here, now?”

      “Because the way he does it is, he refuses to see the scene of the crime the first time with other people around. He has to be alone. And then he has to recreate the experience, so to speak. He approaches the scene of the crime like the killer did. Exactly like the killer did. If it happened in the middle of the night? He goes in the middle of the night. He enters the scene of the crime, in this case—” He held up the book again. “—he went in through a kitchen door, in the dark, didn’t turn on any lights because he figured—no, he knew—that the killer wouldn’t have done that. He notices every detail, as he recreates the scene, where the killer walked, how quiet he had to be, until he finally is at the place. The place with blood splashed all across the walls because the killer…”

      “Yeah, okay, I get it.” Not only was Ben not as stuffy as I first thought, but this was bordering on weird.

      Weird in a good way. “Let’s get ’er done.”

      Ben opened his Jeep door and a gust of very cold wind smacked me in the face. I laughed out loud. I did say I love winter, right?

      I hopped out, too, glad I’d found the pink suede hiking boots in the back corner of a closet. They were probably meant as a fashion statement, but hey, who said a girl can’t be rugged and fearless and explore-y and still be in fashion? Okay, probably ’80s fashion. But still.

      “Look!” I kind of hissed it softly, only you can’t hiss the word look because it doesn’t have any Ss. I jogged toward the head of a hiking trail I hadn’t noticed in the dark. “Did you bring a flashlight?”

      He’d brought two.

      And then did the very ungentlemanly thing of tugging the hood of my anorak so he could get in front of me on the trail. Or maybe that is gentlemanly and protective? No. It’s protective, I think. But not gentlemanly. Grandmama would have words with him over that.

      Me? I was just too tickled to be going down the side of a mountain after dark with flashlights, and everything it said about Ben, and me not being the only one who does impulsive things.

      “Where are we going?” I asked softly, stepping over a half-buried stone the size of home plate. It was night, and cold and bracing, and December.

      I decided to whisper a Christmas carol.

      “Deck the halls with boughs of holly, fa-la-la-la-la… la-la-la-la.” Which reminded me. “Did you know,” I whispered more loudly to make sure he could hear, “that’s a madrigal, and in Medieval times when madrigals were like the Kanye and Lady Gaga of their time, the fa-la-l-las were substitutes for bawdy words?” Whispering was getting old. I decided to keep my voice low. “I’ve always wondered about all the bawdy potential of decking the halls. Seems a bit of a stretch if you ask—ooops!” That was a bit too much like a yelp. I had been so caught up in Medieval Madrigals 101 that I ran right up on his back.

      He was staring at a fork in the trail.

      “You’re supposed to take the one less travelled,” I said helpfully.

      “I’d rather take the one that leads to Professor Humphreys’ house.”

      Instantly, all thoughts of caroling and Ben-of-little-impulse-control were right out one ear and the case, everything about the case, returned through the other. The trail was narrow, but I managed to squeeze in beside him so I could eye the fork, too.

      “So we’re following the path of the killer,” I breathed.

      “Highly plausible.”

      “Only backward.”

      “That, too.”

      “You aren’t good with maps, either, huh?”

      “I am. I forgot to bring it.” He glared at me. Even though I couldn’t quite see it, I felt it. “Don’t even.”

      I spread my hands. No harm, no foul.

      While he was studying nature signs or some such, trying to figure out which path to take, I gazed around the area. It’s surprising how much you can see at night if the moon is bright, although there are a lot of shadows in the woods.

      I glimpsed something bright out of the corner of my eyes. Then lost it in the waving tree limbs. I looked around and found a broken tree trunk to climb on.

      From this height I could see better. “How far away should it be?”

      He sighed. “I’m so turned around I don’t know. This was a fool idea.”

      “Yep,” I said cheerfully. “That’s why I was so impressed.”

      “Because I had a fool idea.”

      “Yep. I don’t suppose that’s his house down there?”

      “What? Where?” Ben scrambled up beside me and the trunk groaned. He followed my pointed finger. “That’s his house.”

      I tried to take the lead since after all I was clearly better at this than he was, but I didn’t mind that he, again, gave my jacket a yank to get in front.

      Because something was bothering me. “Why are the lights on at 2:30ish in the morning? Would his housekeeper still be awake?”

      He paused. “She’s not here. I put her up in a B&B until the police finish and the cleaning is complete. Which has happened. She comes back tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think we should use these flashlights.”

      “And you questioned why I wanted you to be insured.”

      “Excuse me. If you want to be a serial killer—”

      “I don’t want to be a—”

      “You have to get into the role. The killer wouldn’t have waved a flashlight around, would he?”

      “I hope you don’t propose we walk in the dark.”

      “You weren’t a Boy Scout, were you?” I whispered. I decided a killer wouldn’t be making a lot of noise talking, either. This was kind of creepy and fun.

      Ben stopped muttering words that my Grandmama certainly would not approve. “Boy Scouts curse,” he whispered back. Defensively.

      “Right. But you weren’t a Boy Scout.”

      “No. But what—”

      “Watch.” I aimed my flashlight through my fingers, aimed at the ground. A very dim, reddish light illuminated about a square foot of ground in front of my feet.

      “Huh.” He copied me, aiming his own flashlight at the ground through his fingers. Sure enough, he had his own spot of illuminated path.

      “Just go slow,” I said, “and the victim will never see us coming.”

      He had to go slow. When you can only see a foot or so in front of you, slow is on the agenda. Unless of course you don’t care if you trip or run into a boulder and break your nose.

      Picking our way through the forest was slow and in no way silent. Twigs snapped, rocks skittered, branches slapped us in the face and evoked, shall we say, reactions.

      But I began getting a feeling. Not like Grandmama, who always had retroactive feelings—you know, after the fact.

      “I knew as soon as I lifted my head this morning that bad news was coming. I knew, just like I always know.”

      No, this was a bad-news-is-coming-in-front-of-us kind of feeling.

      I decided not to mention it.

      Somewhere Grandmama was drinking bourbon and laughing her behind off again.

      The house seemed all windows. Modern—in a mid-century modern kind of way—with jutting angles and as Ben had said, it was built down the side of the mountain. As we got closer, it appeared we were coming from behind because the lights had come from the kitchen, which was lit up like Times Square. Not that I’ve ever been to there, but I’ve seen movies. “Sweet. Between this house and the Jag, I’m beginning to think the Humpster had hidden depths.”

      Ben lowered his voice as we turned off out flashlights and closed the distance to the driveway. “This house and that car seem to have been the epitome of his young man dreams. He bought them both within a month of each other and didn’t change a thing again.”

      “Inside the house even? Don’t tell me he still has the same furniture.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. Well, I can’t say for sure.”

      Who wouldn’t notice if somebody’s furniture had been around since the Brady Bunch years?

      “So I’m guessing you left the lights on?”

      “The kitchen lights are left on every night. It was his habit. Mrs. Howard requested that the police do the same.”

      Finally we were at the garage with the deck jutting out to the left—that easily-accessible-from-the-driveway deck—leading to the sliding kitchen door.

      “Do you feel like a serial killer yet?” I whispered.

      I think he glared at me.

      “The kitchen light’s on. That’s probably messing it up,” he hissed back.

      “Unless it happened with the light on,” I responded in a very soft and reasonable whisper.

      “Or because I’m not alone.”

      I thought it prudent not to mock the crash and burn of his childhood fantasy any more.

      The lock was jacked up and even after he got the door partially open, Ben was still fiddling with it, trying to get the key out.

      “Excuse me,” I said, squeezing by. I peered around the pristine kitchen.

      A faint scent of Clorox Clean Up tickled my nose.

      I love the smell of Clorox Clean Up.

      This was the scene of the crime.

      And if I was going to hereafter associate the smell of Clorox Cleanup with a bloody murder scene?

      I was going to be peeved.

      On the other side of the counter-peninsula was a refrigerator.

      Not just a refrigerator. An ancient refrigerator. Seriously. Brown! Now I heard it humming, a loud humming. It was so old I couldn’t imagine it cooling very well, and that motor sounded like it was nearing its last gasps.

      No thinking about last gasps, M.J.

      I circled the end of the peninsula slowly, feeling a little silly. It was the scene of the crime , but it had been cleaned up already.

      Pristine mosaic tale on the backsplash—the original interlocking little rectangles that people peel-and-stick to mimic these days—avocado green with impossibly white grout [how many years had that tile and grout been on the backsplash, again?] were as fascinating as the old gas range and Caloric oven in the wall.

      But these were not the details that stopped me dead in my tracks, though I immediately was aware of what an inappropriate turn of thought those words were, too.

      I wasn’t the one dead.

      Mrs. Howard was.

      Dead on the floor between the peninsula and the fridge, her hands folded over her middle as if she were the corpse prepared to be buried.

      The only thing that marred the image was the pink plastic flamingo staked into her chest.

      Well, and the blood.
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      “Stay back,” I said. “And call the police.”

      Ben evidently had a clear view over my shoulder, because he was already punching numbers—three of them. Nine-one-one, I heard inside my head.

      I backed out of the house, forcing him to back up behind me, and shut the door.

      I then—in the most ladylike of ways—barfed into a large, empty flowerpot. Eyes streaming, I had barely wiped my mouth when I reached to pick up the pot and started lugging it toward the driveway, babbling about, “All I need is a garden hose and I’ll have it cleaned up in no time.”

      I am not one to create a disaster—large or small—and leave it for others to straighten out.

      A large form appeared in front of me. Very large. [Ben looks larger in the dark when I’m hunched over carrying a big almost empty flowerpot.]

      “Let me take care of this.”

      To my regret, my fingers numbly let him take it from my hands and continue the path I’d taken. And strong hands on my shoulders turned me and guided me back to an old wrought iron chair outside the Humpster’s kitchen door.

      “You didn’t wash it out. You just stuck it somewhere. But that’s not my problem. When you took it off my hands it became your problem and it’s not my problem if you don’t handle your problems.”

      “Do you understand what you just said because I don’t.”

      “It’s okay. Some of us don’t handle this kind of thing well.” Maybe I should soften that. “But I’m sure you’re a really good lawyer. Did you roll your eyes? I swear I heard your eyes roll.”

      “I am certain you didn’t hear my eyes roll.”

      “There goes my most obvious suspect. And now who gets the money? Oh, and that gorgeous car? That poor woman. I don’t think it really could have been death by flamingo, though, so she must have been hit on the head first and flamingoed after or maybe they chloroformed her to the floor first and then drove the stake into her heart? Wait, does that mean they think she’s a vampire?” I said, my brain brimming with more thoughts than could funnel through my mouth in a coherent manner, I feared. But I was helpless to stanch the flow. “I really can’t see how this is a coincidence.”

      “Flamingoed to death?” Ben repeated. He was watching me like somebody would watch a mystery of nature, astonished and fascinated.

      “Maybe I should look again. I might see some clues.” I shot to my feet only to have him grab my arm and pull me back into the chair. “I beg your pardon! I declare, if your momma raised any gentlemen they were not you!”

      It took hours for the cops to show up. Decades.

      The police report claimed eleven minutes, but I didn’t believe it.

      They just swaggered out of the squad car. [How do they do that? Just getting out of the car, they actually swagger. Before they even stand up.]

      In fact, I kind of think chick cops may swagger more than guys. These two certainly did. I needed to master that attitude ’cause you never know when you’re gonna have to play a cop.

      “Everything okay with the cleanup?” The taller one asked Ben.

      “Perfect. Thanks for the recommendation.”

      She nodded grimly. “Glad to hear it.”

      I thought about what kind of cleanup was involved after a murder and hoped like heck they never needed temps.

      Ben led them to the kitchen door then stepped aside as they went in.

      “Should we follow?” I asked.

      I was kind of relieved when he didn’t think it necessary.

      A few minutes later, more vehicles started arriving with all the spinning, flashing lights but luckily no sirens.

      I think I must have looked pretty rocky.

      Somebody shoved a cold bottle of Cheerwine into Ben’s hand and he gently tilted it to my lips. Oh, my stars. Ambrosia. Honeyed ambrosia. Mother’s milk to a North Carolina girl, as bracing and comforting as a shot of sherry would be to someone in one of those murder mysteries where it was the vicar with an andiron in the vestry who done it.

      I took it from his hands, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes. Took another long swallow.

      You can keep your Real Thing. We’ve got the Best Thing right here in North Carolina.

      The “somebody” was still standing in front of me.

      I opened my eyes again. “Is this from you?”

      “I happened to have one left in my cooler. You looked like you needed it.”

      “Thank you. I bet you’re a detective.”

      She wore trousers and an unconstructed blazer over a white men’s shirt, not a uniform, dead giveaway she must be a detective. I notice these things. I watch TV.

      “Detective Morales.” She held her badge up long enough for me to take it in then snapped it back onto her belt. She scanned me, head to toe and back again. “Maisie Jo O’Malley?”

      “Don’t call me Maisie Jo.” I was like Pavlov’s dog on that one.

      She arched her brows.

      “Sorry. Call me M.J.” I slid my driver’s license out of my pocket and offered it to her. “No matter what that says.”

      She copied the info and returned it. “We’re going to need to ask you some questions when we get through with Mr. Griffith, so please don’t leave.”

      “Leave?” I stared into the dark and thought about serial killers. “Not without an armed escort.”

      I glanced at Ben, who I didn’t think was armed.

      Maybe the cops would give me a lift.

      “I’ll be happy to help you in any way I can,” I said, suddenly welling up with His Girl Friday competence. “I did notice several things that might be of help to you.”

      “Oh, really?” She had a pad in her hand and a ballpoint pen. I considered offering her my fountain pen but not for more than a millisecond.

      Then I remembered that I actually hadn’t noticed anything. “Well, I smelled Clorox Clean Up,” I adlibbed. “So unless the cleaners used it, the killer must have.” There. That was something.

      She wasn’t writing.

      “The tall officer?” I pointed through the window. “Knows the cleaners who cleaned up after the professor was… done in.” Ahem. “So you can find out from them if they used any.”

      She still wasn’t writing.

      I leaned forward to stress my point, and Ben reached for my arm but I batted his hand away. Then I gave Detective Morales that let me put this in easy terms for you look that I really shouldn’t have used. “If there is Clorox Clean Up under the sink? You just might want to dust it for prints, that’s all I’m saying.”

      Her eyebrows arched higher as she finally scribbled on her pad.

      Maybe I should have kept all that to myself?

      “Maisie Jo, please tell the detective that you want your attorney present for any questioning.”

      There he was, grabbing my arm again. “I don’t need an attorney—”

      “You do,” he growled.

      “Well I don’t have one,” I snapped sassily, wishing I had gum to pop.

      “You do now.”

      “You aren’t saying that I’m a suspect!” I turned to the detective and laughed fluting, “Hahaha!” and rolled my eyes. “Men. Attorney men. Please tell him I am not a suspect.”

      “We have no suspects.”

      Ha! My eyes boasted to Ben’s.

      You just wait, Ben’s eyes growled at mine.

      I stopped. Tilted my head. Turned back to the detective. “I’m not a person of interest, either, am I?”

      When she didn’t answer immediately, I wasn’t sure whether to be horrified or delighted.

      “Ms. O’Malley has nothing more to say right now. Call my office to schedule a time for her to come into the station, and she’ll answer any questions you have.” Ben handed her his card.

      “I already have your card.” Her eyes said to mine, Men. Attorney men.

      But by this point I wasn’t actually returning it in a show of female solidarity. I mean, maybe she wanted to interrogate me without an attorney present, and I had refused one, hadn’t I? I was about to ask her about that but this time when Ben squeezed my arm, I shut up.

      “Mr. Griffiths, I have some questions for you, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.” He stood and glared at me. “Don’t. Move.”

      Which made me want to move, other than the dark-out-there-serial-killer thing.

      And other than the might-throw-up-again thing.

      And the I-want-my-Grandmama thing.

      They went inside the house and I stayed outside with the young cop who was evidently assigned M.J.-sitting duty.

      And my Cheerwine bottle was empty.
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      It took decades for Detective Morales to finish with Ben. Decades. And another decade for Detective Morales to ask me a dozen things that surely could have waited until tomorrow. Today. Later today.

      “Two hours and thirty-five minutes total, most with me,” Ben corrected me as he drove down the road.

      He pulled into the first convenience store we passed and braked hard. “Stay here,” he ordered.

      I obeyed and stayed. Truly not in my right mind.

      He returned with a plastic bag heavy with ice-cold bottles of Cheerwine. He opened the first and offered it to me and had his own open before he pulled out into early-morning trickle of traffic again.

      “At last,” I said. “You’re beginning to master the finer art of being a gentleman.”

      I ignored his snort.
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      I was lucky. I got five hours of sleep, because I don’t have to keep business hours. I woke to find a text from Ben reminding me that the cremation was at ten and we were to appear at the police station downtown so Detective Morales could do follow up questioning at 5:30pm.

      There was no going back to sleep, and I did have a job to do. Two of them, actually. So I wrote down the details of the Orange Peel, then made a call to the Stephens-Lee Recreation Center. Just as Diggit had said, when the rest of the school was torn down in the late 60s, the gymnasium had been left for the community.

      But I didn’t have to visit to cross it off the list.

      As I was asking questions, I heard basketball shoes screeching on the hardwood floor in the background, and a whistle blew often enough to confirm that acoustics in a gymnasium were not going to be optimal.

      At least checking that one off the list was quick.

      The process of getting ready for the cremation was involved and thus soothing. It was almost like a ritual, and at times was even more than one.

      Choosing what to wear was not a problem. Remembering which room it was in was the problem. I stood in the middle of my living room and scanned the racks of dresses hanging along each wall. They didn’t really leave much ‘middle’ since it wasn’t that big a room to begin with. I was in luck. Found it within fifteen minutes, which left me plenty of time for my hair.

      My hair is a long spill of Irish curls that turn to frizz when it rains. My sainted grandmother—not Grandmama who was not sainted by anyone’s calculations, my other grandmother—was not only in the direct line of the curls but had taught me a few tricks for dealing with them.

      Today was the kind of day when it mattered. Having paid particular attention to my eyebrows and lips, my face was made up, I was dressed, and only had this last finishing touch to apply. I gave my hair a practiced twist, used a few bobby pins to secure it, and let the topknot of curls spill to their now chin length. A bit of tweaking with my fingers, teasing with a rat tail comb and finally—

      I placed the vintage black hat, tilted at a rakish angle, on my head and adjusted until it was perfectly placed. An extremely light spritz of hair spray to keep my curls shaped into their chin-length curly 30s bob and I was ready to go.

      The drive to the crematorium, this time alone, was low on distractions and rather melancholy beneath the still-numb-from-the-omg-murder thing. The approach to the crematory took me off the busy city street in an older part of town and onto a heavily wooded private lane. As I drove up the lift in elevation, it felt as if I were driving an old country road up into the mountains.

      And I wished I were. I wished I didn’t have two funerals to go to and didn’t have horror-movie scenes that wouldn’t stop flashing behind my eyes when I least expected it.

      But hey, I was lucky. I wasn’t the one getting bur—I mean, cremated.

      When the lane hooked left, the trees opened up and the lane split into two directions. One led to the main entrance, and one circled around to the back.

      The latter gave me more of a view of the place. Ashes to Ashes was a new crematorium in Asheville but the old stone building they’d chosen for their location was ageless and comforting. Landscaped with mounds upon mounds of rhododendrons, it must be stunning in the summer. Now the building was decorated in fresh greenery and white twinkle lights, a sedate nod to the season.

      I wondered if they were on at night, and if so, for whom. The deceased perhaps?

      I parked beside his Jeep. With both being boxy in shape it looked like the daddy car and mine looked like the mommy car. All we needed was an orange MINI Cooper and we’d be set.

      I checked my hat and that my lipstick, an appropriately matte red, was not only unsmeared but still lined with an edge sharp as a scalpel’s. All was well on that front.

      I got out of the car, clicked it locked, and strode to the back service door in my sturdy but attractive black pumps, black silk stockings, and a vintage black wool dress I’d picked up at an estate sale. Its lightly padded shoulder and cinched waist showed off my figure while the skirt brushed midcalf as I walked, appropriately sedate.

      I was a perfect presentation for businesslike professionalism while appropriately dressed for the funeral of a man whom I had learned took great pride in his own dapper appearance.

      I finally opened the door.

      Ben stood inside, his suit jacket open and hands stuffed in his pockets as he stared at the floor.

      He jerked to attention, saw me, and his mouth fell open. “You cut your hair.”

      I patted it from underneath. “You like it?”

      His scowl upgraded. “I liked it yesterday.” His cheeks suffused with color as he realized what he’d just admitted.

      “Oh, you sweet-talkin’ Texas man. Always the gentleman,” I cooed with my sweetest Carolina drawl. I walked down across the tiled floor to a heavy wooden door that must lead to the public areas.

      He did manage to reach over my shoulder and open it before I did myself. I thanked him kindly and made sure I was three steps ahead of him as the floor beneath my pumps turned to deep burgundy-red carpet.

      It was the opposite end of the hallway we’d entered from the front the day before, with two doors on either side, each with a gilt easel holding the name of its current occupant on it. The Humpster would be last door on the right if he hadn’t up and moved himself in the night, and indeed he had.

      He had?

      Ben gave the small of my back a slight nudge. Not one of those ‘oh that might be harassment’ ways or one of those “nice, maybe first move toward a closer relationship ways” but in a “nudge” way. A just-short-of-a-shove way.

      “Around the next corner.”

      I walked briskly in my His Girl Friday sassy way as if I’d known all along.

      Around the next corner, I stepped into the room with the Humpster’s name and stopped. Heavy wine-red drapes covered the far wall. In front of us was a beautifully designed willow casket. Willow! Like a basket! Well, that was a first for me.

      It rested on a platform crafted of some sort of fake mahogany [believe me, I know the real thing]. But it wasn’t really a “platform” platform.

      When I stepped closer I saw that the wood cladding probably hid the mechanics of a discreetly gray conveyor belt.

      To move the deceased in his coffin into the furna—

      Behind the drapes—

      Yeah.

      I wondered if I had time to peek behind the curtains.

      “Don’t even think about it,” came a low growl behind me.

      “Bet I wouldn’t be the first,” I harrumphed. “Think they give tours? Wait. Ben. I thought Mrs. Howard refused the casket.”

      “She did.”

      “And flowers.”

      “Those, too.”

      I walked to the casket to look more closely. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I breathed. “And the flowers…”

      A long spray of juniper with tiny white roses tucked in here and there, like scattered pearls.

      I covered my mouth and tears sprang to my eyes.

      I grabbed Ben’s arm and just squeezed. I couldn’t speak. But he had done this. Because Mrs. Howard was no longer around to tell him not to.

      And it was lovely.

      “I think I might use pink roses for hers,” he whispered into my ear, as if we might wake the Humpster.

      And standing there like that, for no reason that I wanted to dissect, I felt solace flow through me. My mind emptied and instead just took in the scents of juniper and roses, the texture of the willow that I stroked, the feel of a strong arm under my hand, the sound of quiet breathing.

      We stood there for a very long time.

      And together, without plan or thought, we both pressed a kiss to our fingertips and placed it on the head end of the casket before we left.

      A discreet employee in a dark suit stood down the hall. As we passed, he and Ben exchanged small nods.

      They would do their business.

      We would find the man’s killer.
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      Back at home, changing for the rest of the day, I realized I should check in with Clara. I didn’t think a blow-by-blow of the entire yesterday was in order, though. I opened my laptop to make it easier to type.

      So of course she texted me right before I could decide how I wanted to deal with her.

      
        
        Ping.

        I saw the news. How on earth did you end up finding a body last night, with our client, and please tell me that An Event to Remember is not going to be in the news.

        [Like I said, she didn’t need to know everything.]

        I’m not allowed to speak about an ongoing investigation in which I am assisting the police, but it had nothing to do with An Event to Remember so you’re safe.

        [That should hold her.]

        But are you???

        [Wowsers, she sounded more worried about me than annoyed with me.]

        Thanks. I’m fine. Like I said, assisting police. In fact, I pointed out evidence they hadn’t noticed themselves.

        For which they were actually grateful?

        [That was just rude.]

        Evidently. They want to see me again later today.

        And as for venues…

        Two have been eliminated, one is still a possible, and I’m checking more today. The number of mobbers is still up in the air but I have an idea on that.

        Mobbers?

        You know. Flash mobbers?

        Very unprofessional.

        Right, so I don’t have a clear idea on numbers, but I think you can—

        Do you understand? UNPROFESSIONAL.

        [I am rolling my eyes to kingdom come and back and you can’t see me, Clara!]

        Why of course. It was a slip of the tongue the first time, anyway.

        Slip of the fingers, I mean.

        And now, about this idea.

        Just so you understand.

        UNPROFESSIONAL YES I UNDERSTAND.

        Good. Now what’s the idea and how can you have one before you have a venue?

        Mt. Zion Missionary Baptist Church Choir. The Hump—Professor sang there when he was a boy. Offer them the regular fee “each” for singers and donate an equal amount to the church in his honor.

        [Silence.]

        This was Mr. Griffiths’ idea?

        [The nerve.]

        My idea.

        But he approves of this financial arrangement, twice the usual rate?

        Would I be telling you this if he didn’t already agree to it?

        All right. Good job. Let me know as soon as you have more info on numbers. But it’s good to have this as a base to build on.

        I’ll keep you updated.

        And for the love of God stay safe and keep An Event to Remember out of the news.

        Got a call, talk to you later bye!

        

      

      I was really glad I got that choir idea right after I told her I already had an idea.

      It probably saved me a lot of wholly unnecessary questioning.

      And I was certain Ben would approve. He kind of said money wasn’t a factor.

      Sort of.

      I now didn’t have much time and needed to look dependable and solid and like my opinions had weight when I spoke to the police.

      Dependable, solid, knowledgeable. Ha!

      I flipped open my laptop to consult the librarians. A took a quick scroll through librarianwardrobe.com. Their Facebook account, Tumblr, and Twitter feeds should be good inspiration.

      I skimmed past the tattooed, the pierced, and the librarian with blue hair [although the owner of Uncommon Grounds, my favorite coffee joint, has this fabulous blue and orange hair and I have really been tempted, but as yet, have not succumbed].

      A sweater and skinny-legged trousers sounded safe.

      Safe is really boring, though.

      I finally left wearing a black cashmere turtleneck, skinny black trousers tucked into black riding boots, and a cranberry red hooded coat hanging from my shoulders because it’s my favorite, ’tis the season, and I simply wasn’t in the mood for all black, no, just no.

      The coat slung over the shoulders thing was for flair. But a north wind had been blowing for days and if I finally weenied out and gave up on flair, the hood would be very welcome.

      And before you start—of course a redhead can wear cranberry red. This redhead can, anyway. This redhead rocks it.

      I stuck an enamel holly-leaf hair clip in my wild hair to finish off the look.
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      I was glad to locate a yard sale bargain pair of Ray Bans in my coat pocket once we hit the highway going east.

      “Are you sure that sun isn’t blinding you?” I demanded. “Because I really have a lot to do and getting into a wreck or driving off the side of a mountain just aren’t in my planner today.”

      “I can see.”

      “Because I have these Ray Bans—”

      “I have my own?” Yes, he made it a question, as in, duh?

      “But yours are—” What to call them? “Goggles?” Which I made a question because I wasn’t sure. “And blue like a gumball that turns your whole mouth, lips, and chin blue if you’re eight years old and can’t quite fit the whole thing in at one time.”

      He just stared at the highway, and sure enough we swung around the mountain and there the sun was again, screaming at us. “And mine are real Ray Bans, and nothing beats the real thing.” I yanked them off. “Here.”

      “My goggles are perfectly satisfactory, but thank you.”

      Aha. They were goggles. “Goggles are for swimming.”

      “And skiing. In the snow. Which amplifies the glare of the sun. And, they are quite satisfactory.”

      “Good. I didn’t want to give you my Ray Bans, anyway.”

      “And I sat on my sunglasses and broke them.”

      “Too late. Your window of opportunity closed.”

      “I am not trying to get your—oh, never mind.”

      A half hour of highway driving later, Ben turned up the road to the professor’s house. In broad daylight it lacked the menace of the night before but still left me more uneasy than I would ever admit.

      We did not enter through the kitchen this time, for which I was exceedingly grateful.

      Which is something else I would never admit.

      Inside, at first, I took in nothing but views in every direction of mountains, a lake in the distance, and the deck that wrapped this level of the house. Glass walls spanned from floor to high cathedral ceilings that were crafted of dark stained wood and heavy beams.

      The living area was vast but without a lot of furniture, and yes, what was there was on the shabby but very comfortable side. I was kind of surprised not to find a grand piano or any other indication that the professor was a musician. I mean, we have a grand piano on the upstairs landing and none of us even plays it.

      But one entire interior wall nothing but custom built-in shelving filled with various kinds of music, and with that view and music, who was going to be looking at the furniture, anyway?

      While Ben went downstairs checking whatever checky things he needed to check, I studied that wall.

      From left to right, it was a timeline of the professor’s musical interests and tastes, at least in recorded music. It must have taken meticulous and ingenious planning to design these shelves. Each section was perfectly sized for its contents, whether holding old reel-to-reel tapes, vinyl records—and even 8-tracks! I’d never seen 8-tracks in the flesh.

      And so his musical selections progressed across the wall, finally creeping into the into the 21st Century where in addition to hundreds of CDs he also had DVDs and Blu-Rays of more classical music performances than I would have guessed existed.

      You’d think that following a person’s music throughout their life would be a rather intimate experience, especially a person whose very life was music.

      Instead, it felt cold and impersonal. In fact, it seemed like a library arranged methodically without the touch of a passionate hand.

      I had no difficulty imagining this man turning his back on popular music without a second thought. The only real question was why he’d been playing at the Orange Peel in the first place. If it wasn’t in his blood, if he didn’t care about it in the first place? Why?

      His private music collection certainly had no R&B, no Hendrix, no jazz.

      Everything about the man was puzzling.

      I wandered to the vinyl albums, all stored perfectly and standing on edge in their album covers in dark wood cubbies built for their precise height and depth.

      I ran my fingers across their standing album spines. None were battered; none showed signs of being well loved like Grandmama’s Beatles albums did. They might have been listened to repeatedly. In fact they probably were. Professor Humphreys was meticulous and that would have been reflected in how he treated his belongings, as well. And these were pristine.

      “So it appears he had some sentiment, after all.”

      I whirled to find Ben at the top of the stairs. “Really? What did you find?”

      “Those.” He indicated the shelves of vinyl with a wave of his hand. “Why else would he hang onto this old stuff once everything went digital.”

      “Because vinyl is superior to digital.”

      “No way. Digital is as close to perfect as you can get and still improving.”

      “You’re wrong.” My tone was dismissive, and purposely so. He. Was. Wrong.

      Ben pulled out his smart phone and began thumb typing.

      I admired his thumb-typing. I can’t thumb-type, thus my preference for using my laptop to text. When I try to thumb-text on my phone I constantly hit the wrong keys, even though I am positive my fingertips are hitting them.

      It’s spatial… something. Not judging space well. Even the distance between thumb-tip and phone screen. I know I tapped D and yet type F, that sort of thing. Don’t ask me why. Dys-brain is also mys-brain. [Mystery brain. [Oh, I like that. Must remember.]]

      “What?” I realized Ben was talking and I hadn’t taken in a word.

      “Just want me to repeat it, don’t you?”

      I did not have to feign innocence. “Of course.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Oh, that. I knew I was right.”

      “Analog and digital have different—”

      “Yes!” It came back in a rush. “Because digital is superior to analog.”

      “No. Analog—vinyl—is superior to digital because it has the entire sound wavelength carved into those grooves—with all their resonance. Digital is just a recording, a possibly perfected recording— of the surface of the sound waves.”

      “Right. Exactly what I said. Vinyl is superior.”

      “That is not what you said. You just said that—”

      “Vinyl is superior, and everything else you said is just petty details. So, these albums... Will there be an estate sale?”

      Ben blinked and looked around. “You mean the public pawing through all of these things and buying it a nickel on the dollar?”

      “Appreciative like-minded people—often collectors, sometimes people decorating on a budget or who just love old, vintage things.”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      “Is there an actual record player in all this stuff? I can find one at an estate sale, though. Oh wait—I know where Grandmama’s is! Along with her stash of old music.”

      “What does a record player have to do with anything?”

      “So I can play whichever albums I decide to buy at the estate sale.”

      “I didn’t say there was going to be an estate sale.”

      “I’d have to go through them and be selective. I mean, most of this is really not my thing. But if he has Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture!” I directed my imaginary orchestra. “DadadadadadadadaDAHdada!” Signaled the howitzers. “Boom!”

      Ben grabbed my howitzer hand. “If I dispose of them in that way, you can have first pick. I might even make it in lieu of some of your pay—”

      “No way, José! You’ll give me every penny you owe me. I’ll negotiate the albums with the estate sale people.”

      His mouth did something strange. The corners did a quivery thing that wasn’t a smirk thing. It was a fighting-a-grin thing.

      I grinned back at him. I’d won.

      Plus his fighting-a-grin thing made me feel kind of warm and silly inside.

      “Negotiations to be handled at a different time and place,” he said. “In the meantime, hold on.”

      He pulled the first section of albums—the oldest ones—off the shelf and carried them into the kitchen.

      “Hey, you missed…” I strained to reach way back. There was a book back there, evidently stuck behind those oldest vinyl records, and yes, this section was even deeper than the others, as if to actually make room for that particular book. How intriguing!

      I pulled it out. It was a hardcover with a perfect book jacket other than the fact that it was yellowed from age. The title didn’t reveal much: “Stanley Myron Howe, A Man and his Music.

      I clutched it to my breast and followed Ben, watching as he placed the old albums carefully on the small dining room table. I thought I detected a whiff of Clorox Clean Up from the kitchen and tried not to.

      “Have you ever heard of Stanley Myron Howe?”

      “Nope. Who is he?” Ben was efficiently examining the interior of each record. Fourteen of them. All with the paper liner, several with printed liner notes, as well.

      “A jazz musician.”

      “That explains it. I don’t listen to a lot of jazz.”

      Nothing on the cover seemed connected to the Humpster. I grabbed my phone and painfully typed Stanley Howe into the iTunes Store’s search window, hoping I didn’t have to add Myron because that’s just way too much for my thumbs to manage.

      Three albums popped up.

      I sampled a few songs and decided to download one of them.

      Ben held up the last album—a plain blank white album with no words or image at all. “What’s that one?” I asked.

      “Don’t know. No title on the record label, either.” He showed me the blank blue label in the middle before sliding it back inside.

      “You were looking for clues in the albums.” I whirled back toward the great room.

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Get the next batch down and I’ll help you—” I whirled back. “You weren’t?”

      “I was doing a quick inventory to make certain I wasn’t letting more of the estate walk out the door with you than I intended.”

      “Oh. You were being a lawyer.”

      “A lawyer draws up the will. That was somebody else. In this situation even though I am a lawyer, I’m acting as executor. To do both would be conflict of interest. So, yes, I was being an executor. What else would I be?”

      “A sleuth. You and me. Sleuths.” Sleuth is a silly word, don’t you think? I need to look it up. Because it may not be silly when I know its etymology.

      Ben sighed heavily. “How many times do I have to point out to you that this is not Murder, She Wrote?”

      “Of course it’s not. This is real. This is Murder, She Lived.” Wow, I liked that. Maybe. It also felt a little more dangerous, though. “And I need you. Every sleuth has to have a sidekick.”

      “You see me. As the sidekick.”

      “Really, Ben. Really?” Could he possibly see himself in the lead?

      He angled his head strangely, as if hiding part of it from me but unable to stop the other part from being engaged. “Explain, please?”

      “You know all the petty details and can be like Dr. Watson, only, not a doctor. A lawyer. I hope you not being a doctor never becomes a liability.”

      “I apologize for not choosing my career path more thoughtfully for your purposes.”

      “It happens.” I shrugged.

      “But. That means you see yourself not as Jessica Fletcher, but as... Sherlock?” He looked gobsmacked, but not derisive, which I considered a win in a sidekick.

      Being derisive was a deal-breaker. He would grow accustomed to being gobsmacked.

      That is, until our temporary employer/employee relationship came to an end.

      Oh. Wait. “I suppose it might be awkward, being my employer and yet being delegated to my sidekick, but it is what it is. I mean, as I was saying, you keep up with the petty details.” I held up a finger. “But who knew about the flashlight trick?” The finger bent to point to me.

      “A flashlight trick you picked up ‘somewhere on the internet.’ You think.”

      “I’m pretty sure from a guy named Donald. And who knew about analog/digital?”

      “Not you.”

      So grasping. Poor guy. “There are petty details, and there are petty details. Let’s not descend to the petty-petty details.”

      He dropped his head forward.

      “What was the important thing that I knew? That vinyl is superior. That is what is important. Not that I couldn’t tell you why it was. Don’t diss the dys-brain, dude.”

      His shoulders were shaking.

      Shaking.

      I froze. “You’re laughing.”

      He braced himself on the countertop. “Oh gosh, yes.” He laughed harder.

      Wow. Blind-sided. Gut-punched. But calm. Very, very calm. “All right. I’m going to walk down the driveway to the road and call an Uber.” I walked back toward the front door where I’d dropped my shoulder bag upon entering.

      “Wh—?” He was still fighting laughter, but then realized what I was doing and grew still. “You don’t think—you don’t think I was laughing at you, do you?”

      “It’s okay. It happens. I’m a funny kind of girl.” I didn’t look back. I needed to get out of there. Because the crushing of my solar plexus, the blow to my happy little soul, was excruciating. The Humpster could not have set me up then smacked me down more effectively.

      “No. I’m laughing—was laughing—because—M.J. ‘Don’t call me Maisie Jo” O’Malley?’ You are fun.”

      “There’s an extra charge for that,” I chirped, once again wishing I had gum to crack.

      Ben followed; I heard him but even more, sensed him rushing after me, knew even before he touched me that he was reaching—

      I turned to ice. I refused to face him. I had to get out.

      He stepped back, leaving more space between us, no longer reaching to grab. “M.J. you are bright. In fact, I am almost certain you are brilliant—in odd, unrelated, and often irrelevant areas, perhaps, but that doesn’t diminish your intellect. But it doesn’t stop there. It’s brilliance—a glow—from the inside. Your take on the world is a joy to behold. And it makes this really horrible situation not just endurable, but... delightful.”

      I stood with my back to him. I had to think about this. I also had to protect my solar plexus, which still hadn’t recovered yet. His twisty words bounced around in my brain without finding traction—words like bright and brilliant and joy and delightful, they refused to be processed, and I was afraid to relax in case they took up residence because they were dangerous words to my stability, which is formed on a strong foundation of self-sufficiency.

      I stopped letting other people’s opinions matter a long time ago. And me accepting myself is quite enough, thank you very much.

      “I have no words to express how horrified I am at the cruelty you saw in my actions.”

      I wasn’t capable of categorizing that as real apology/not-real apology.

      What was worse, I was never going to remember those exact words in that exact order to analyze later.

      But there was one thing I knew for certain.

      I was an actress.

      Okay, two things. I was pretty sure my cell phone wasn’t going to work on this side of the mountain to call Uber.

      Queen Elizabeth the First could not have been more regal and patronizing as I was when I turned with my smile in place. “For that, you owe me food. Over and above my pay, mind you. I have detected your inclination to start pecking away at my pay. And don’t even consider making me share gas expenses.”

      His relief was visible in the rigidity melting away in a rush, the light returning to his eyes. But he followed my lead and cut the messy stuff off. “You drive a hard bargain. But I relent. My devious design to have you leave my employ not only with no pay whatsoever but also owing me money? Crushed under your heel. Gone. Off the table.”

      “As well it should be.” I forced a smirk.

      “And might I point out, it was my idea to visit the scene of the crime using the mind of the killer?”

      Too, too easy. I looked at him. You’re seriously not going there. “Yes it was, and a very good one, too, I am sure. Maybe another time it will actually work.” I patted his hand. This time my smirk wasn’t forced.

      “I assume you’d rather avoid the scene of the crime. Crimes, I mean. I’ll just go grab a box from the garage and—”

      “Of course I’m not avoiding it,” I lied. “I’ll go with you. Maybe I’ll find more clues in the light of day.”

      “What book is that?” he asked.

      “The book?” I was surprised to find myself still clutching it my middle with a white-knuckled grip, which I immediately relaxed. “It was on the shelf.”

      “And you want to read it?”

      “It’s a clue. So, yes. I do.”

      “Whatever you say. I’ll make note of it.”

      We walked past the kitchen, the peninsula, and finally I blurted, “The professor. Was his—like hers? Bloody?”

      “No. He was killed by a blow to the head elsewhere and brought here. He was beyond bleeding by the time the flamingo was—staked.”

      “Then why in tarnation did you drag me down the side of a mountain in the middle of the night to get into the mind of the killer if the mind of the killer went somewhere else to do the killing?”

      “Well, you see…” He avoided my eyes as he scratched the side of his nose, then the back of his neck.

      “Nope. Don’t see.”

      “I’ve been wanting to try that since I was twelve years old. When would I ever find somebody else crazy enough to go with me?”

      “Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, go sit in the corner until I say you can come out!” I pointed at a corner. It had no chair. Well, it was the point that counted.

      He stifled his grin and I pivoted gracefully away to study the crime-scene-floor and wondered if Jessica Fletcher would want to see the photos because I sure didn’t. “Do you have some sort of police reports I can read? With photos? I never saw the first ones and only got a glance last night.” A glance that kept popping up again and again when I would truly rather it didn’t. “I might notice something you missed.”

      “Why would you notice something I didn’t?”

      “Because you were being a lawyer. I’ll be looking for clues.”

      “That again.”

      “Isn’t it odd that she lived here with him? I mean, who has a housekeeper living with them in this day and age? And this isn’t even the Brady Bunch with a passel of kids. A live-in housekeeper for a single man who appears to not have been particularly slovenly.”

      “She wasn’t his housekeeper.”

      “Do not tell me that woman was his lover. Too colder fish I can’t imagine.” I shuddered.

      “She was his grandmother.”
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      “His grandmother? And you’re just now telling me this? How in blue blazes can I do my job if you’re withholding crucial information from me?”

      “Locating a venue? Arranging a flash mob?”

      “And the case.”

      “Last I checked, the paper you signed had no job description, and therefore your claim that I am somehow hindering your ability to do said job is without foundation.”

      “Oooooh, I love it when you talk legal,” I breathed in an exaggerated Marilyn Monroe. Then I gave an annoyed toss of my head. “So. She was his grandmother. Was it something lurid and scandalous?” Unwanted images of a lurid and scandalous nature replaced bloody images and no, they were not an improvement. “Please say no.”

      “No.”

      I let out a gust of relief. “But they kept it a big secret?”

      “I think it’s more that they weren’t social people. They didn’t entertain. From what I hear, he never had anyone from the University to his home, nor did he ever accept invitations to theirs, when invitations still came. Nobody was around to explain to, nor did either of them see fit to clarify on the rare occasion when they had an exchange with a neighbor or delivery person.”

      I let that roll around in my brain a bit and finally nodded. “Like I said, she was just as cold a fish as he was, and now I see why. I wonder if they were serial killers. It’s always the quiet ones, you know.”

      “I hope you’re joking.”

      “Of course I’m joking. I’m sure we’d know if there were strings of unsolved murders and, you know, serial killer kinds of things going on.” I blinked. “Except, I mean, for the actual case we’re working on.”

      “We are not working on a case.”

      “Sure. Tell yourself that.”

      “Heaven only knows what madness possessed me to hire you.”

      “Workman’s comp. Really, you should remember that. It was your idea.” I pointed to his wrist. “I like your watch. It reveals a lot about you. Not obsessed with seconds, Nano-seconds, and all the other electronic effluvia watches confuse you with these days.”

      He covered his mouth and made a weird choking sound.

      I dug into my pocket and pulled out a packet of tissues.

      He shook his head and cleared his throat.

      I froze again. “You were going to laugh.”

      “Is there a good way to laugh as well as a bad way to laugh?”

      I gave him the stink-eye to cover up the fact that I was swallowing hard. “I think you just answered my question.”

      “You taught me not to bully when I didn’t know I was bullying. Isn’t this one of those cases where you can teach me again?”

      How could I teach him when I didn’t know the answer myself? When I thought he was laughing at me it felt like a blow to my gut. The idea of him laughing in a ‘good’ way didn’t compute and definitely was too dangerous to try to parse. So I just shrugged.

      The twinkle in his eyes faded. “I suspect that if I don’t feed you soon, I’ll get slapped with an OSHA violation.”

      “Don’t take it personally, but I’ll be the first to report you.”

      It wasn’t very hard to fake normality at the mention of food. But when we got in the Jeep I had him link his sound system to my phone. “This is a clue. The professor hid that book and that is significant. And this is the guy the book is about—Stanley Howe.”

      “Right.”

      “Humor me.”

      “What a concept. I’ve never done that before.”

      I closed my eyes as the music flowed. I really didn’t feel like being cheerful. The music was an excuse to chill.

      By the time we’d made it back to Pisgah Cove, I’d found my Zen again. I’d shaken off the wash of discomfort and unsettledness that his laughing had caused. I’d deal with that another time, but for now, I was happy to be chill again.

      I didn’t take Ben up on his offer to carry the records or set up Grandmama’s record player and speakers for me.

      Instead I made him stand at the foot of the stairs. He glared back and forth between Miss Taz barking at him from the landing above and Clara’s hissing marmalade attack-cat protecting the bottom three steps while I made three trips up the stairs, carrying everything up to my rooms.

      “She’s my crazy sister’s hellbeast, but you can call her Fluffy,” I gasped as I lugged Grandmama’s old record player from its shelf in the closet under the stairs. The closet that also, I might add, was Fluffy’s home, complete with a cat flap in the wall to let her go in and out as she wished. Her litter was always meticulously clean. That closet has everything a cat could possibly want, including a low light set on a timer to mimic sunrise and sundown. Clara is extremely anal about such things.

      Settling the big old record player into my arms securely, I called, “Clara feeds Fluffy only the healthiest, organic, no fillers or preservatives cat food. Which clearly agrees with the wretched cat, as her ribcage is no longer was visible and her coat—well you see for yourself. Beautiful and shiny. She was not Fluffy when Clara lured her inside during a snow storm.”

      I reached the bottom of the stairs and—once more—ignored his effort to relieve me of my load. “The only reason I was able to get this out of there without her screeching at me is because you have so conveniently kept her entertained out here.” I flashed him a grin.

      “But—how? Why?” he asked helplessly, gesturing at the cat that appeared to be stalking him so demonically that he backed away. Even Taz had stopped barking just to watch the fun, her tail going like a windshield wiper.

      “She was a stray. Feral. Clara is determined that she’s going to tame her. So far all she’s done is turned over an important section of our public area to a feral cat. A very healthy and irritable feral cat.”

      After depositing everything in my rooms, I scooped Taz into my arms and angled my chin so she could kiss-kiss-kiss while her tail wagged happily. Then I waved from the landing above and watched Ben leave to go to his office for a quick meeting.

      “Think about what you want for lunch,” he called as he shut the door behind him.

      “I love being your business associate!” I warbled after him, though he probably didn’t hear. But all these lunches!

      I was examining the old vinyl records, trying to decide which one to play first, and had just uncovered the strange one when my alarm reminded me that I had to leave right that minute if I was going to get to his office on time.

      So I left it unexplored—the solid white one that had no cover image or words other than the name of a recording studio in London, England in sedate small text in the lower right hand corner.
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      Ben’s office was in an old house near downtown Asheville. His signage out front was an elegantly painted wooden plaque, Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, Attorney at Law, swinging from a gallows arm like you draw when you play that hangman game.

      Weird deathly thoughts were getting to be my first reaction to everything.

      I entered what was once a living room but now held an old oak desk—something else that looked as old as the house, all of the business apparatus and furniture one would expect in an office, but with warm green walls and wood trim and wainscoting.

      Ben’s admin was back. Sophie. She had long, straight brown hair, stylishly oversized black-framed glasses, a thin gold chain around her neck. She, if anything, overachieved on dressing the legal admin role. She also looked like someone who not only had been in the ER with food poisoning a scant 24 hours earlier but who shouldn’t be back at work yet. Between dark shadows under her eyes, fingers that trembled, and a bottle of water that she took small cautious sips from, she clearly belonged tucked into bed either sleeping, watching television, or staring blindly into space.

      I really was wishing she’d stop looking and acting so darned guilty.

      Instead, she sat at the heavy oak desk with the latest array of Apple technology at her fingertips.

      Ben clearly didn’t skimp. You can learn a lot about somebody by how their office is run. I should know.

      She smiled. “You must be Maisie Jo?”

      I flashed my own wide smile. “M.J.”

      “I’m Sophie.” She gestured toward an opening to another room I hadn’t noticed on the right. Originally a bedroom, I would imagine, it was now the waiting room. Where there had been a door was now a wide so that Sophie could keep her eye on what was going on while keeping the clients at enough of a distance that she could work.

      “If you check out the buffet, there’s tea, coffee, herbal infusions—feel free to take your pick, or we have Cokes in the Coke machine.”

      My attention immediately riveted on the red enameled box on tall legs that wasn’t just for show, and wasn’t a replica, but was clearly a very old vintage Coke machine, right down to the white logo. An old Mason jar with a couple of dozen dimes sat on top. Sure enough, I had to use one of them to get a drink.

      It was adorable and fabulous and made me want to pinch Ben’s cheeks and tell him so.

      “Oh, and he has Mexican Cokes in his office,” she called, “but if you want one of those you’ll have to wait.”

      Mexican Cokes? I decided not to reveal my ignorance and was satisfied with my Cheerwine, though his array of vintage drinks had tempted me to experiment. But I wasn’t really wanting my lips to turn purple or orange. At least, not today.

      I sank back in my wooden armchair and, since she didn’t seem totally absorbed with work, and might possibly even benefit from taking her mind off her misery, I remarked, “He’s so incredibly tidy and organized. It’s rather… daunting.”

      “Daunting?”

      “Well, if you’re me.” I almost pointed to my brain but didn’t.

      Her smile was polite. “He appreciates an organized office.”

      “Oh, was it hard to learn his system? I’ve worked in a few offices and sometimes…” I just raised my hands in defeat.

      Sophie laughed. She cast a glance over her shoulder at the closed door. “His system was easy enough to learn, but it was so out of date. He didn’t mind that I did a major overhaul, and now the office hums along without a hiccup.”

      We all should have a Sophie.

      “He even turned the ordering of new equipment to me. I gave him the options, of course, and he just waved his hand and said, ‘Buy the best for our needs, but try to get something that will last a few years.’ He doesn’t believe in saving money buying exactly what you need when a spending a little more will get you something that lasts a lot longer.”

      “He didn’t give you a budget?” I asked. “Wow. I’d love to buy an office from the ground up like that,” I rattled on blithely. “I saw an office in a magazine with vinyl skins on all the equipment—they had walnut, antique oak—so it looked like all this modern technology was in wood cases. Oh, and cherry-apple red gloss skins. How could anybody not love cherry-apple red gloss?”

      Sophie’s smile indicated that she could easily not love cherry-apple red gloss, though she said, “It sounds quite different.”

      “I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, but Ben told me about your illness yesterday, and you still look a bit ragged. May I fix you a hot cup of tea? Or one of your herbal teas?”

      A knee-jerk no thank you was on the tip of her tongue. I could practically see it. But then she sighed, a pathetic little almost-whimper. “Mint or ginger is supposed to soothe the stomach, isn’t it?”

      I set about getting one of the charmingly mismatched teacups off the buffet, putting the bag in it and pouring steaming water over it from the carafe. I added a bit of honey and even a tiny spritz of lemon from the fresh lemon slices under a cover in a bowl of ice. This place. She really did have it tricked out and organized beyond all believability.

      I placed her cup and saucer in front of her and watched her sip tentatively and put it down.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we chat?” I asked. “You look like you need a little bit of distraction.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      Which wasn’t exactly an invitation. But moving right along… “You’re a one-woman office, right? So you have to do—everything? Every single bit of it?” I gushed my admiration. “Even the accounting? Or do you get to send that out to a CPA? I can’t handle numbers. Allergic to them.”

      “I do everything. Even the numbers.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out an An Event to Remember business card. “My cousin’s a CPA,” I lied. “I’m sure you have to use one occasionally to audit and such.” I held it just out of her reach.

      She seemed a bit guarded now.

      I glanced down. “Oh, wait, wrong card. I’m sure I have one here somewhere…” I began pulling out the kinds of detritus my pockets all seem to gather over the course of a day.

      She was aghast at the collection of this and that piling up on her desk, and her aura switched to why-bless-your-heart pity. “That’s okay. I really do know, um, numbers. We don’t need a CPA.”

      I threw everything in reverse and began filling my pockets again. “That saves him even more money. No wonder he thinks you’re so wonderful.”

      Her smile was very satisfied now.

      “Sorry. I am the cat that curiosity hasn’t killed yet, not for lack of trying. My brain fills with questions and I ask them. It’s a curse.”

      I went back into the waiting area, pulled out my planner and took a few notes about Miz ‘Too-perfect.’ I pulled out my smart phone to check the time. And derailed the train of thought that had been chugging through my head. Curses!

      “Oh!” she said, noticing. She checked an antique clock on the wall. “I lost track of time. I have an early lunch appointment. Ben and his client should be finished any minute if you don’t mind waiting, or if you want to go on, you can leave a note here.” She turned a pad around on the desk so that it faced me. Personalized notepads, even. Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, Attorney at Law, in a very old-fashioned font with a vintage sketch of scales.

      I would be in a cheek-pinching mood again if I weren’t now wondering exactly who was responsible for the choices I found so cheek-pinching adorable.

      I whipped out my gold-tipped fountain pen in time for her to see it while she tucked her cell phone and a few tissues into her shoulder bag, which was a rather boring but expensive Italian designer bag that didn’t even have the panache to be vintage. Oh well, I supposed if one didn’t have the eye to spot treasures, one must settle for new and safe.

      “Nice pen,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said nonchalantly, as if I’d heard it a dozen times before, which I had, but nonchalance was still a nice touch.

      She closed the glass-paned door behind her and disappeared out of sight with flashes of the red soles on her shoes. Louboutins. Expensive.

      I counted to twenty and… okay this sounds crazy I know but in a full disclosure I think I repeated some of the teens a couple of times because sometimes I get caught up in the rhythm and it just feels good and so it was eventually twenty, but twenty M.J. style.

      And she was still gone, so I decided to stand up and snoop. I mean, give my curiosity a looser leash.

      I had only walked two steps when Ben’s door opened partially. He was still holding the door knob in the process of opening it when a female voice said—

      “I do have an item not on the agenda. Higgins in Legal asked me to check on a couple of details, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. Sit back down. Would you like something to drink?”

      I remained still but deliberately casual. Nothing like scurrying back to my chair to make me look guilty of something.

      “No, but thanks.” Her soft North Carolina drawl had been tempered. My guess would be by a Seven Sisters college. And yes, I have experience to deduce such a distinction.

      Ben’s arm disappeared but not before I caught a glimpse of cufflinks. Okay, we were back into cheek-pinching territory, and I did not have any reason to suspect Sophie was responsible for his wardrobe. Cufflinks! Nobody wore cufflinks anymore. Yes, cheek-pinching was in danger of commencing.

      “Professor Humphreys—well, he’s not here to object, is he? Leonard. I shall call him Leonard. When I called him Leonard at a faculty Christmas party, I thought I was going to have frostbite from his stare.”

      “I never made that mistake.” Ben chuckled, and it was a warm sound that made my spine shiver a bit. “You know how they advise you that if you’re nervous in front of an audience—or a jury—to take a deep breath and imagine them in their underwear so they’re less intimidating?”

      This time she laughed. But it wasn’t a warm laugh. It was perfunctory.

      “I thought about it for three seconds and realized that my brain wasn’t going take me there. The professor was so intimidating I can’t imagine calling him Leonard even in absentia.”

      Boxers or briefs? I would have asked then. When you weren’t thinking of him in his underwear, were you not thinking of him in boxers or briefs? And I pondered which would be more revealing, if we knew the professor’s sartorial choices. I made a note to see if I could get access to his house again. You simply never know what is a clue and what is not.

      “…awkward to ask,” the unseen female was saying. “But having some idea about the size of the bequest and the timing of its transfer to the university would allow us to begin developing the Humphreys Fellowship.”

      He’d left his money to Ashe U, enough for a fellowship. How much money does it take to fund a fellowship? Diggit had said there was money, but that much?

      “Not awkward at all. I know times are tight in academia and I can’t blame you for wanting some knowledge of what to expect and when. It’s a bit complicated because of some recent developments—”

      “You mean there are other heirs?” she asked quickly.

      I couldn’t blame her for being concerned. It would concern the heck out of me, too, if I were counting on an inheritance and thought I was going to have to split it with hitherto undisclosed competition.

      “Nothing like that,” Ben said. “In fact, I suspect all will work out to the university’s advantage. It’s premature to say more than that. If it helps, the bequest will not be less than he led you to expect.”

      “That’s just it. Leonard didn’t give us any but the vaguest information and the strings attached.” That sounded a tad bitter. I wondered if it was as easy to detect when in the room with her as it was with only her voice to go by. Sometimes facial expressions told a different story and revealed more than a speaker wanted to, and sometimes they hid it.

      “That does sound like him. Reassure them that I will be handling things promptly, and I’ll get in touch with them as soon as I can give them projections on the amount of the bequest and the most likely time for it being shifted into the University’s care.”

      I glanced up as the door opened completely and Ben held the door for a goddess. An ice goddess. Her sleek blond cap of hair was perfection, looked soft and casual even though not a single hair was out of place. Her face was porcelain with only the most subtle cheek color. Her eyes were professional—meaning that her makeup could have been applied by a professional makeup artist and the hint of liner, dark sweep of lashes, and contouring that only a pro like me would notice were all designed for a professional woman who did not want to be taken lightly or to look like she went to any effort to prove it.

      The smile she gave Ben was warm enough not to cross any lines, but enough to mask the ice beneath it. Oh yes, I saw beneath it.

      He glanced toward me and I saw what was planned. No. Not necessary.

      He read me perfectly and looked past me so smoothly you’d never notice that he almost introduced me. They bade their goodbyes and I remained seated and inconspicuous.

      The Vice of Ice didn’t notice me other than the merest dismissive glance, wasn’t even distracted by my cranberry red coat.

      She swept out of the office and the room immediately felt five degrees warmer. “She’d be nice to keep around in a heat spell,” I remarked.

      Ben looked confused.

      “Never mind.” Just as I suspected, he saw her surface and accepted it.

      “She’s the Vice President of Development at the university.”

      “Eager to get her talons on Professor Humphreys’ money.”

      He gave me a sharp look. “You listened at the door?”

      “Oh, well, not exactly.”

      “The waiting room is in there.” He indicated it with a jerk of his chin. “There is no reason for you to be in this part of the office, listening.”

      “Well,” I said blithely, “at least she didn’t fake any sort of sentiment or grief.”

      I wondered how much soft emotion she could have faked if she’d thought it prudent. My guess is she’d be less effective at that than she was covering up that ice core.

      I also wondered what bothered me so much about her. If I was going to be truly bothered, I’d feel a bit more intimidated by Sophie, who was everything Ben needed as an admin.

      Whatever the difference was, I did not trust that Veep.

      I tried to imagine her standing over the professor’s body and driving a flamingo stake into his heart.

      First glimpse, impossible. Next glimpse—with icy calm.

      “…okay?”

      I blinked. “Sorry. Squirrel.”

      His sigh indicated he was giving up on scolding me for listen—I mean, investigating.

      “Want another drink?”

      He’d noticed the empty bottle in my hand.

      I thrust it out at him. “You recycle, I hope?”

      “I’m offended you have to ask, ma’am.”

      Well the Texas certainly announced itself with the way he drawled ‘ma’am.’

      I liked it.

      “Want to grab a bite?” he asked.

      Of course I did. But first… “Does Sophie have written instructions for when she’s out?”

      “She’s never out. She doesn’t even take vacation. She clocks overtime. She is an unbelievable boon.”

      Even worse.

      “So, play along. I am a temp in your office. Show me what to do.”

      “Well, sit there, answer the phone, take messages.”

      “Where is your accounts payable?”

      “A temp wouldn’t handle that. You don’t do numbers. Why are you asking?”

      “Do you know where all your financials are kept?”

      “In the computer.”

      “And backed up?”

      He spread his hands. “Really. What is your point?”

      “Could we go into your office for a few minutes?”

      He arched his eyebrows in question but held the door while I entered ahead of him, kicked off my shoes, and took a corner of his burnt orange leather sofa. A nice touch for an office, and the framed photo of a night sky with a tall tower outlined in burnt orange lights above it was striking.

      Not as striking as Grandmama over our fireplace, but then, who was?

      Ben hesitated but a moment before joining me—taking the opposite corner. “So, what is it you want to talk about?”

      “Sophie.” I forced the words to come out straight without meandering. “And her means, motive, and opportunity to murder Professor Humphreys.”
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      Ben drew back. “That’s not funny.”

      “No. It isn’t.”

      “Sophie—my Sophie?”

      His Sophie?

      His expression went rigidly non-revealing. “I am busy. I don’t have time to play Murder, She Wrote games.”

      He was never going to believe me, especially since I had no proof. I stared at him, trying to decide what to do.

      “So,” he said, “I’m certain you must be as hungry as I am.” He was trying hard to get back to our earlier easy camaraderie.

      That was it? Brushed off so fast? My stomach trembled a bit.

      I met his eyes without wavering and began listing the evidence. “You can’t find anything in your own office because she reorganized it—even though she admitted to me it was in good shape but ‘out of date.’ And I’m telling you, filing is filing and organization is organization and you reorg for reason, not because a system is out of date. What does that mean, out of date? What did she do, take the 2017 model for a test spin?”

      “2013. She has been here since 2013. Sophie is a fine person, a person with ethics, a person with whom I have a longstanding professional relationship that has never faltered.”

      “She does all of your accounting, which she never sends out to an outside CPA for audit.”

      “Of course she does. We used to have annual audits and I’m sure we still do.”

      “Don’t ask her about that unless you are ready to open a big can of worms, because—if I’m right—that may be all it takes for her to disappear on you before she gets caught.”

      He shook his head at me. Just stood there and shook his head, and this time he was the one showing pity, and I couldn’t stand that, his pity. I forced strength into my voice, strength but also calm. I was an actress.

      Never let them see your soft underbelly.

      “And she never takes vacations? That’s an exaggeration, right? Since 2013 she has never, ever, missed a day? Has never, ever, taken a vacation? Has never, ever, left this office and her desk for someone else—even you—to get into?”

      “Of course I haven’t tried to get into her desk. I wouldn’t know how or where to begin. I don’t know her passwords… Not only is this wild conjecture not to mention circumstantial, it’s what I pay her to do. M.J.”

      He called me M.J.

      “You’re adding two plus two and coming up embezzlement?” he asked, incredulous.

      “Do you even know how she would embezzle? What she would embezzle? And here’s a question, what she would want money for? And while we’re on that subject, do you pay her enough for that wardrobe?”

      “What wardrobe? She dresses professionally.”

      “How can she pay rent with those kinds of clothes? Maybe she doesn’t have to?”

      “She has an apartment.”

      “An expensive apartment?”

      “How would I know? Okay.” He began pacing. “It’s not outrageous. I have friends who live there.”

      “They’re admins, too? Not lawyers or veterinarians or something like that?”

      He just blinked at me, but I could tell he didn’t like the question because he returned to his pacing without answering.

      “I wouldn’t come down quite so hard on her rent if I knew for a fact that she doesn’t have a car payment—”

      He studiously avoided meeting my eyes and paced resolutely on.

      Guilty as charged.

      “And if I weren’t truly green-eyed jealous over that pair of Louboutins she was wearing.” Off his confusion, I added, “Her shoes. Louboutins. But that surely is her only pair. I’m sure you’d know if she had more.”

      “How would I know that?” he demanded, and for the first time I saw irritation building to something worse.

      “Red soles. They have red soles and cost from almost a thousand dollars a pair, and sometimes as high as multiples of thousands.”

      He paled. Swallowed hard.

      Red soles are hard to miss.

      I raised up my hand to tick off my third finger though I had no clue how many points I’d mad. “Next. How much do you leave in petty cash, and how is it handled?”

      “Well, it was always kept in the top right desk drawer in a strongbox and we always had—usually have—$150? A bit more?”

      “Go on, you had? Or have?”

      “I haven’t paid attention to petty cash in a very long time. Nor do I need to monitor it to see if twenties are disappearing! Besides, all this would show up somewhere in the books.”

      “Just like padding the accounts would show up. Recording larger amounts than she—you—paid. For big ticket items, order from the most expensive place on the Internet, so she has the paperwork to file. And then return it all and buy it again for the lowest price and pocket the difference. Those receipts wouldn’t be filed, of course. Would an audit catch it? Well, of course. But if nobody is looking over her shoulder and nobody is auditing and she has made darn sure nobody can without her knowing about it? How will it be caught?”

      He was no longer pacing. He didn’t believe it. He looked not only unconvinced, but also seething.

      I wanted to quit talking. Wanted to back down. Wanted to get that look out of his eyes. But I couldn’t. He’d hired me to do a job, and the job might not be clearly defined, but that didn’t mean I could leave these things unsaid. I was hired to assist him, and that meant inform him. I flung my arm across the back of the sofa, crossed my ankles, gave every appearance of relaxing while my body thrummed. “Of course, those are just a couple ways she could skim money. There are more, many more.”

      “And you know this because…?” he snapped.

      “Because I have temped in four different offices left in an uproar after they’d discovered the person previously in my chair had done everything from petty skimming to major embezzlement. And the warning signs? Consistent in every situation.”

      “All right, you’ve made your point.” I saw him visibly force his ire down, draw on calm, and hoped I hadn’t been so obvious.

      He closed his eyes and gave a heavy sigh. “Maybe I’ll look into this—once I get past the memorial. Which, I might point out, is the reason I hired you. Not to play Sherlock games in my entire life.”

      I had not been relaxed since the conversation began. And now? The last thing I had to tell him?

      “Ben, you didn’t ask why I think she’s a suspect.”

      “No.” Those warm brown eyes were flat and cold. “Just no. I have to draw the line somewhere.”

      “You are executor of his will. I don’t know the size of his estate, but I know that whether you get a percentage of it or if this will be an ongoing executorship—I think that’s what it’s called? I looked this up last night and the words didn’t exactly stick, but the important part did—the part that looks like you’re going to have some sort of sweet payday coming up, maybe a succession of them. And anybody who keeps as loose a grip on business accounts as you do? Is a clay target at a skeet shoot. If Sophie is doing the things she could be doing. That’s a great big payday for you, and a great big skim for her that won’t be noticed until she’s long gone and somebody finally digs into those numbers and figures them out. I wonder what she would spend that kind of money on.”

      He snapped his head away and glared at the orange tower on the wall. “She and her fiancé have been saving and planning a major backpacking trip through Nepal, etc., etc. A life of vagabonding. No jobs, no agenda, just going. It’s just a pipe dream. She talked about being vagabonds for years. Following the wind. But these are daydreams. Lots of people have them.”

      I opened my planner and looked at the list I’d copied from the Internet the night before, my stomach sinking. “The U.S. doesn’t have an extradition agreement with Nepal.”

      He dragged his fingers through his hair and for once instead of looking boyishly tousled it look ragged.

      I managed to rise from the deep sofa without having to lurch, which again, is totally due to Grandmama. There is always a way to be a lady. Find it.

      On my feet, I gave a little shrug. “I think maybe it’s not a good day for lunch.”

      “Right,” he agreed.

      I shouldered my bag and tossed my head and raised my chin. I would not let it show that I cared.

      I passed Sophie’s desk and was opening the front door when she rounded the hedges in front of the house and came into view.

      Lovely.

      What if those weren’t Louboutins? Sure, they had red soles, but probably lots of knock-offs did. And if she had a fiancé, maybe he was the source of some of her high standard of living.

      On the way to my car, my stomach was on the edge of revolt.

      “M.J.?”

      Ben was coming up behind me.

      “Where do you think you’re going? Aren’t we going to lunch?”

      “I said it wasn’t a good time and you agreed.”

      “I did no such thing.”

      “You said, ‘right.’”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Did I even want to go to lunch with him? “Do you even want to go to lunch with me?” I shifted my shoulder bag, which was leather and heavy to the other shoulder. “I mean, I’ve been like way annoying, way beyond annoying, and I understand if you’d rather not look at me right now. Or for a while.” Or ever again. “I could even be wrong. I know that. I could be wrong.”

      “Well, you’re right about that. First, right that maybe I’d rather not look at you right now because you can really be annoying—”

      I huffed my indignation, and half a load of dread lifted from my shoulders.

      “—and could quite easily be wrong about that other thing.”

      Taking no chances talking about it where we might be heard.

      “I have a lot to think about. But not on an empty stomach. Where to?”

      “Somewhere we can talk about our case—”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “—without being overheard. Oh, and I promise not to talk about that other thing. I think I said it all, anyway. In fact, I said more than I started out to say, because sometimes that’s the way my brain works—”

      He was steering me to the Jeep, helping me in.

      “Actually, a lot of times it’s the way it works, that when I start talking all sorts of puzzle pieces loosen up and—no, this is more like zings, though not those absolutely brilliant once-in-a-blue-moon zings. These are little zings where all of these thoughts were really on the surface, but I hadn’t connected all the dots yet, and when I start talking, lots more details show up, and—”

      You know one thing I like in a man? A man that lets me rattle off my nerves without getting annoyed.

      Because I can rattle for a long time.
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      Ben’s place was a revelation.

      Now, you might wonder that I am going alone to a man’s apartment when I’ve only known him for just over a day but in addition to trusting him, I also had mace in the easiest-to-get-to pocket of my bag, which I did keep with me the whole time. Which I would. Because it has my planner and all our work and notes in it, so of course I took it to the table where I sat while he made sandwiches, and to the bathroom where for all he knew I had other reasons to need it, and it’s not because I was afraid. It’s because I am not stupid.

      “So. How much money are we talking about?”

      He stilled. Clearly, he was feeling all lawyerly and unable to discuss and such.

      “Oh, never mind. The exact amount isn’t important. But why did he do it? He doesn’t sound like the philanthropic type.”

      Again, Ben hesitated, then shrugged. “Okay, that’s not privileged. I can tell you that much. The Humpster—”

      “Professor Humphreys,” I corrected.

      “What happened to the Humpster?”

      “It just feels like… I don’t know. It feels like he somehow deserves more respect dead than he got when he was alive.”

      Ben stilled. “His credentials were respected. He was such a feather in a small private university’s cap that even with his unfortunate reputation, he drew students that ordinarily would have gone somewhere more prestigious. He was the prestige of Ashe U.”

      I stared at my open planner, at the doodles I’d made when I forgot to finish my notes. The clown face with tears. Professor Humphreys didn’t hide behind the face of a clown, but what did he hide beneath a glacier of rage and arrogance? “I’d prefer we refer to him as Professor Humphreys,” I repeated softly.

      “Huh.” He looked thoughtful. “Okay. I get it.”

      “So why is he leaving money—evidently a lot of money—to the university to educate students he doesn’t respect?”

      “The university will be required to put his name on the fellowship—or whatever program is established. His name living on, its prestige enhanced after death by the way the university honors him.”

      “They aren’t allowed to reveal he funded it himself.”

      “You got it in one. It will be officially from an unnamed benefactor.”

      “So everything he arranged for after his death could essentially change the way he is viewed by later generations. A gathering of his students at his funeral, a spontaneous singing of a song he particularly loved, and a permanent honor at the university with his name on it… Was that his goal? To attempt to create something that he regretted not having?”

      “Ah, but that would imply that Leonard—Professor Humphreys—cared that people liked him and respected him. When the plain and simple truth is that he merely wanted to continue what he had in life—a professional reputation that transcends even death. A persona, talent, and level of knowledge that is referred to and revered as long as the university exists. And I suppose, beyond, in some ways.”

      “So beneath the surface…”

      “There was no surface. We all experienced the professor in his unedited glory. He did not bother with subterfuge.”

      “Was he ever married? I assume no children.” Did Ben know anything about Leon?

      “Never and none.”

      “Was he gay?”

      “Good question. He wasn’t the most manly of men but doesn’t mean he was gay. He seemed to be celibate his entire time at the university, or so legend has always believed. But honestly, that sounds like mean-spirited gossip more than fact, because who could know?”

      “His high school reputation doesn’t include any social life at all.” But I realized maybe I had some more questions for Diggit Johnson about his wife’s first son.

      “Not without me.”

      “What?”

      “You’re not going to question Diggit without me.”

      “I don’t know why you think I am going to question Diggit,” I huffed. “And I certainly don’t know why you think you have to be with me. I do not need an escort. This doesn’t involve his estate. This is just me being curious.”

      “How do you know it doesn’t involve his estate?” Ben challenged.

      “Really? Oh wow, this opens entirely new avenues of suspects for his murder. Do the police know?” I slapped my leather planner shut and zipped it closed.

      “I did not say a conversation with Diggit would be a function of my professional involvement with his estate.” He smirked.

      “And I never said I was going to have one. Seriously!”

      “Let’s just say that anything you do that involves my deceased client and his estate feels like it’s a potential hand grenade with a faulty pin. I’d like to be present. If you don’t mind. Because anything you do in that capacity falls under our signed agreement.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      I had hours to kill and only one [two] thing[s] on my mind.

      Leonard Humphreys’ murder. [Ben Griffiths]

      Luckily for my mind, the two were in tandem.

      It was a cold, gray day, a horrible day to be outside, much less take a joy ride up the mountain to Ashe U. Which is exactly what I did.

      To see MacKenzie Davies Bishop, Vice President of Development.

      I wondered how she’d benefit when the University inherited all the money.

      And if she had reason to speed things up.

      It was a bit absurd to imagine her cold-bloodedly staking a pink flamingo through a chest, but if anything required cold blood, I could clearly picture her being the woman for the job.

      Had VP Bishop thought Mrs. Howard was in the way as a potential heir? Could she have known about the true relationship? Because we were talking two murders…

      The blacktop highway wound its way higher. Leaves were long gone from enough trees to reveal views of the city below through a fretwork of tree branches, but the evergreens were plentiful enough to make the view flying by my window broken—like a jumpy old film from before the talkies, I could almost hear the click-click-click of the projector in the background.

      I swung my gaze to stare straight ahead, watch the road, not succumb to the almost hypnotic effect of that broken, jumpy view.

      Eventually I took the turnoff to the university. The jumbled buildings were connected by concrete paths wide enough for students, joggers, cyclists, and emergency service vehicles that might need to get into the various nooks and crannies of the grounds from time to time.

      The oldest buildings were late 19th century stately and traditional. There had clearly been a time of expansion, because mid-century modern had a disconcerting impact on the overall effect with sharp, jutting protuberances, avant-garde angles, and wide swaths of glass windows.

      With the surrounding mountainside and its natural beauty, I could forgive the departure from traditional. Who wanted to be enclosed in Victorian boxes when big windows gave views of God’s country in all directions? Is this why Professor Humphreys had chosen his home? Growing up in a small house in Asheville, not being allowed to explore, then spending years in New York City… Had he taught in one of these newer buildings? Had he fallen in love with the mountains that had been his home, yet he’d never been allowed to know?

      Or was this just fanciful thoughts about a man who seemed unable to ‘fall in love’ with anything?

      I was staring at one such building, imagining the views from within, when I saw a camel hair trench coat walking briskly toward it.

      I recognized that coat, the movement of its wearer, and the still-perfect hair. My lucky day. The Veep of Iron-Rod-Stuck-Up-Her-Behind.

      I was looking for an excuse to enjoy that view from inside that building, anyway, wasn’t I?

      I slipped out of my car and half-walked, half-jogged toward the same building, rehearsing excuses for why I was there in case she saw me and remembered me.

      But by the time I entered the automatic sliding glass doors and stepped into the austere concrete and iron lobby, she was nowhere in sight.

      But the signage on the outside of the building read “College of Music,” and it no longer made a lot of difference which way she went. This was the professor’s workplace. I wondered where his office was. Where he taught.

      Iron balustrades up the stairs and framing around the windows and elevators were painted various Mondrian shades of yellow and blue and red, more mid-century, but distracting from rather than enhancing the views.

      A loud click-clicking signaled her return just before I saw the camel hair coat flare rounding the distant corner at the end of the corridor on the right.

      The corridor with a wall that had a plaque with a list of offices to be found down its length—one of which was Professor Humphreys’.

      Not only did she not recognize me—she also clearly had no instinct to assist an apparently-lost visitor standing uncertainly between the elevators and the common area.

      Awesome.

      I was able to hover, throwing out a few more confused oh-my-where-am-I-supposed-to-be? vibes while she stepped onto an elevator. It was just as easy as on television. I watched the numbers change as the elevator rose to the third floor, then stopped.

      I waited a bit and then followed her, got off at the third floor, which the plaque by the elevators had helpfully identified as the Rehearsal Level.

      Stepping off, I spotted a helpful map on the opposite wall, complete with a red arrow and “you are here.” There were large squares and small squares representing rehearsal rooms.

      And fortunately? I had no need to try and figure out where to go.

      I followed her perfume.

      Which ended at a closed door to 311RR, which must be rehearsal room. Why would she be in a rehearsal room?

      There was no way I could enter. Even if I could get away with “lost, how do I get to the school of business?”, anything interesting happening would end the moment I entered.

      If anything interesting was happening at all.

      A quick glance showed that each rehearsal room door had an identical unmarked door beside it. I crossed my fingers on my left hand and used the right to test the door.

      It opened noiselessly.

      It was dark inside, but a wide window looked into the rehearsal room and a panel of controls like I’d seen on set when I was Groupie #3 in Fright Season revealed it as a sound booth.

      This was a sound booth, a recording studio. So the rehearsal hall had recording capabilities, as well. Sweet. The students must love playing back their efforts and even producing them into a better sound.

      Though that didn’t seem quite right.

      Maybe some of the students were studying production?

      It took me a moment to notice three things.

      One, the Veep was not alone. Elgar Britten Montgomery was lying on the hardwood floor, his hands folded under his head, his ankles crossed, staring up at the ceiling.

      Two, he must have been listening to something—his own performance? Because...

      Three, the control panel in front of me was lit up with a red pause button flashing, which meant if either of them looked at the glass window separating us, I would be lit by the pulsing glow.

      I dropped down to my knees and quickly scanned the panel until I finally found what I hoped and prayed was the right control.

      I gave a very tiny slide to the right and heard a murmur of voices, slid it further and heard them speaking as if I were in the room with them.

      “—if you’re concerned about your status and your inability to challenge the decision of the committee now that Professor Humphreys has been… has passed, the University wants to assure you that—”

      “Dr. Bishop,” he said, in his lovely, plummy British accent. “I truly appreciate—-” A sniff. Was he crying?

      I scrambled on hands and knees over to darkest corner of the room and rose until I could see. “I am listening to my dissertation composition. This was the last time I was with Professor Humphreys. I am not listening because I am bitter or angry. I am listening because…” Another sniff.

      Finally I had inched high enough to see that he was on his feet and had a handkerchief—an actual handkerchief!—in his hand and was dabbing at his eyes and nose, having turned slightly away from her. He gathered himself. Shoved the handkerchief back in his trouser pocket. Looked her straight in the eye, and yes, if any more evidence was needed, he had definitely been crying. His eyes were red and swollen.

      He shoved a shock of wavy, dyed-black hair off his forehead. “I realize that my opinion is in the minority—in fact, sometimes I feel like a lone minority—but I respect Professor Humphreys, what he came up from, what he became, and how he returned to his hometown when he could have made far more money and perhaps made an even a bigger impact on the greater musical world had he taught at a… larger university.”

      How tactful. He clearly meant a university that people had actually heard of, that actually had a prestigious music department with an international reputation that drew the top tier of students.

      “We have always been aware of the honor bestowed upon us when Professor Humphreys chose to make Ashe University his home. And while we did not have the reputation of excellence in the musical world some others might, our reputation has grown to the point that we do attract top students from around the world. And that is because having a DMA from Juilliard—”

      He held up his hand. “Please, I do understand.” And the glance he turned up at her was… pitying. He pitied her. “I understand that my reaction may be difficult for you and others like you to understand, but I am grieving.”

      Well. That put her in her place.

      She could never be an actress. I could literally see the switch flip as she went from chilly to all-that-was-sympathetic. She touched his forearm, which luckily was covered by his black turtleneck sweater, or he’d now have to deal with frostbite as well as grief. “Elgar,” she said. “I may call you that?”

      He nodded, staring at the floor.

      “You’re named for a famous English composer, I believe?”

      That pulled him out of his reverie. He looked at her, surprised. “Two of them.”

      “Edward Elgar and Benjamin Britten.” She smiled. It came nowhere near her arctic blue eyes. “I happen to have been a musician, too, at one time, believe it or not. In fact, I also studied under Professor Humphreys. That was, of course, before I changed majors.”

      Why had she changed majors? Had her dreams been shredded by Professor Humphreys?

      “I understand why you chose those names,” she continued.

      Chose? What?

      “And why you chose your mother’s family name.”

      His eyes widened.

      “Of course I have access to your records. All of your records. I assume you didn’t want to use the surname Howe, in case Professor Humphreys connected it to your father.”

      He drew back, alarmed. “What is your point?”

      “Simply that the music faculty of Ashe U does not share Leonard’s prejudices against popular music. Your father’s work was notable. And even though you have turned your sights toward the classical, your true talent is evident, or so I am told. In fact, both remaining members of your dissertation committee have leapt forward to request being named director. Ashe U will be proud to have you among our alumni with your impressive musical heritage.”

      “Dr. Bishop. Please. Leave. I will meet you. I will meet you in your office, anywhere but here, anytime but now. I don’t know how to make it any plainer.”

      “Of course. I don’t know what got into me. I came to reassure you. The committee’s final decision had not been recorded and signed at the time of Professor Humphreys’ death and thus does not exist. The decision has been reconsidered. You will receive your DMA. I hope that brings you some sort of comfort.”

      He was trembling.

      I was trembling with him. For him.

      Had the woman no heart at all, no soul?

      She exited the room.

      He picked something up from the piano bench and aimed it straight at me.

      I dropped to the floor and remained frozen in place.

      Music blasted.

      A remote. He had picked up a remote and returned to his music.

      This music wasn’t classical.

      Again, I peeked. He was back on the floor, listening.

      Listening to the last time he played for Professor Humphreys before the man had been murdered.

      I hurt for him.

      It was just an impulse I couldn’t explain, but I think I’ve mentioned my issues with impulse control.

      The last performance Professor Humphreys ever heard… was this the last ever? Was this the last student he interacted with? I couldn’t determine whether it was a sadly sentimental impulse or a deviously Holmesian detective’s impulse that made me copy that recording.

      I just knew I had to have it.

      I scrambled back to the control panel, scanned it quickly. It was technical stuff, so technical. I was an idiot. I knew it. But I recognized “copy” and touched it.

      A message popped up on a screen: I cringed, but the music played without skipping a beat. My heart was pounding.

      Deep breath. Deep breath.

      The message was simple and clear enough that even I could follow them. Select source, select destination—oh wait.

      I dug my Tweety Bird USB drive out of his pouch in my shoulder bag and plugged it in, and then, again wincing—

      Touched COPY.

      The music didn’t hiccup in any way.

      A series of blinking lights, and suddenly I had it captured in Tweety’s innocent brain. Like mine, Tweet’s brain was a bit of a jumble. Unlike mine, Tweety didn’t forget anything.

      Me? My dys-brain was struggling to form a fuzzy image of a cruel man who had to have had more than one facet, who had to have had some root reason why he was the way he was.

      Who had to have had some redeeming value.

      Didn’t everyone?

      And a student who had every reason to despise that man, yet wept at his death, was an unexpected piece of that puzzle.

      My cell phone jangled with its old school ring-ring.

      I dove for my bag. I had turned it off. I knew I had turned it off. Oh, my brain, my brain!

      The music stopped.

      “Hallo?”

      It—it was his phone. Elgar’s phone.

      It was his phone with the same ringtone as mine and, oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my goodness. I slapped a hand over my chest as if it could physically quiet my heart—my heart, I swear I could hear it pounding from the inside out.

      “What? Slow down, love. No, you go on. Go—I’m on my way!”

      He scooped up his leather satchel and headed for the door and—

      I skidded on my knees to the recording room door and turned the lock.

      Moments later, he was yanking on the door. “What the—who’s in there? This is no time for jests!”

      His voice was rising. What if somebody heard, somebody with a key?

      Oh my goodness, oh my goodness, oh my goodness!

      I hid under the console with my shoulder bag and hoped it was dark enough that I couldn’t be seen, even with light flowing in from the corridor—

      My heart. Oh my heart. What if I had a congenital heart thing? OMG, what if I have some sort of dys-heart?

      And then…

      Silence.

      I forced quiet breaths, many quiet breaths.

      He was gone.

      I counted but I don’t know how far because I got confused and started over but surely—surely—enough time for him to get on the elevator.

      I unlocked the door, almost yelping at its loud ker-clunk.

      And if he was still close enough to have heard?

      I had to get out.

      I eased out the door and had gone ten feet dragging my bag before I noticed I was still crawling on my hands and knees. I lurched to my feet, kept going, and suddenly it was in front of me—escape—

      A door marked STAIRS.

      I took them down slowly, quietly, praying that my flushed face would not make me look guilty if anybody saw me leave the stairwell.

      In my car, I remembered to turn on my phone.

      No messages.

      But I had barely enough time to make it back to town to be interviewed at the police station, just for being in the same room as a dead body.
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      I was glad Sophie was at her desk and answered when I called to tell Ben I was running late and would meet him at the station so I could leave a message and not talk to him. My brain was scrambled. My heart was scrambled.

      And yes, I was running late, but no, I wasn’t driving like a bat out of the netherworld when I finally approached the police station.

      That was the other car. The VW that swerved around traffic and zipped in front of me, almost clipping my headlight, to get the last parking space in the close-up parking lot.

      And no, I didn’t blow my horn or give her a piece of my mind—even within the confines of my car. Partly because when things like that happen, I actually have excellent reflexes. I have wondered if when my brain doesn’t have time to react it kind of acts at lightning speed.

      But those reflexes and reactions never include honking the horn.

      By the time I realize the disaster I averted and get annoyed enough to honk the horn? I end up annoyed at myself for not honking the horn when I should’ve because it’s always too late by then.

      Except this time, the reason I didn’t honk the horn was because my jaw was hanging open.

      Jazzmyn Johnson had screeched into that last space, parked crooked, one tire up over the curb and plowed into a flowerbed, and was even now flying across the parking lot toward the station, her beautiful white and fuchsia and purple hair flying behind her.

      The expression on her face was pure-dee rage.

      Okay, this is when I ended up being the one in “that car” that swerved in front of an oncoming vehicle to get the last parking space on the street. By the time I was out of my car and noticing that said vehicle contained my temporary boss and also client—this was getting confusing—I couldn’t care less. Instead I just called out to him, “Something big’s happening!”

      I am not sure if his window was open, though. But he should be able to figure out for himself that the three TV news station trucks and vans meant something big was happening.

      It didn’t take long to figure out what the media was salivating over and why Jazz was beside herself. “Let me through,” she kept saying, pushing at people’s backs, but they all ignored her. A barricade held onlookers back. Reporters with microphones and cameramen were in front of it, which I guess means the cops trust the media to stay in their place and out of the way.

      Excuse me while I laugh.

      Two squad cars pulled up had ASHEVILLE written on their sides in fat block letters that looked as though someone had cut them out of a poster of the city’s skyline. Three officers came from inside the station to assist the driver and—

      Our detective, as a matter of fact. Detective Morales. When was she planning to let me know our interview was cancelled, I wondered snippily.

      The first cop worked to get something out of the trunk.

      A folding wheelchair.

      No. Just, no.

      He struggled to get it open and snapped into place.

      Jazz screamed, screamed to let her open it, that if it wasn’t done right, it would collapse under his weight. Screamed at them to let her daddy go.

      The other two cops heaved Diggit Johnny out.

      And this was not the Diggit of sweet iced tea, genial memories.

      This Diggit’s face was a mask of rage that Jazz could only aspire to.

      “…bringing in their person of interest right now…”

      “…unexpected turn, he is wheelchair-bound. I’m waiting for confirmation that this is indeed the suspect—”

      “—waiting for a name, but reliable sources say this is the alleged murderer of Professor Leonard Humphreys of Asheville University four days ago.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Diggit, who needed little assistance walking from the police car to his wheelchair with the strong hand on his upper arm appearing more to control someone who might get unruly than to support a feeble old man.

      He was scanning the crowd desperately while Jazz screamed, “Daddy! I’m here!” and when he found her, he shouted, “Baby! Baby! Don’t let—” and collapsed into the chair wheezing, but reaching out for her, trying to tell her something.

      Finally, somebody got his oxygen in place. He grabbed the mask and began inhaling, but he was rushed through the doors inside before he could try to speak again. A swarm of Asheville’s finest surrounded him on the inside of the glass doors.

      And Jazz collapsed to the ground, still screaming, still crying, but not tears of fear or panic. Someone reached to help her, and she snarled and knocked the hand away.

      And then an arm in a suit jacket whipped a business card in front of her.

      She drew back, and glared up at Ben, for of course it was Ben. Her lined eyes were miraculously un-smeared. But her lips trembled, and she bared her teeth at him.

      “Get your dad a lawyer,” Ben said. “If you need a referral, I recommend this one.” He flipped the card over and showed a name and number scrawled across it. “Tell Suzanne I told you to call.”

      Suddenly I realized that one of the cameras was turned on Jazzmyn.

      I leapt in front of it, cocked my head, and doing my best Kellyanne Conway said, “Excuse me, but Ms. Johnson is not doing interviews today. You’ll need to call her representative to arrange one.”

      The cameraman kept swerving, trying to get around me, but my hair and I did an admirable job of blocking his view. I checked and saw Ben helping Jazz into her car, speaking urgently, probably trying to convince her to let him drive her.

      Her response was to scrape half her tire off reversing, jumping the curb to get out of that flowerbed, then to take off out of the lot and onto the street.

      “Are you a friend? Can you tell us her name? Is she related to the person of interest who was just taken in?” A reporter thrust a microphone in my face.

      Ben, walking back toward me, had panic on his.

      I simply looked at the reporter with polite disdain. “I beg your pardon.” Grandmama was exerting herself again. I said, with a slight curl of my lip, “There is a difference between news and tawdry, salacious, pandering.” I spun on my heel and almost bumped into Ben. Well, my eyes challenged. You got sump’n to say?

      And drat the man, I think he did. His eyes were gearing up to exchange words, and I was not in the mood, so I just walked past him, crossed the street, and was about to swing my very ladylike legs into the driver’s seat when he leaned over and said, “You okay?”

      “Of course I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      “You’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “Oh, that.”

      Ben’s phone vibrated.

      Mine pinged.

      We both checked our texts.

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Morales doesn’t already have enough on her hands?”

      He shrugged. “Just another day at the precinct.”

      Evidently Detective Morales did have enough on her hands, for she turned us over to other detectives for questioning.

      My guy was succinct and routine. In fact, he asked nothing that I hadn’t already told them the night before. Or, early that morning, I guess.

      I just wanted out of there.

      And then the questions took a strange turn.

      “Ms. O’Malley—”

      “Seriously,” I sighed. Again. “Please call me M.J.” Again. Everything was so stiff and formal I felt uneasy.

      “M.J., then.”

      Finally. I forced another smile. Another tired smile. Another very tired smile.

      “When did you meet Ben Griffiths?”

      “How precise do you need me to be? What if I get it wrong? Do I have to do math?”

      “Try an estimate.”

      “What is today?”

      He sat forward in his chair, suddenly alert. “Tuesday.”

      “Holy cattle, time flies. Yesterday. Yesterday morning.”

      “You mean you didn’t know him before… wait. How long have your worked for him?”

      “Oh, that was last night. No, this morning. Two-ish? Working for him. Before that I was representing—” Clara’s warnings echoed in my brain. “—I was assisting him in finding a venue for a memorial service for the professor.”

      “Not working directly for him?”

      “No. The company he hired.”

      “Which is?”

      I cleared my throat. “An Event to Remember.”

      “And if I need to speak to someone there?”

      I groaned inwardly and handed him a card.

      He flipped it over twice, then wrote down Clara’s name and contact info. “Mind if I keep this?”

      “Of course not.” This time I managed a very professional smile. I was on the job. I had a role again.

      “And at two in the morning Ben Griffiths hired you to work directly for him. In what capacity?”

      “The not-falling-down-the-mountain-and-breaking-my-ankle capacity.”

      “Explain, please.”

      “We had been talking about the murder. His client’s murder. And we kept waking each other up with more to talk about. About the murder. And then he said, ‘Neither of us is sleeping, I have an idea I’d like to try, let me pick you up and we’ll go look at the scene of the crime the way it might have been when the murder actually took place.’” I wasn’t sure whether to bring up Hannibal Lector or not and decided not.

      “This didn’t strike you as strange?”

      “Of course it struck me as strange. And weird. And crazy. And flipping awesome! How could I not go?” Energy, innocence, and a healthy dose of me just being me were very much in order now. This was going to be very difficult to explain. Ditzy redhead would not be amiss.

      “Didn’t you feel it might be dangerous? Going with a man you have just met into the woods at night?”

      I blinked. “Ben? Dangerous?” I burst into laughter. “Did you not understand why he actually hired me? I mean, made me sign a piece of paper—”

      He grew rigid.

      “—a very basic contract saying that for the purposes of this one job, his work for the estate of the professor, he was hiring me. Nothing else. But when on the job, I would be covered by his workman’s comp and… Stuff.”

      The detective still didn’t get it.

      “He’s such a boy scout that once he got me up there on the mountain, he wouldn’t let me take a step until he knew I had insurance. He was so freaked out that I might stub my toe because—” I wiggled my fingers like spoooooky “—it was dark outside. And the mountain was—” air-quotes, this time “—dangerous.” Eye roll. “And I might trip and fall.” I leaned forward over his desk. “He’s freaking out that I don’t have insurance, and you think I shouldn’t trust him? Pfffth!”

      Brow furrowed, the detective kept scribbling. The recorder was also still recording.

      “Should we say for the record that I wiggled my fingers and bugged my eyes out to demonstrate how scared I was supposed to be?”

      He glanced at his page and the recorder. “Not really.”

      I leaned over the recorder. “Strike that from the record, please.”

      “Ms. O’Malley.”

      I crossed my arms and stared at him, brows raised.

      He fumbled, looked down, “M.J.”

      I gave him a regal nod of approval.

      “You are not taking this seriously enough. I ask you, did it ever occur to you that you might be being set up to be blamed for murder? That for no good reason, a lawyer–”

      “Executor,” I corrected. “In this case he is acting as executor, not lawyer. To be both would be a conflict of interest and highly unethical, and you should not go around casting aspersions on people’s character, because he is a lawyer and he could sue.”

      The detective lowered his head and scowled up at me from beneath his heavy brows like a bull-fight bull kicking up dust and about to charge the red cape.

      Some people don’t like to admit they’re wrong.

      “Your new employer has embroiled you in a murder investigation, has even put you on his payroll in order to tie you more tightly to the case, and now has taken you to the scene of the original murder where you ‘accidentally’ discover a second one? This doesn’t strike you at all as suspicious?”

      I gazed thoughtfully at the ceiling. Narrowed my eyes in thought as I looked to the left, then the right. Scratched my chin. Crossed my legs and rested my chin on my fist as I thought, really thought. And once I had demonstrated how thoroughly I had considered his points, I announced, “Nope. Now, if that’s all?” I grabbed my shoulder bag hopefully.

      He glanced at his watch. “That’s all for now. We might want to question you again.”

      “I’d be delighted to help you in any way. This is my first murder, you know, and it’s all so fascinating! Although, next time, maybe ask me some different questions? I get bored answering the same ones over again, and those last ones? Were just silly.”

      My insides were jangling like one of those old-fashioned alarm clocks in a cartoon, but if anybody noticed as I sailed out from that suddenly-oppressive room on a cloud of pink cotton candy and unicorns?

      Well, they can kiss my bits. Wait. What was that saying, anyway?
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      By the time Ben and I walked out of the station, the night had closed in and what had all been fully visible when we entered, though under the last light of a gray day, was now the surreal appearance of a parking lot with hoods and windshields glinting under security lights and dark shadows adding their counterpoint.

      My insides were agitated. What I needed to do was change clothes and run a couple of miles on my treadmill. The one that was hidden behind and under racks of clothes.

      There would be no running off the edginess that was vibrating inside me. “So. You’d better have had my back like I had yours.”

      “Do what?”

      “I know what they do. I watch Law & Order. They get you in one room and say, “Don’t you know she could be the murderer and framing you?” while they have me in the next room, saying, “Don’t you know he could be framing you?”

      “Seriously? They said that to you?”

      “They didn’t say that to you?”

      He burst out laughing. “Me. Framing you.”

      “That’s exactly what I said! Did. Laughed in his face!”

      “Perhaps not the most politic response.”

      “I hate politicians.”

      “Right.”

      “But—they didn’t suspect me? Not even a little bit? How insulting.”

      “I shouldn’t have taken you. It was a freakish lapse in judgment. But I did, and it’s okay. You’re okay. I’m okay.”

      “Okay.” We reached my car. “Thanks. I’m not sure why I’m thanking you but thanks. I have someplace I need to go tonight.”

      “Would it offend you too terribly if I suggest you ride with me, and we’ll swing back by and pick up your car later?”

      “I’m allowed to drive after dark. I won’t get grounded, promise.”

      “I know that. I thought maybe… it would be pleasant.”

      “Pleasant? You sure pulled that out of thin air, didn’t you?”

      “What if I did? I knew I couldn’t say the truth.”

      I glared at him. Silently. Waiting.

      He winced.

      I checked my hands. Not trembling. But my insides. Could he look at me and tell? He could. He could look at me and tell. “Sure. But remember, you didn’t ask where I was going first, so that’s on you. And if my car gets ticketed or towed, you’re paying.”

      “You’re quick to define the allocation of financial obligation, aren’t you?”

      He opened the Jeep door and took my elbow as if he thought I might need an assist.

      I stared at his hand on my elbow until he released it.

      If he could tell my innards were jangling just by looking at me, what could he tell by holding my elbow? Besides, I was perfectly capable of climbing in without assistance and without making an unladylike spectacle of myself.

      Grandmama. As always.

      And when he was halfway into the right turn lane, I said, “No, no! Go right!”

      “I am going right!”

      “No—I mean—” I pointed the other way. “Right!”

      “That’s left.”

      And somehow we missed the turn altogether and went straight.

      “What.” No question. Just a flat tone. “Was that all about.”

      “My thing doesn’t start for a couple of hours, so I want to go check on Jazz.”

      “Don’t you think that might seem a bit… I don’t know, strange? We hardly know her.”

      “But we were there. We saw it. You gave her a lawyer’s name.”

      “How about we drive by and look. She may not be at home. She may have gone to a family member’s house. By now she may have already talked to Suzanne and be back at the station again. We didn’t look for her car.”

      “Right, whatever floats your boat, next corner, turn left.”

      “Which left?”

      That man. That man! “See my finger? See where it is pointing? The left. The only left.”

      He kind of slapped my hand down because in pointing left, I blocked his view. Oops. But really. “Really. Are you sometimes a bit… less brilliant than I am sure you usually are?” There. That was not calling him slow.

      He was changing lanes again. Going right. Instead of left.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Just watch.”

      He turned right, which was wrong. He went a couple of blocks and turned right again.

      I mean, left.

      And then we drove slowly down the Johnsons’ street.

      “Okay, I said I was directionally challenged sometimes. Don’t you dare gloat.”

      “I wouldn’t dare.”

      He smirked.
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      As we drove down the Johnsons’ street, we were relieved to find a parking spot a couple of houses down. You know, this is Asheville, North Carolina, not New York City. We’d been having an unbelievable run of bad parking experiences.

      Jazz’s VW was parked in the driveway. She hadn’t taken out any greenery pulling in. Maybe that meant she’d found her center on the way home. I hoped so, anyway.

      Another car was behind it. A late model BMW that cost more than I wanted to imagine. “Is that Suzanne’s car?”

      “No. Nothing like. So Jazz does have company.”

      I opened the Jeep’s door and hopped down to the ground. ‘‘I’m going to walk on down there, anyway. I may not go in. I’ll just kind of look, see if everything seems all right.”

      “Here.” Ben held out an empty drink cup.

      “What’s that for?”

      “I figure you need something to press against the wall to listen.”

      “Ha,” I said, “ha.”

      He joined me. “Okay, for no good reason that I will be able to explain, I am going to join you.”

      “Why?” Every suspicious nerve in my hyper-nerved body was going off.

      “Because you won’t shut up if we don’t.”

      “Oh. That’s okay then.”

      Hands stuffed in my coat pockets for warmth—I hadn’t been able to find my black leather gloves—I trudged behind Ben. For some reason, I didn’t feel like leading the charge on this one.

      I am not going to lurk around making deductions from the sidewalk, however. We are going to ring the doorbell and check on her, and then leave.”

      Nobody came, at first. We were about to take the hint and turn back to the Jeep when the door opened.

      Jazz stared out at us, her hair a tangle of rainbow color melt and her cheeks wet. She held a handkerchief in her hand.

      “Thank you for the name. We’re waiting for her now. She told me not to go back to the station until she calls me.”

      “I think you’re wise to take her advice. You’re in good hands.”

      She was obviously not inviting us in, and I sensed Ben getting ready to wish her well and leave.

      “I hate to ask this—” I shifted slightly from one foot to the other. “This is embarrassing and, I, well—please, may I use the bathroom? I…” Another slight shift. “Really need to.”

      “Oh. Sure.” Jazz stepped back and opened the door for me.

      I scooted inside scanning both directions as I did.

      “Down the hall, second door to the left.”

      Fabulous. More doors to look through. I might even accidentally go right instead of left if it looked promising.

      A spot burned between my shoulder blades. I knew Ben wouldn’t give me away by glaring at me. He must be sending a glare via telepathy.

      I did not have to accidentally turn right.

      The door on the right opened and Elgar the Elvis stepped out and almost ran into me.

      “Pardon me,” he apologized, flustered in his rather charming Hugh Grant kind of way.

      “It’s all right,” I said. Hurtled into the bathroom. “In a hurry!” I explained as I shut the door hard.

      So okay, this was… weird. This was way weird.

      I decided to go ahead and take care of business since I was in there. My grandmother always said, when you’re traveling never pass up an opportunity to sit down or use the toilet. This was a twofer.

      I sat there for a while with my eyes closed, deep breathing, humming the softest ommm ever hummed. I went into my mental calm place, a small village church near Stratford-upon-Avon in England that I’d found when I was lost there the summer of ’14, and it took three hours for the tour to find me again.

      Of course, the tour didn’t know I was hiding in the church and just didn’t want to leave because it was the calmest, sweetest, prettiest, most medieval place I had ever had all to myself in my entire life. I claimed it. I claimed it with my heart and soul.

      Now, I knelt on the needlepoint-covered kneelers that some ladies’ auxiliary had made decades before. I went down the winding stone staircase to the undercroft and crypt beneath.

      I inhaled the incense that was a little heavier behind a door that must be the sacristy.

      And finally, I decided it was okay, I could step back out into the sunshine and join the tour again.

      I mean, go find Ben.

      I had forgotten all about the scene at Ashe U. About V.P. Bishop. About everything. I needed to fill him when we left.

      But not before I peeked into that room Elgar had just left.

      It was clearly Jazz’s bedroom with every boho item I could name hanging from hooks on the walls like an art installation. The bed was a mess of jumbled covers, and tissues were scattered around. That must have happened before he got there with his handkerchief.

      I quietly closed the door then wandered back toward the verandah. But I didn’t have to go that far.

      They were in the kitchen, with Ben sitting on one side of the breakfast table and Jazz and Elgar on the other. They were pressed close together, and he had his arm around her, his face an image of sorrow and helplessness.

      I sat beside Ben but passed on the opportunity to press close and dive under his arm for comfort.

      But don’t think it didn’t cross my mind.

      “And you weren’t here when the police came?” Ben asked.

      Wow, for somebody who was only going to touch base and leave, he sure was sticking around for the next inning.

      “They were taking him out to the squad car when I showed up,” she said bitterly. “As soon as Daddy saw me, he started telling them he needed to warn me, as if he thought I was stupid enough to talk to them. Or explain things. I don’t know. They wouldn’t let him. He—he lost his temper. He started struggling and—Daddy’s a good man. He’s not a fighter. But he’s strong, and it took two of them to control him, and—”

      “You’re right, Jazz. He’s a strong man, and he can take care of himself until the barrister arrives.” Elgar had a lovely baritone voice, so soothing in an almost fairy tale Prince Charming kind of way. “And as soon as we can, we’ll get you to the station to see him.”

      “I’ve never seen him like that,” she said. “So wild-eyed. Not afraid. Wild. Enraged. I’ve never seen him like that.”

      Elgar did have a bit of a young Elvis look if you considered the dyed Goth-black hair waving down his forehead, the pale skin, the blue eyes. His rather bashful smile. [We’re talking Young Elvis here, you know that, but I feel compelled to be specific.] “I believe Diggit said you were as interested in his early days as I am.” Where the heck did that come from? But Jazz fell against Elgar and closed her eyes. He must want to shift the conversation away from the arrest. “What an amazing time of history, that was, especially here in the U.S. Your father returning from Vietnam and turning to music as a balm for his soul.”

      “They didn’t hear that part,” Jazz said. “They’d have to spend a few more months of evenings and weekends hearing Daddy’s stories to hear all of it, and then you never know exactly what to believe.”

      Elgar grinned down at her, a gentle grin, but a grin. “You’ve never warned me off his stories before.”

      “I think the ‘romantic’ part is him putting a bit of a gloss on times that weren’t at all shiny or romantic. But no, I don’t mean he’s making stuff up. Just that looking back, sometimes things seem simpler or better then. Sometimes the ‘might-have-beens’ seem a lot more promising in hindsight without any reality to destroy them.”

      I couldn’t bring up Professor Humphreys, under the circumstances. Even I couldn’t cross that line.

      But evidently Elgar could.

      “Did you know that Diggit and Professor Humphreys played together when they were kids? Diggit on sax, Humps on piano, and a kid named Joe on drums.”

      Jazz leaned her head against his shoulder again, and he smoothed her hair.

      Ben was probably avoiding looking at me as hard as I was avoiding looking at him. No, Diggit had not mentioned that he was one of the kids playing with the professor.

      “They were quite wonderful, or so it seems.” He touched Jazz’s chin. “Surely you’re not going to burst my bubble and say that a manager didn’t try to get them a touring gig.”

      Her full lips twisted. “No, that’s true. He’d already talked to my grandmother about it. In fact, that’s how Mingo’s grandmother found out about it. The manager visited all the parents to convince them. In Mingo’s place, his grandmother.

      “And she didn’t tell them no. She told them to please let her be the one to tell her grandson, and they took it as a big surprise and agreed not to tell any of the boys until they were all at the Orange Peel that night, playing a set. In fact, they thought it such a grand idea, they got all the parents there but pulled to the back so the boys wouldn’t see them and figure out what was up.”

      Jazz stretched her head back, exposing her long, supple neck and the ring of beautiful hibiscus blooms tattooed around it. Then she sat up, shrugging Elgar’s arm off her shoulders. She stared at me and Ben through flat green eyes.

      “So there they were playing in front of a crowd that loved those boys like they were their own, that had known for a long time they were witnessing the beginning of something new, something special. It was electric. That’s what everybody said. The mood, the music—it was all electric even not knowing the surprise that was coming.”

      “And then that viper walked up on the stage in her orthopedic shoes,” a new voice spoke, a deep contralto.

      It was a heavyset woman with a tight gray Afro and a cane.

      “Granny!” Jazzmyn cried and lunged up from the table.

      They met halfway, and it was hard to tell who was holding whom up, the way they clung. But where Jazzmyn trembled, the old woman stood stiff. And when they pulled apart, she asked, “Why are you talking about that time? Today of all days. Why?”

      “My apologies, Mrs. Johnson,” Elgar said, standing behind the table still. “I—I wasn’t thinking. I mean, I was thinking, thinking that talking about something else would be easier than speculating about—about—but admittedly, I have had more intelligent thoughts.”

      “This is Ben…” Jazz began awkwardly, clearly not remembering his full name. “He gave us the attorney’s name.”

      “Ben Griffiths,” he said, shaking her hand. “I hope I have done Diggit well with my recommendation. Suzanne is who I’d call if I were in the same situation.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And I’m M.—Maisie Jo,” I said. “Maisie Jo O’Malley. Ben and I were working together on another… project when we met Diggit and Jazz. I am just horrified by what happened.”

      “Maisie Jo. What a sweet, old-fashioned name,” she said, beaming like the sun had decided it couldn’t hide any longer. The lines on her face clearly had been carved deep by decades of that smile.

      “The tale is started so I may as well finish it,” she said, once we were all seated again.

      And yes, Ben had given me a quick arch of an eyebrow which I read very clearly for, time for us to go. And then pretended I hadn’t understood.

      If he asked, I would say that it was too good an opportunity to pass up.

      I would not say it’s because the warmth I felt between this woman and Jazz brought back waves of memories, and the overflow from their love swept over me and brought my own grandmother’s presence so close I could almost smell her.

      If Mrs. Johnson had been wearing Shalimar I would have been a blithering puddle on the floor.

      So I sat beside her and sipped at my tea until everyone was settled.

      “Since I am the one who actually witnessed it, I think I am most qualified to tell it. Even Johnny can’t really tell it, except from inside, from being up there fourteen years old, inside that dream and then nightmare, watching his dreams shatter in front of a hundred people.”

      She turned her face away for a moment. “That woman was as skinny as the boy, and he got his cold disdain from her, too.”

      Oh, yes, I could see that woman, that boy. I could see them all too clearly in my mind.

      “His momma, now that girl had curves. Had boys sniffing after her from the time she was way too young. And when that woman tried to tie her down, she took off in the middle of the night, and we never saw her again. Heard tell she was in New Orleans. Dancing.”

      “On Bourbon Street?” I asked.

      “Oh, no, girl. Weren’t none of us in the French Quarter unless we could pass for white, nor in Tremé because the Creoles didn’t want none of us, either. She’d have been in Gentilly or maybe the Sixth Ward. And she wouldn’t be just dancing.”

      Professor Humphreys’ mother was a hoochie dancer?

      Was she like her son? Did she have that same music in her, thrumming to make itself known? I stopped myself before I actually asked.

      “A few years later that old woman disappeared for eleven days. Oh, we knew exactly how many days, because that was a woman who had never left before in any of our memories. We wondered if she was gone for good. But no, she came back, and she had that poor little baby with her. Word went ’round. Letitia was dead. That poor, poor girl. Knifed in an alley and gone, just like that. Rough living leads to rough dying more often than not, that’s what I was always taught, and Lord knows I saw enough of it to believe it.

      “And she had left that poor baby behind, and him only a few months old.”

      I felt a movement and saw Elgar hanging on her every word.

      Maybe it was my imagination. Maybe it was my tender heart. But I felt a kinship with him in that moment. I was pretty certain we both were absorbing the warmth of ‘family’ like parched travelers finding pure water.

      “That old woman raised him, and that was the ruining of him. The one time we all thought maybe he had a bit of his momma in him, Melba Howard pinched it out of him like a nit from his head.

      “She marched across that stage and grabbed that boy by the ear—he had to bend over, he was enough taller than she was, even at fourteen—and without a word, she dragged him off that stage, and I watched my own boy’s face as he saw his dreams turned to ashes. There wasn’t a curtain or anything, just a stage built on three levels, covered in shag carpet—it was a fine place, for the time. Fine. My Johnny grabbed his sax and his case and got off that stage, but that poor Joe and his drum set. Some musicians jumped to help, and it all got cleared off.” Her eyes grew misty. “Joe. I hadn’t thought about him in a long time. He didn’t come back from Vietnam. His poor mother.”

      She placed her hands on the table and took a deep breath. “That manager thought he was going to go take care of everything, that he could make things right. He took off like a rocket after Miz Humphreys. We all knew, though. We knew it wouldn’t change anything. The only thing that could change anything was if the boy himself broke away. But he didn’t even try. He was at school the next day as if he hadn’t spent two years playing with those boys and them all dreaming big dreams. It was as if none of it had ever happened. He walked past them like they were nothing, like they were gum on the bottom of his shoe.”

      “Mrs. Johnson,” Elgar said. “I envy Jazzmyn for having you and her father and all your family around her, teaching her what is important—about music and about life. You needn’t think of your son with broken dreams. Because of you, he had a life. And if—I hesitate to even mention it, because it is a sensitive subject, but if I can help in any way. Any financial way…”

      “We couldn’t—” Jazz broke out.

      “No, we couldn’t,” her grandmother agreed. “But you have warmed my heart by offering.”

      The doorbell rang again.

      It wasn’t Suzanne, the attorney. It was two older women with a small child in tow, loaded down with food. More family. Family that gave me the side eye as I ushered them in. Ben and Elgar rose as they entered the room, and I hung back other than to give a small smile and acknowledgement as we were all introduced.

      After that, Ben and I left without even looking at one another., We just both knew it was time to get out of there and leave the family to its own.

      But as I was leaving, I looked back one last time and met Jazz’s eyes.

      Perfect cat eyes.

      Still.

      But the most goshawful sad, pained eyes I could ever recall seeing, swimming in tears.

      I pressed my palms together and hoped she understood.

      Whether she understood it to be some yoga thing or prayers didn’t make any difference. Either way, I felt she had my message. Be calm. Pray. This is not over.
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      Too much time had passed while we were soaking up the warmth at that kitchen table. I fretted as Ben pulled into the long gravel carriage lane and up to the house. “I promise, I won’t take long. I underestimated the cold.”

      Ben got out of his car to follow me inside.

      I was not, however, comfortable having him in my rooms.

      But appreciating the artistic expression that was my persona was a requirement for any man I let into my life, and since Ben was auditioning for that spot… “Follow me,” I said.

      “Past the feral cat. That lives inside your house.”

      We walked through the wide doors.

      Fluffy was, of course, pacing back and forth on the bottom step, her ears flattened, her tail twitching, her eyes narrowed to snake-like slits.

      The sound of thundering little paws came from overhead, and in moments, Miss Taz was coming down the steps, beside herself with joy at my return.

      I squatted to greet her, watched her go into full taz mode as she approached the cat and snarled and growled all the way past.

      Fluffy returned the sentiment.

      And then, Taz leapt into my arms and all was kisses and sweetness. I picked her up and found Ben, staring from Taz to the cat, back to Taz, and finally at me. “How.” He stated flatly. “Am I supposed to get past that thing.”

      “By being more hard-core badass than she is.” I strode by like Patton into Italy as my grandpops would say. I hissed at the cat for good measure, though I didn’t let Taz be tazzy.

      The cat didn’t change her aggressive stance but stayed on her own side of the step.

      “I have pepper spray in the car.” Ben turned as if he were actually going to go get it.

      “You’d blind her!” I gave him my laser-hot don’t-even glare.

      “If that cat rips my pants, my shoes or my leg there will be heck to pay.”

      “That’s enough. Harness your hard-core badass self and man up.” I was now at the top of the stairs hanging over, Taz at my feet with her little head between the rails, watching from a safe distance, as if to say, dude, even I can do it.

      I have never seen a John Wayne movie. But the way Ben took those stairs? Pure John Wayne. If I actually had a John Wayne memory to compare him to. “Well done!”

      “If you try to pat me on the head and give me a gold star—”

      “Silver. You faltered the takeoff and needed coaching to get over that first step, but you did land the finish.”

      I spun away and scampered up the next flight of steps to my rooms. And yes, I scampered, even in heels. It’s all about the toes, darling. Weight on the toes.

      I entered ahead of him, spread closed the jewel box of silk scarves that served as curtains. “You don’t get the impact unless it’s sunny,” I said.

      And then I spun to catch the expression on his face.

      I raised my chin and prepared for his look of horror or maybe just stunned amazement.

      Instead he just squinted from one side of the room to the other and said, “There’s no place to sit down.” Like having racks upon racks of clothes in one’s sitting room was not unusual. The lack of a chair was the only thing unusual.

      “Hold on.” I scooped the pile of clothes I hadn’t worn today up from the chaise longue. “Here. Make yourself at home.” I added them to the pile in the comfy chair on the other side of the fireplace.

      I shut my eyes and tried to picture which room it might be in… not in here, okay, probably in… “I’ll be back.”

      It was Wednesday night. I didn’t know what Ben usually did on a weekday night in Asheville but I decided if it’s what I needed it must be what he needed, too.

      I tried to ignore his single arched eyebrow when I reappeared wearing a black maxi dress and an oversized multi-colored scarf draped over my head and round my shoulders—quite artistically, I might add. Of course, my hair was still doing its own wild thing despite the scarf, but that’s just my hair.

      I knew how to respond, how to explain, how to bristle or blow it all off when somebody new came along.

      I didn’t know how to respond to somebody new who also wasn’t responding.

      So I blurted out the truth.

      “I am always so fretful over wearing the wrong thing because I always wear the wrong thing when left to my own devices that I dress for roles and every day, every event, is a role.”

      His eyes swung from one rack of clothes to the next. “And they’re organized by…”

      “Whim.”

      He nodded. He gently put Taz down on the floor, and she immediately took off for the bedroom. Clearly she’d figured out I wasn’t staying home, so she was aiming for a snug winter’s nap.

      Ben stood up. “Well, we’d better get going.”

      He opened the door for me, and I walked through.

      “Which role is this?” he asked.

      “Nun.”

      I gave him directions and every time he began, “Where—” or “Why—” or “But—” I shushed him sharply and retained my meditative pose in the front seat of his Jeep—which was always pristine, I wondered if it had its own maid—my hands doing that fingertip thing and my eyes closed. Yes, maybe I appeared to be off the mark on my nun vibe, but I had Indian going on up top.

      By the time we got to the old stone church with its gothic architecture and single square bell tower silhouetted against the sky, he didn’t even bother trying to get me to explain. He just kept giving me the side eye as we entered, and then after we sat down in the darkened interior. There weren’t a lot of people there. This was one of those things that most people attended to be participants.

      I slid forward onto the padded kneeler and let my body relax, my head down, my arms braced on the pew in front of us.

      After a few moments of him not following suit, I gave a sharp hiss and pointed from him to the kneeler.

      His side eye was going in every direction, but he did it.

      “Relax,” I whispered. “Just go with it.”

      Now you might wonder why… oh forget it. I’m tired of explaining everything.

      A quiet shuffling sounded, and I felt as well as heard the choir walking silently up the center aisle and taking their place in the quire. I also felt as well as heard Ben shifting beside me, watching the action.

      I took three deep, very deep breaths, preparing myself for what was coming.

      Because there is nothing, nothing, nothing like Gregorian chant to calm mind and soothe soul.

      A single voice—as pure and ethereal as an angel—echoed in the old gothic church, and then was joined by other voices… and it flowed over and through me like warm, fragrant oil. Well, the fragrance was from the fresh greenery at the ends of the pews.

      I sank down until I was sitting on my heels and my head was propped on my folded arms on the back of the next pew. Forget everything in 21st Century Asheville, NC. I was in a different place… a medieval chapel lit only by candles, a world with star-carpeted skies undimmed by city light...

      And then…

      I just let the world slide so far away, I was beyond thought.

      Still.

      So very still.
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      We returned to the Jeep in silence.

      Even its growl seemed more a purr when he started it.

      I leaned my head back against the headrest and stared out over the city lights below as we wound our way. And because all divine things have to come to an end, he finally broke the spell.

      “Wow.”

      I rolled my head to see his face turned into weirdly glowing angles and planes by the lights on the dashboard. But I was filled with a sweet glow like honey. He got it. He felt it. He understood.

      But as we drove away from the church, I felt weirdly… watched. I glanced in the side mirror and saw, well, headlights. That could be pretty ominous if there weren’t so many of them and I could figure out which ones gave me the willies.

      In other words, not ominous at all.

      “So…” I finally said. “I’ve got so much to tell you.”

      He groaned inaudibly. I got a distinct message from the way his body tensed and then his head fell slightly forward: What in all the stars in heaven is it now?

      “Maybe this isn’t the best time. We can talk later? Or maybe tomorrow morning?”

      He sat up a little straighter. Relieved. But then as if he’d just remembered, “I’m in court tomorrow. All day. And when I get home, I have to get ready for it.”

      “Not a problem. We’ll meet early for coffee and I’ll fill you in.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Not a problem.”

      He finally gave up.
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      I think everything was coming down hard, because I was not myself that night. I tried to make more index cards and found myself still staring at the untouched stack ten minutes later. I thought about free writing and letting everything pour out of my brain onto the page.

      But nothing was working.

      My brain didn’t want to spill onto a page. It wanted to spill out of my mouth. As in, talking, Because that happens all too often, that my brain doesn’t kick in and start thinking until I’m talking, telling somebody about it, and it’s weird how I can say, “I have this problem, do you have time to talk about it? And they say sure, and I walk back and forth and in circles while I tell them the problem with the character I’m playing that I just can’t get into and I talk and I talk and there are lots of, “But…” and “what if…” and “oh, waits” because as my friends claim, I can have a three-way conversation all by myself. But the circles I’m talking in start winding tighter and tighter in a spiral until suddenly like magic, the answer is just there, there, as if there was never any other answer and it was just waiting for me to find it, and I babble over with thanks and effusive gratitude to my friend who says, “But I never said a single word,” and it doesn’t matter, because they were there listening.

      And somehow in the past 78 hours… no, not 78. 78s were records. More than 24. Probably more than… okay no more math, thank you very much.

      But in that short time, my brain had decided it wasn’t going to spill until I was with Ben, and I was never going to get to sleep because all of these thoughts and bits of history and big bunches of stuff that might or might not be clues were jumbled in my head.

      Finally I climbed into my own bed, lying on my side with Taz snuggled up under the covers with only her nose sticking out, breathing snuffly breaths to tickle my chin. I listened to the kerchunk as the strange record with the unmarked label dropped onto the turntable and the needle landed and found its groove.

      It was one of the songs I’d downloaded from iTunes, obviously recorded at a different time, this time live. There were the sounds of an audience in the background, chairs squeaking on a wood floor, a man’s words and a woman’s soft laugh quickly hushed as the music began.

      It was the sax that grabbed my brain, no, that’s wrong... Not grab. It eased into my brain like the silkiest ooziest sound you can imagine.

      I mean, it’s always the sax, isn’t it? They yackety-yack, and wail, but this one? This one melted through me like butter, sweet butter.

      A continuous drumroll layered a foundation in the background, so soft at first I didn’t hear it at all. But it was there, the softest rumbling that just went on and on and on under that sax.

      And my brain, oh my brain, she just rolled her shoulders and stretched out and relaxed into a puddle of M.J. Like spaghetti cooked too long, just lying there limp but unlike spaghetti...

      My brain was too lazy to try and work out the distinction.

      The drum dropped off.

      Then, the piano was in the background, providing rippling counterpoint and flowing melody, weaving magic through the weft of the sax.

      And then, oh yes, then the sax had taken up that same drumroll rhythm alternating between keys so quickly in a trill and perfectly I couldn’t even imagine what the fingers doing that roll could look like. Could you even see them or were they a blur?

      And the piano.

      Notes flew from it like—like a computer or something was spitting them out—perfect, fast, meticulous, taking where the sax had been passionate, the piano technique was startling, amazing.

      I lost the sax mood and my mind spun. No fingers could fly over the keyboard like that, could they?

      Voices called out from the audience, their rhythmic clapping a sign of their own reactions.

      But the song ended with a reverse of its beginning—the melancholy piano finger work taken over by the sax trills, and then that steady drumroll, softer, softer, softer.

      Dead silence.

      The crowd exploded.

      When the next song started with a roll of electric guitar I just couldn’t. No. No. No more. And certainly no electric guitar. My seductive and mellow mood was not ready to be shaken.

      I turned off my bedside light, which also turned off the record player because of the weird wiring we have, so the guitar slowed from squeal to moan.

      And stroking Taz softly and listening to her funny snoring sounds as she slept… I finally slept, too.
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      “If we had to meet at 6:30 in the morning, at least it’s at Uncommon Grounds.”

      Ben glowered at me. “We didn’t have to meet at 6:30 in the morning. It could have waited. We could have talked about it on the phone during recess, if I’m not tied up with my case. This did not have to happen at the crack of dawn.”

      My cappuccino steamed an aroma of pure heaven in the heavy china mug. “And no to-go cups, either. This is the way to start a morning.” Sinking back in the comfy, cushioned chair, I took my first sip. No. Words.

      “I can’t believe you’re so chipper this early in the morning.” Ben was in the chair adjacent to mine, hunched over his coffee at the small table we shared with two other—thankfully empty—chairs.

      Ben eyed my purple fingernails.

      I fluttered them at him.

      And my planner, which I’d kind of, you know, gone wild with, because it had more stickers on it than white space. “Decorating my pages helps me think.” I glanced down. Oh. “The flamingo motif may seem a bit crass, but they helped me focus on the case. I ran out of stickers, though. I only spent about twenty minutes looking for them on the Internet. Somebody else can probably just do a single set of search terms and pull them up right off. Oh! The music! I fell asleep listening to music—that’s what I need to talk to you about.”

      “We set this up before you fell asleep listening to music. Did you figure you’d figure out something to justify breakfast once you got here?”

      “You’re harshing my mellow.”

      “Well, get on with it. I don’t have a lot of time.”

      “Okay, so you’re fun in the middle of the night but surly in the morning.”

      “Are you seriously writing that down?”

      “You never know what I’ll forget. I am thinking about making dossiers on everybody I know to help me remember stuff.”

      “Maisie Jo.”

      Everything snapped back into focus and I stopped writing mid-sentence. “I need you to—take notes, because everything is a jumble and I have so much to tell you.”

      “I’m not taking notes.”

      “Stop whining.” I shoved my pen at him. My fountain pen with the gold tip. That’s how serious I was.

      He ignored it and cocked his head expectantly.

      “So. Elgar. That’s not his real name, by the way. Unless he had it legally changed to Elgar, which I suppose is possible but it’s not the name he was born with, and this—this is the interesting part. He evidently changed it so Professor Humphreys wouldn’t recognize his real name and hold it against him.”

      “Don’t tell me. You found this on a dubious site on the internet.”

      “Let me talk. I need to say it all, get it all out. This is why I said for you to take notes.”

      He held up his smart phone. “Keep going.”

      “Why didn’t I think of that?” I wailed, then quickly lowered my voice when somebody at the next table gave me the side eye. “I could have recorded what they were saying! Oh, right, because of that wee little complication that I was trying very hard not to get caught and the likely complication of trying to get my phone to record would probably result in it blasting music instead.”

      “Record. Conversation. This is not sounding good.”

      “Okay, so I overheard Dr. Bishop talking to him and—”

      “How? Where? And—when?”

      “If you would stop interrupting me, all in good time. Do not—” I said sharply, and jabbed at my head, “—interfere with the operation of the dys-brain.”

      “Okay, okay.” He shifted in his seat so he was angled toward me.

      I did the same, and it made me wish our feet were playing footsie, too, and—

      “And?” He gestured, out with it.

      “He has some sort of musical family heritage that he was hiding from Professor Humphreys because it’s some sort of popular music, and if Professor Humphreys recognized his family name, he would have held it against him. And he is distraught—Elgar, is, I mean—which by the way is a ridiculous name to choose when you’re choosing a name, because truly, I know the Brits have weird names like Reginald and Rupert and Nigel, but Elgar? I have really bad Google-fu, so I may get Mary Sue Ellen to help me figure out who he might be, his birth name and maybe money source and such.”

      “Mary Sue who?”

      I waved off his questions. “And by the way, none of this may mean anything, because the only motive Elgar has is Professor Humphreys shooting down his dissertation.”

      “That is not an ‘only’ kind of motive. That ‘shooting down’ had to leave gaping wounds. “

      “Yes, so you would think, but let me continue. Elgar actually liked Professor Humphreys.”

      “Impossible. Even without the gaping wounds, which I guarantee will be gaping for a very long time. I knew the man.”

      “Let’s play pretend. You like that, as I recall. Let’s pretend it’s possible that Elgar actually liked him? Because he did. Dr. Bishop was smarmying herself all around Elgar, yesterday. She promised him that with the professor out of the way, people are just jumping at the opportunity to rubber stamp his doctorate. And oh, by the way, if his family is that rich and famous? You can bet she’s counting on finding a way to take that and run with it for publicity’s sake. And during all of this—brace yourself—”

      I checked to make sure he was properly braced.

      “Elgar was crying. Or rather, he had been, before the good Doctor barged into the rehearsal room to be smarmy.”

      Ben gave his head a shake. Then, thoughtfully, “He does seem the sensitive sort. I mean, he’s certainly not a soccer hooligan, is he?”

      “He was lying flat on the floor listening to music that I think might have been his composition or something, his doctoral composition. And when she barged in—I assume she barged, she was already pouncing when I got there—yammering at him while he is on the floor, mind you, with red eyes. And he pointed out to Dr. Bishop—in these exact words—I am grieving. And in that accent, it sounded even more grievous. Wait. Did I use the right word?”

      Ben held up his phone and gestured me to keep going.

      Oh. Right. Time.

      “He respected Professor Humphreys, went on about all sorts of reasons, and was at the point of bodily ejecting her from the rehearsal room if she hadn’t finally left on her own. She was relentless in the face of his pain, which I think was made worse because he was so very aware that he was probably the only one who gave a darn that the old guy is dead.”

      “There is a crucial bit of information missing, Maisie Jo.”

      “I’m trying to get it all out, and you being annoying is not helping.”

      “How were you witness to this?”

      “Oh that. I had time to kill before being grilled by the folks in blue at the Asheville PD. So I decided to drive up to Ashe U to poke around and see what I could detect.” Umm. “About Professor Humphreys!”

      “You followed MacKenzie Bishop.”

      “Why not?” He wasn’t the only one who could be surly in the morning. I put on my surly. “Motive, means—who doesn’t have access to plastic flamingos?—and opportunity. Unless we find out she was in Cabo for a dominatrix convention, you aren’t going to convince me that she couldn’t have done the deed, stepped over the corpse, and gone home to have a nice night’s sleep dreaming of money flowing into the university’s coffers.”

      “Yes, that would be perfectly plausible, except, do I really have to point out yet again that this is not Murder, She Wrote?”

      I dropped the surly. “When can you find out more about what’s going on with Diggit, why they think he did it, what evidence they have, all that?”

      “When it hits the news and is common knowledge.”

      “Oh seriously, you put your friend onto a case that will get her more publicity than any murder in recent years—the flamingos alone would have done that—and she won’t let you in on what’s going on behind the scenes?”

      “First of all, the attorney-client privilege is a very real thing, and legal ethics is not an oxymoron. There is no reason for me to have access to any of that information, and if I did, it would be totally unprofessional for me to share it with you.”

      “Hogwash.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Pardon denied. Hogwash.”

      Ben sputtered. “Exactly how unethical do you think I am?”

      “Not at all. That’s why you have hired me as your temporary legal whatever and thus can share anything with me you think I need to know to fulfill my duties in this case.”

      “This is not a case! The murder has nothing to do with us! With me. With my legal expertise. Or with you.”

      “And so that I can do the unethical stuff that you don’t even have to know about, like crawling around on my hands and knees in the recording studio adjoining a rehearsal hall in the Music building at Ashe U, which is how I accidentally heard all this. And if you’d accepted my discovery and trusted that it was sound, I wouldn’t have had to tell you the details.”

      “You accidentally crawled around on your hands and knees in a sound booth and accidentally overheard a private conversation.” Ben dropped his head to the tabletop. “I hope you don’t assume that I will be bailing you out of jail if you keep this up.”

      “Well, that hurts. I’m your temporary employee, with benefits, even. I bet you’d bail Sophie out.” I tried a small sniff.

      He raised up and glared at me. “Not working.”

      “Okay, then thank you for the lovely cappuccino and conversation. I expect you to send me a copy of everything I said, and I won’t bother you with the rest.”

      “The rest of what?” He sighed miserably.

      I wiggled my fingers at him. “Nothing to worry your pretty head over.”

      He grabbed my fingers. His hand was really warm, and my fingers were cold, and that was really nice.

      He dropped them. “What else?”

      “Aren’t you out of time?”

      He actually growled as he checked his phone. “Okay, you are driving me to the courthouse so you can tell me more on the way.”

      “The Jeep? I’ve never driven a Jeep. Awesome.”

      “Your car.”

      “It’s a little messy?” I winced.

      “I’ll survive.”

      I was about to enter the ladies room when I caught sight of something that made my heart stop.

      Elgar Britten Montgomery was standing at the counter placing an order, not far from the table where Ben still waited for me. We’d been facing outside, and our backs were to the counter. How long had he been there?

      He could not have possibly overheard anything.

      My heart was pounding. Everything I said was so horrid-sounding if one didn’t know I was sleuthing and not just gossiping.

      I really didn’t want to make him cry again.

      And if he was guilty, even more reason not to want him to overhear us.

      I took care of my “business” in record time, washed my hands, and made it back out in time to find Ben chatting with Elgar at the far end of the counter.

      Mind racing, I joined them.

      Elgar nodded politely, almost formally. “As I was saying, I’m picking up some coffees to take to the hospital.” At my expression he added, “I guess you didn’t know, either. Diggit—he’s in hospital. Everything—being taken in for questioning, the whole thing—he went into cardiac arrest. It has been really dreadful.” He ran his hands over his hair and held his head. “It’s a bloody nightmare.”

      Ben was tapping something into his cell phone.

      “Poor Jazzmyn, it was already awful, and now this?” I said.

      “She’s quite distressed. A nurse said Diggit kept asking for her, but by the time the doctors got him settled and the police sorted everything out—he was no longer communicative.”

      “He’s unconscious?” My fist pressed against my heart. “Oh no. This is bad.”

      “Eljar?” the barista called out, sliding a cardboard holder with four tricked out coffee drinks in it, judging from the columns of letters scrawled down each side, each letter representing something like extra this or light that or possibly even soy. I shuddered at the thought.

      “My apologies, but I have to be in court,” Ben said with sincere regret. “He’s in the best hands with Suzanne, and the best hospital, as well.”

      “She is very professional and confident, and Jazz needs that,” Elgar agreed, but by then we were all hustling out the door, and he split off in a different direction with an effusive thank you and goodbye, and Ben was steering me to the Element.

      “We don’t have long. What more do you have.”

      “What about Diggit?” I demanded. “I don’t care what the cops think they know. He didn’t do it. It’s preposterous to think he did. And I think we should find a way to clear him.”

      “Get in the car.”

      I got in and unlocked it for him.

      I’m ordinarily a very good driver when I don’t have someone distracting me by telling me what to do and pointing out that when he says go right, he doesn’t mean the “right” that turns across oncoming traffic, but the “right” that just turns the corner without any trouble at all.

      I pulled over. “You drive.”

      He was already out of the car before he said, “If you insist.”

      Once we got started, I pressed him again. “Are you going to try to help Diggit?”

      “Maisie Jo. There are things… just, well, things.” Ben’s voice was grave.

      “You’re scaring me.”

      “They have compelling evidence against him.”

      “Circumstantial.” I was certain of that.

      “Witnesses who saw his van—”

      “Diggit has a van?”

      “—at Professor Humphreys’ house in the middle of the night, the wheelchair was not on the back in its frame, and the door to the kitchen was open.”

      Because he was inside the kitchen, with its sliding door wide open— “Maybe his wheelchair wasn’t there because he wasn’t the one driving. Maybe he only hangs it on there when he’s going somewhere.”

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “But—but—how could this just suddenly come out of nowhere? This is ridiculous.” And terrifying. And real.

      “The witnesses are a couple of kids using the trail in the middle of the night who didn’t want to admit they’d seen anything because they’d get in trouble for being out. No reason to lie about the details, now that they’ve admitted it all.”

      “But now they suddenly don’t care if they get in trouble?”

      “All the media coverage evidently drove them over the edge. They got more scared of the murderer they feared might have known they were out there than scared of their parents.” He pulled over to the curb. “I’ll walk from here.”

      “Okay.”

      “Whatever you do, stay out of trouble.”

      “And you have a nice day, too!” I retorted.

      “I mean it.”

      “And I’m babysitting.”

      He did a double take. Then held up his hand. “No time. Explain later.”

      And he took off and left me to scramble under the steering wheel and head to Desirée’s.
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      Desirée opened the door, and I took three steps backward, I was so shocked. “Well, now I know why you’re trusting me to kid-sit Lyjah!”

      Desirée, the most organized, put-together, beautiful woman I know had puffy eyes, almost ashen cheeks beneath her usual golden brown, and the knot on her headscarf lacked its usual flair. In fact, the whole thing looked like it might slide off.

      “Meejee!” Four-year-old Lyjah flew at me like a linebacker going in for a tackle at the same time I squatted to greet him. It took me a bit to get my breath back.

      Desirée tried to help me sit down while I was trying to make her sit down and we both ended up flopped on her sumptuously old, worn, velvet-covered sofa that smelled of lemon and I don’t know what all she sprinkled over it every few days. But sinking into that sofa felt like coming home, even though I had a home.

      “Thanks for coming,” she croaked, waving her hand between us. “Don’t breathe me.”

      “I promise not to let him empty all three barrels of toys, like I did with Deion.”

      “All thwee?” Lyjah’s eyes glittered with nefarious plans, and it was all my fault.

      “Lord help me,” Desirée muttered.

      She began her piling on layers before venturing outside.

      “Are you sure you don’t need me to drive you to the doctor? I could keep Lyjah outside in the car. We’d be fine.”

      The distinctive horn that gave three sharp beeps out front announced Mary Sue Ellen’s arrival.

      “Never mind.” I stood at the door to lock it after she left, but she lurched to a stop, catching herself on the door facing. “I almost forgot.” She rummaged through her shoulder bag which I am pretty sure was a diaper bag which showed just how discombobulated she was and pulled out a box of sterile masks. She popped the top open. “Take one. I’m not breathing on it.”

      And with her head turned sideways, she wasn’t.

      As she staggered out to the car where Mary Sue Ellen was still shuffling stuff out of her front seat to make room, I shut the door and locked it.

      Then I turned around and called, “Lyjah….!” down the hall.

      “Yes ma’am?” his little voice warbled back.

      “If you put those toys back in that barrel before I wash my hands and get to your room, I have a surprise for you!”

      Kids must have lie-detecting radar that has no trouble deciphering whether “surprise” is something boring or something fabulous. Because in no time, he was dragging me down the hall to check.

      With my newly sharpened detective eyes I noted the scrape lines across the carpet where he’d dragged the toy barrel back into place. I pretended I didn’t see the scattered plastic interlocking blocks still scattered here and there, gave him a solemn nod, and escorted him back to the living room.

      “No shouting,” I said. “No squealing,” I added. “No jumping, jerking, yanking, or pulling.”

      This time his eyes were wide-eyed with wonder. He spoke hesitantly. “You brought Miss Taz?”

      I held my finger to my mouth and he did the same.

      He watched patiently while I zipped open the side of her carrier. She stuck her head out and her tail thumped wildly inside.

      Soon, Miss Taz had worked her magic. She jumped up on her hind legs to cover his face with kisses while he chortled and pretended he didn’t like it.

      “Dog spit! On my face!”

      “Yeah, isn’t that the best?” I responded.

      He fell out in laughter and he and Taz chased each other around the house a couple of times, sometimes with him in front, sometimes with her in front, but barking and laughing nonstop.

      Finally, I was in the big leather rocking recliner with my bag o’ goodies discreetly within reaching distance on the floor. Lyjah was nestled beside me, reading a picture book aloud to me. And Miss Taz was lazing across both of us, snoring her little Chihuahua snores while Lyjah’s gentle little fingers stroked her fur just above the collar, the only place other than her head that was within reach and not swallowed up by her sweater.

      I shifted uncomfortably as Lyjah’s voice faltered. He was like a little furnace beside me. Oh, no…

      I touched his hot forehead and sighed. “Lyjah, honey, do you feel bad?”

      “No!” So firm. So determined.

      And I didn’t believe a bit of it. “Would you like me to read to you?”

      His expression showed relief, and he leaned back into my shoulder while I finished the book.

      And then there were two small creatures in my lap, snoring. I kissed the top of his head and checked the time on my cell phone. I was going to be doing this for a long time. I just hoped he stayed asleep for most of it.

      I groped the depths of my bag blindly with my free hand until I came up with the book I’d brought from the professor’s house.

      Stanley Howe and His Music, by Cyril Ramsbottom.

      I checked every page up front for any kind of signature, owner’s name, or identifying mark that might be a clue as to why the professor not only had this book but had it hidden.

      I found none.

      I really wasn’t very interested in an English white jazz musician from the 50s. Seriously? I wasn’t sure what made me more skeptical, his lack of melatonin or his country of origin. It just didn’t bode well, musically. Not that I would call myself any kind of expert, but not being an expert has never stopped me from having an opinion.

      But the book was there, and it must mean something, even though it was highly unlikely it meant anything about the murders.

      I yanked myself up hard by the scruff of the neck and mentally gave myself a good talking to. Maisie Jo—yes, I called myself Maisie Jo, but let’s face it, it was once more Grandmama’s voice I was hearing, after all—detecting crime isn’t all midnight creeping through the forest and sneaking into places you shouldn’t. Sometimes you have to do the boring stuff.

      I began by skimming the chapter titles. The one titled New Orleans seemed most likely to have any significance. At least it was on this side of the pond. But I forced myself to skim through the chapters prior to that one, just in case something jumped out at me.

      The things that jumped out at me were of the eating-crow variety. Cab Calloway hearing him play and telling the club’s manager, “Y’all don’t have any idea what you have here.” Inviting him to tour with him while he was in the UK. You know, that kind of stuff that said yes, an English bloke without much melatonin could actually be a pretty fine jazz musician.

      I checked my phone for the name of the record I’d bought. Doomed Interlude.

      I decided to let it play while I kept searching for clues in the book.

      I skipped the songs we’d listened to on the drive back from Asheville. The music gave me shivers. The sense of musical melancholy drifted into my ears and slid all through me. Melancholy, but so beautiful. And yes, it was very jazzy. I guess it was supposed to be, I mean, jazz, duh.

      But it was a slow flowing jazzy sound with some soft percussion instrument in the background that sounded like rain.

      I forced myself to return to the book and turned the page to land in the chapter titled “Idyll in New Orleans.”

      There was a major problem with this book. The author, Cyril Ramsbottom, was dry as dust. Even stuff that shouldn’t have been boring at all was boring. Just facts laid out like body parts in an autopsy.

      Like, making Stanley Howe’s quote that his time in New Orleans “the only truly happy time in my entire life” a footnote.

      Specimen A: the “moment I stepped through to another world and time stopped,” or as summarized by the tedious author, when Stanley Howe entered a club with a “Negro musician” in a dangerous part of town north of the French Quarter. He saw Letitia for the first time.

      Letitia, the “Negro singer” whose voice Stanley compared to sizzling honey.

      Letitia, who became his muse and his companion, though they had to cling to the shadows and avoid the areas where their relationship would not be viewed with good will.

      Any areas with white people.

      Letitia, whom he was prone to call the love of his life, the Ramsbottom wrote, adding that the triteness of the phrase leaves room for it being mere love words spoken to a paramour who will soon be forgotten.

      The music—the music pouring into me, while I read these words?

      That music? A long, sumptuous song called “Forbidden Heat” that he’d written in New Orleans?

      That song spoke of passion and yearning and loving. Its rhythm was born of heartbeats, two bodies moving first against then with each other, and I could almost feel the slide of skin on skin. That music did not leave room for doubt.

      Trite words spoken to a paramour who will soon be forgotten, my behind.

      By the time I reached the end of the chapter—the tragic end of the chapter where Stanley was forced to leave New Orleans at his father’s death but planned to return within weeks—

      The tragic end where legal issues cropped up, financial snarls trapped him, and weeks turned to months—

      So dry, so dry, these legal and financial issues that the author thought were owed all the attention he did not pay to Stanley and Letitia.

      And the final tragic end that Stanley Howe had never returned to New Orleans, for the “Negro singer” Letitia, whom the author had not deemed worthy of a last name, had been mugged, knifed, and died, another soul fallen victim to the dark side of New Orleans.

      The chapter ended. The next one bounced to London, where Stanley played with Dizzy Gillespie.

      I closed the book and pulled the ear buds out of my ears.

      The professor’s mother had been in New Orleans “dancing” when he was born.

      Was Stanley the professor’s father?

      Could Letitia have been his mother?

      It seemed pretty farfetched.

      And why would word get around that she was a prostitute?

      Well, I supposed maybe she had been. Or maybe it was just vicious gossip. People didn’t like the Humphreys, and having a reason to lord something over the old woman was probably too sweet an opportunity to pass up—whether it was true or not.

      I tried to remember the professor’s age. It was sixty-something. Which meant he was born in—Slipping from the 2000s back to the 1900s was doing an even bigger number on my brain than if I’d just been subtracting, but I didn’t even have a real number to subtract.

      I tried to remember what the obituary had said, but I hadn’t looked at it again since that first day when I printed out all the info to show off for Ben.

      I tried to surf the web with my iPhone, but my fingers and the little letters on the iPhone don’t play well together. I was about the chew my lower lip off when out of the corner of my eye I saw that the book had opened to a section of black-and-white photos on glossy paper in the middle of the book.

      Photos from Stan the Jazz Man’s life.

      And I froze.

      That nose.

      I turned pages faster until I found the studio portrait that almost flaunted that nose—

      That nose, familiar nose.

      That flamingo beak of a nose.

      But it wasn’t just that. It was—it’s as if I’d seen that nose, known that nose, long before I ever saw the professor’s picture.

      And then it hit me.

      Okay, you know that album—the one I’m talking about. Everybody knows that album. Even people who didn’t like the music knew it. Its cover was iconic.

      It had no title, nothing.

      Just a tomato red cover with the outline of a nose in garish yellow.

      A really distinctive nose.

      A magnificent schnozz, that’s what Grandmama called it.

      Miss Taz began squirming and stretching, and I knew she was only moments away from her adorable little squeak of a yawn, and once she started jumping around wanting to play, I was only moments away from having a four-year-old Lyjah, who might or might not be miserable and cranky and—

      I punched the autodial for Mary Sue Ellen.

      “Just went in.” Not even a hello.

      “Went in?” I scrambled, tried to catch up. “Oh, the examining room?”

      She gave an assenting mm-hmm, not event exerting herself enough to use words. She must be deep in one of her fantasy novels while she waited.

      “Look, I’ll make this fast,” I whispered.

      An elbow in my rib, and hard athletic shoe on my shin—Lyjah was definitely waking up.

      “That album—that rock album, like heavy metal, I think? The nose one?”

      “That Album With the Nose, Mate. 1975.”

      “But whose was it?”

      “The Billy No-Mates.”

      “No, no, that’s not what I mean. Whose nose was it?”

      “Oh, lead singer. Beak. Beak… what was his name?”

      And that’s when Lyjah threw up on me.
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      It was two hours later before I was finally home and able to pull up Beak’s name on my laptop. I was sprawled on my bed under an afghan with Taz curled up around my bare feet. Foot warmer! Will work for disgraceful amounts of spoiling, water, and food!

      But what I found when I finally hit the right page? It didn’t surprise me. With that nose, how could it?

      But it felt like a stunner beam had hit me anyway.

      “Beak, aka, Stanley Myron Howe. Named for his father, the great jazz musician, Stanley Myron Howe.” Linked from Beak’s Wikipedia article to Stanley’s.

      Stanley.

      I double-checked and I was not wrong. The professor’s obituary was still one of the many open windows on my laptop, and after a few wrong tries, I found it.

      The professor’s middle name—Leonard Stanley Humphreys.

      His mother had given him that middle name.

      Also named for his father.

      The professor had a father.

      And a half-brother.

      Had he known them? Had they known about him?

      Of course, they had. Or at least one of them knew about him.

      Because, all that money the professor had that had never been explained.

      Somehow, the money was tied to one of them. I skimmed the wiki entry and realized it had to be Stan, the father. Beak and his band hadn’t come into their own yet at the time the professor bought the car, the house. They were only playing local pubs and clubs, when they could find them.

      I hit two wrong keys before I finally managed to get the cursor back up to the professor’s wiki to see if there was any way he could have left that much money behind when he died of an overdose, and again, I started skimming, which is not necessarily a good thing for me, because I miss enough when I’m actually trying to read it all.

      But I let my eyes fly past until they skidded to a stop, then backed up, because OMG, that movie. That movie.

      Lover Sing for Me.

      “Howe’s work faded from the public eye for many years and might have remained there had not Sir Jeremy Wilder remembered the mournful “Rain and Sorrow in Gentilly” and built the entire soundtrack of the sleeper hit Lover Sing for Me around it. To this day, “Rain and Sorrow in Gentilly” is one of the most recognizable melodies in film, yet few people know its title and composer, associating it only with the tragic thriller.”

      Who didn’t know that song? It was the official theme song of a luxury car with “fine German engineering” for years when I was kid. One commercial in particular was as classic as the song. Atmospheric black and white, filmed at night in heavy rain, the black car had gleamed as if the moon’s glow had been poured over its surface and drops of rain bounced off like so many diamonds. Moody music. The car. The night. The rain. The couple inside.

      And that music.

      And that was the entire commercial.

      Until the end, and, “You, too, can own the magic.”

      That long-running series of commercials had to have brought in lots of money.

      And with the movie soundtrack, and the various ways it still popped up…

      Wow.

      That might mean more money than I could imagine. Millions? Maybe? Over this many years?

      Half of me—the teen celebrity-loving fangirl half—wanted to scamper around with semi-hysterics. The professor, whom I almost, almost knew was Beak’s brother.

      Beak!

      But half of me knew ‘logically’ that since his brother and father had both burned out early and died of drugs, Professor Humphreys had lived a stable life of accomplishment, even if he wasn’t famous. Maybe he never wanted to be famous.

      But the last half of me—yes, I know there are only two halves, just hush—ached for that bitter, lonely man, whose life was trapped in a tight, bitter jail cell of his own making, when he had the wherewithal to do… anything.

      And then the professional half of me pulled myself together [okay, I might have been kind of scampering in place] and called Ben.

      “Seriously? Could you have worse timing?” He sounded… not like Ben.

      “So… okay, bad time? Because you’re not going to believe—”

      “I don’t have time for your detective games, M.J.”

      He sounded… really, really not like Ben, not even grumpy Ben. He sounded like totally-burnt-out-on-M.J., up-to-the-eyebrows-with-M.J., party’s-over-time-to-make-a-firm-retreat-away-from-M.J. Ben would sound if Ben had gotten to that point, like I’d always known he would, because—you know, people do, and I can’t blame them—but somehow I still wasn’t prepared that it was happening right now.

      He’d even called me M.J.

      “Okay!” I chirped cheerily because it was just really, really important that I sound super-okay normal. “Right. That’s all then!”

      I ended the call before he could say another word so that I wouldn’t know if he ended it without saying another word first.

      I sat on the side of the bed and rocked forward and back with Taz standing on her hind legs and licking my chin because she knew, she knew I needed her to remind me that I am never too much for her to stand.

      And then I realized she was really reminding me that I needed to feed her. So I picked her up and as I started lowering her down to the floor, she started tazzing like a cartoon dog with her legs running in air because she was so excited that she was getting fed, and she followed me into the hallway/kitchen with her jumping and leaping, and then running straight for the door, bouncing off of it and circling around two more times, two more bounces, before I stopped laughing.

      I grabbed her kibble and poured her 1/8th cup into her little puzzle dish that was like a maze where the food was scattered all around in little ‘lanes’ winding around this way and that so it would slow down her down. I watched her gobble anyway, although gobbling was an improvement over inhaling. I think it might be because she was a rescue who had been out stray for a while before she landed in a shelter. I was told that once she got used to having regular food she’d eventually stop trying to eat until she popped.

      I’m not sure what “eventually” means, but I’m pretty sure they didn’t mean four years and counting.

      Then I gave her some canned green beans, which are like salad or diet food for us, so few calories, and she gobbled that down, too. She does love her some green beans.

      And then I finally, like sticking my toe into a cold mountain stream to test it before wading in—let myself think about Ben.

      And I suddenly remembered with an even sicker feeling that I had kind of let the whole find-a-venue thing slip off the radar, and suddenly I felt like a forty-pound bag of dog kibble landed on my shoulders with a thud at the same time my stomach twisted like a dishrag being squeezed dry.

      I could hear Clara already.

      You had one job to do, Maisie Jo. One job.

      And it was such a relief because thinking about Clara getting to I told you so me and really, Maisie Jo? me helped me not think about whether I had burned my bridges with—no.

      I was not going to think about that. Him.

      I went to sleep listening to the white record again, hoping somehow the blanks would get filled in if I just listened hard enough, or more likely, let my subconscious do its job and work it out while I was sleeping and the music was wrapping its sinuous arms around me.
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      I was awake again before five in the morning, heart pounding, gasping for air.

      The guys next door had been arguing. I thought they were going to come to blows, maybe even shoot somebody. I lived in such a bad place, a scary place…

      It took me five or thirty minutes to remember I don’t have any guys next door. That was in LA.

      And so I stood in the tiny shower in what had once been a small storage room adjacent to my bedroom before the 1890s, when bathrooms had been added, other than the one that had been shared by everyone upstairs. I let the hot water beat down on me. It was dark. I’d turned off the lights.

      Sensory deprivation.

      Well, except for the hot water. That’s sensory. But you know what I mean.

      If anybody told me, go find a place to be quiet without distractions, I’d give them the stink eye and go find somebody else to play with. My brain craves bright-shinies. Nothing sounds more horrid than “quiet” and “without distractions.”

      But standing in the dark on a cold December morning with hot water beating down on me and my eyes closed, and steam billowing and filling the room?

      Oh, don’t get me wrong. This didn’t calm me. My brain didn’t exactly slow down. It could even fly faster. But while I luxuriated in sumptuous spearmint and eucalyptus scents and rolled my shoulders and arched my back, my brain flew in a wild ricochet of a spiral. Not spinning, but ricocheting off those round coils, tighter and tighter, until it landed on a suspicion that—

      Should I have realized it faster?

      Should my brain have bounced there immediately?

      Elgar, the Englishman with plummy tones. Which means, cultured tones. Eton or Cambridge or something, those kinds of tones the wealthy Brits in movies have. The tones of the royals. Of Hugh Grant and Mr. Darcy. I mean—oh you know who I mean. Pond. Wet shirt. Drool.

      Colin Firth.

      I sighed relief that I’d answered at least that question without fretting.

      Elgar, an Englishman who drove an expensive sports car and had a posh accent. He was obsessed with old American music and especially fascinated by the professor. He had wept over the professor’s death.

      But he didn’t have the nose.

      But he had changed his name.

      He had changed his name.

      And VP Bishop had really wanted his ‘family connections.’

      The hot water failed suddenly, which was typical.

      I jumped out of the shower and grabbed one towel for my hair and one for my body and then, shivering with the cold, went and dove into my bed where Miss Taz waited for me, and slithered under the covers to snuggle into the crook of my underarm and shoulder. She let out a few satisfied snorts and went to sleep.

      I looked at my phone. I wanted to call Ben. Yesterday I would have. Today… his tones the last time we spoke stomped down the desire to call him immediately. I would wait, maybe an hour? I wasn’t sure.

      I reached for the laptop and one-handed, managed to click through until I had opened my iTunes library. I had uploaded the music I’d stolen from the sound booth but never had a chance to listen. I might as well now.

      And this time—not distracted by anything else—I realized I’d heard it before.

      Twice.

      First, the original by Stanley Howe.

      Next, the white record.

      And now—a third time—the white record again. Only not the white record. What Elgar had been listening to, weeping, was the white record… cleaned up. Digitized. No scratches or sounds that I’d heard almost without noticing when I’d listened to the record.

      The music played, and played, and I wanted. I needed to grab that phone and call Ben, but it had only been a few minutes since my calmer, less frenzied self had wisely known not to.

      That song ended. Another started.

      With electric guitar.

      Electric guitar. It was so freaking crazy, following the mellow jazz that preceded it. But the crowd—the live crowd—they hooted and stomped because they’d been waiting for this. They’d expected this.

      It was a live performance, still, had never actually stopped. It was somebody playing a set, and this was the second song in it, and the reaction of the crowd made me suddenly shut iTunes down.

      I lifted my free arm to turn on the light that also controlled the record player.

      I wanted to start the record over, but that meant getting out of bed and into the cold, and right now, I was too comfy. I winced at the weird and abrasive tone as the electric guitar went from 0 to 78 revolutions per minute, reversing the way it had been turned off the last time I listened to it.

      It felt more… alive. It had depth that wasn’t on the digital version. Warmth.

      And as I listened to that lead guitar riff, and that amazing voice of that saxophone—I knew, I knew—who it had to be.

      It had to be three black boys in Asheville in the 1960s, boys named Mingo, Diggit, and Joe.

      Playing the song Stanley Howe had composed as jazz, first the way it was intended, but then transforming it into R&B.

      The melody that began as saxophone—this time with a soul and verve that hadn’t been there before, funky, smooth, clean [what had I done with his CD? why hadn’t I been listening to it?]—was followed not by prodigy Leonard’s perfect, fast, meticulous fingers on a piano keyboard—

      But on the strings of an electric guitar.

      The drummer, whose performance had been a rhythmic part of the whole, now picked up some abandon, like somebody had taken off his leash. Yet still totally within the confines of the new rendition. And the professor’s guitar was lovely, his fingers—oh how I wished I could see those fingers on the frets and strings—moving so fast it was unbelievable—must have been doctored—but it couldn’t have been. The live performance, the stomp of feet and occasional shout, the genuine affection the crowd had for these kids—was too real for this sixty-year-old recording to have been doctored.

      And then—it shifted.

      The guitar blasted. It threw lightning. It roared.

      With precision.

      Meticulous precision.

      Because, Professor Humphreys.

      At fourteen years old.

      At the Orange Peel.

      I flopped back against the pillow and closed my eyes and let the music carry me. My mind was spinning as fast as those fingers on guitar strings, and it felt awesome, like a noisy, loud music that came out of my brain at its most frenetic.

      I laughed out loud.

      Wait until Ben heard all this. Just wait.

      I no longer worried that I would wake him up or annoy him.

      I didn’t care.

      I turned off the light again, and this time I knew what sound the record was making. It was complaining as it ground to a stop. It did not want to stop, and I stopped it. “Sorry,” I told it, and grabbed the phone, touched Ben’s name, and waited for it to start ringing.

      Taz started burrowing deeper under the covers, evidently afraid I was about to get up, and letting me know she wanted to sleep late.

      “Really, M.J.? 5:45 in the morning? I can’t talk—” He was breathless, but I didn’t let him keep going.

      “Yes, really at 5:45 in the morning.” The words spurted out of me fast like they were afraid they were going to be cut off. “And you have to know what I’ve discovered about the professor. About Elgar. They are—”

      “I’m on the other line. This has to wait. Whatever it is, it cannot be more important than what I have waiting for me on the other line, so I’m hanging up, and I’ll call you back when I can talk.”

      This time he was the one who’d been spurting words out fast like he thought I was going to interrupt. And then he hung up on me.

      Okay. Whatever was going on with the other line? It was important. I could tell it was. So maybe whatever had him tied up in knots had nothing to do with me. It was some other business. Something very important.

      I nodded to myself upon coming to that conclusion and then proved Taz’s psychic abilities by bouncing out of the bed and leaving her to sleep.

      The old house was just as cold as it always is in the winter, but I no longer cared. I had a wardrobe to choose.

      I pulled out monochromatic purples. Layers and layers of purples that would keep me snug and warm at home and then some peeled off when I went to town and entered the 21st Century again. I was on autopilot this time. Pulling on thick purple tights and trying to figure out if Elgar had motive to kill the professor. It seemed unlikely. Elgar was even richer than the professor, if he was who I knew he was. He’d inherited Beak’s estate as well as half of Stanley’s.

      By the time I was zipping up my aubergine suede boots that reached all the way up to the knee—cheap knockoffs of designer boots, but a girl sometimes has to compromise—I realized I needed my index cards because things were just getting way too complicated.

      But in a totally awesome way.
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      I was on top of the bed with cards all around me—the old ones pulled together into sets that had entirely new meaning, like Elgar/Elvis, Jazz, Diggit, and the second Elgar/Elvis card I’d made to link with the professor, and then made a Beak [Beak!] card, and added the housekeeper/grandmother card to that set…

      I was engrossed with pulling sets together and then rearranging them into new sets and letting outlandish scenarios of motive/means/opportunity go wild. I even had one scenario where it was Melba Howard who killed the professor [well, really, if she realized he was leaving most of his money to the university after she’d spent his entire life taking care of him, who could blame her?] and then stretched out on the floor and stabbed herself in the gut with an icepick, which she then pulled out and put a flamingo in its place.

      Then she serenely lay there until she died.

      I didn’t say these scenarios made sense. But you can’t tell a creative mind, “that’s silly, be serious,” and expect it to give you anything worth considering. Plus, all the wild stuff was rather fun, and I was relieved to come up with such a scenario without having flashbacks to, you know, the crime scene. It’s like I turned it into a dark comedy. I was laughing out loud again.

      And underneath, I kept feeling like I was getting close but glancing off of something important.

      So when the phone rang, I was half frustrated that it was interrupting me and half remembering oh yeah I am waiting for Ben to call, wow, I forgot!

      I was kind of proud of that, forgetting. See? I am not obsessed, and I am perfectly capable of not only investigating, but deducing and solving, all on my own.

      Oh. I grabbed the phone before it rolled over to voice mail. “Hi,” I said. “I’m in the middle of something important but I’ll make time for you.”

      “Ha. Ha. And I don’t have time for games. I was just calling to let you know—”

      “You’re talking to me through the dashboard. I can tell.”

      “Yes, I’m on my way to court.”

      “You’re working too hard. You sound way stressed. But hey, I am going to tell you some things that are going to Blow. Your. Mind.”

      “Can’t this wait?”

      “The book you gave me—I mean, that I borrowed from the professor’s estate. It was about his father. His real father!”

      “Okay, well, if you think so, I’m sure it’s fascinating but—”

      “Please let me tell you what I can until you get there? Because Ben, this is amazing! Ben, Elgar is—was—the professor’s nephew! His real nephew!”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Pay attention. Stanley Howe—the guy in the book—was a very famous and brilliant jazz player and composer in the mid-century in England. And don’t even go there. Yes, he can be a white guy and English and be a brilliant jazz musician, so don’t even go there.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Stanley Howe. The professor’s middle name? Stanley?”

      “That doesn’t prove—”

      “Watch your driving. Stanley Howe spent a whole chapter in New Orleans—”

      “Chapter?”

      “Where he met the love of his life, an African American singer named Letitia. And when he left New Orleans, he left her pregnant. I’m sure of it. Even though the book didn’t say so. And you know how I know? Know for sure without a doubt? Pictures of Stanley Howe from childhood through to the month he died are inside the book. Ben. Stanley Howe had the professor’s nose! I mean, he had the original flamingo-nose!”

      “Right.” With total whatever subtext.

      “Which is where the professor’s money came from. Are you sure you didn’t know this already?”

      “I don’t know where his money came from and I still don’t know that this is where or why it matters.”

      “Stanley Howe was pretty successful, but he wasn’t rich or anything when he died—of an overdose, he had drug problems even way back then in the 40s and 50s, can you believe it? But they used one of his pieces to create the entire soundtrack Lover Sing for Me, you know, the movie?

      “Never saw it.”

      “What do you mean you never saw it? One of the most iconic movies ever? With a soundtrack that grabs you by the throat and then—”

      “Elgar.”

      Fortunately, my brain ricocheted back on track as fast as it had gotten thrown off. “Not yet. Don’t rush me. His estate—Stanley Howe’s—remember he was dead by the time this happened so it was his estate—became stinking rich. Again, I’m deducing that. But I promise you, I am spot on the money. And half of the estate went to an unnamed heir, never revealed, which had to be the professor. But the other half—brace yourself—”

      “Keep talking.”

      “Went to Basil aka “Beak” Howe.”

      I heard the silence on his end crackle with sudden interest. I did. Seriously.

      “Beak Howe… that old band, Billy No-Mates. That album with the nose. That—that same nose.”

      “I kid you not.”

      “I looked across my desk at that nose a half dozen times. Why didn’t I ever notice that? I mean Beak’s nose is an icon. People who never knew anything more but that album cover and that nose—know that nose.”

      “And he got it from Daddy Stanley. Put their three pictures together and it’s right in front of your eyes. Father and sons—no DNA test necessary.”

      “I hope the reason I didn’t make the connection isn’t because the professor was black—”

      “Mixed race.”

      “—because would I have noticed it, commented on it, if the professor had been white?”

      “It’s because they were removed from each other by an ocean, by a generation, a nationality, a major rock star and a small university professor. And maybe because of race.”

      “Okay. You win. Mind officially blown.”

      “Oh, just you wait. There is more to come. Elgar-whose-real-name-is-George, by the way, dodged that bullet and got his mother’s nose. I found pictures on the Internet when he was little and the paparazzi were still following ‘the grieving widow’ everywhere to see who she was sleeping with that month. And at some point, he changed his name and came to Asheville to… study under his uncle.”

      “You think Elgar is Beak’s son?”

      “Duh! Didn’t I just tell you that? I don’t just think; I know. And the professor’s nephew. Which raises all kinds of questions—”

      “I’m here.” I heard the door ‘ping ping ping’ as he opened it while the car was still running. “Thanks for distracting me from a very difficult day. I am having to add the police station to an already crowded schedule.”

      “What time? I’ll meet you there.”

      But the door was still pinging, and Ben was covering the phone while talking to someone there with him, and then a quick, “Hold on, let me handle this and I’ll be right back,” and then more talking and finally, “Sorry, M.J. But this just has to wait. I’ve got ten minutes to get inside and in my seat.” And then a frustrated, “Lord have mercy,” which sounded especially Texan in his drawl, “I have to tell you first, so this time you shut up and listen.”

      Did he just tell me to shut up? But the tension was back. The short, gruff words. I decided to let it slide.

      “It seems you were right. I accessed my firm’s bank accounts last night. It’s—it’s bad. Really bad. And I never would have known. And when I drove by her place this morning, it was clear she was in the process of clearing out fast. Her fiancé was sitting in front of the apartment building in a rental truck. I don’t think he saw me, but it makes no difference. She was arrested this morning. And she’ll be charged this afternoon.”

      “Of stealing your money?”

      “She confessed. I’ll tell you why later. She’s probably going to be charged with murder at some time in the next 48 hours. You were right. You cracked your case.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I should be jubilant. But I wasn’t. Because I heard his voice, and I knew why he’d been so short with me last night.

      Because he was in the middle of figuring all this out and he—I am sure—was kind of blame-not-blaming me. Knowing in his mind that I wasn’t to blame. But resenting me for blowing all this up in his lap, forcing him to see something he did not want to believe.

      “Okay, I’m gone.”

      And he was.
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      I had this sick feeling in my stomach. Guilt.

      Sophie was arrested, and it was over. I had been right. My M.J. senses had picked up on something from Ben’s first mention and tension about his office and his admin, and it had made no sense, but hey, welcome to my brain; if I dismissed everything that didn’t make sense it would often be blank.

      I’d been right.

      But I didn’t feel proud or even satisfied. Because being right also meant destroying lives. Not that it wasn’t her own fault. But I was the one—the literal one single person—who had put Sophie Lemmon behind bars. And I’d met her. And I’d pretty much liked her.

      But that is not why I felt guilty.

      I felt guilty because I didn’t want the case to be solved. I resented that it has been solved, that my investigations had been cut off in the middle, and they had been so fascinating, so exciting.

      The brightest, shiniest thing to ever come my way was over.

      The entire world felt muted and gray, even though it was one of those horribly cold yet sunshiney days where the crisp air and brightness make everything hurt your eyes.

      The lights I’d turned on in An Event to Remember’s reception/showroom didn’t even cast a warm glow. Through my newly dimmed vision they just, you know, lit the room. Even the Tiffanys were just sources of light instead of sparkling, glowing jewels that had fueled my earliest little dys-girl daydreams.

      The Christmas music was all sad. A singer begging someone to please come home for Christmas, a New York fairy tale without a happy ending, blue Christmases, sad Christmases—but when Nat King Cole started singing about that little boy that Santa Claus forgot—

      I turned it off so fast, Taz sat up, confused, and barked.

      How could the system be set to shuffle and yet only play sad songs?

      Once again, I was supposed to man the reception desk—woman the reception desk? Chick the desk. I like that. Chick the desk.

      I was chicking the desk while Clara returned to the dentist for a follow-up.

      Chicking the desk with my shisa dogs—of course I had them, I always have them when I’m temping somewhere, and that includes downstairs in my own house. Our own house. And admiring them on the front corners of my desk suddenly jerked me back to Ben’s office, to Sophie’s desk, to Sophie.

      I shot to my feet. I wasn’t going to sit here where my thoughts could run free. I left the lights and music on, locked the front doors, and if somebody bonged the chimes, I could go down and let them in. This close to Christmas, nobody was likely to ring, anyway.

      So Taz and I were upstairs, hanging up all the clothes that had gotten tossed around over the past days of deciding what to wear and changing my mind and then not hanging stuff because it was all too tedious and time-consuming and stomach-churningly unimportant when I was on a case.

      Well, at any time, but especially when I was on a case.

      I dressed Taz in her warmest clothes and went outside on the back verandah and sat on the steps while she ran circles around the yard. She loves running circles. Then she sniffs, looking for food, and finds it more often than not. I do not even know what she eats half the time, but I’ve seen her eat bugs and hope she’s not finding worse. At some point she takes care of her business—sometimes several times. I didn’t know girl dogs marked territory, but I always know if any dogs have been around, because she promptly has to go cover their scent with her own and then scratch up the ground like she’s kicking dirt in their faces.

      She eventually came bounding back toward me—and a Chihuahua running full steam at you is already hilarious, but one bundled in a candy cane sweater complete with hood? Priceless.

      We ate an early lunch. Well, we’d been up and had an early breakfast. She ate her kibble and green beans while I ate Marie Callender’s spaghetti, which didn’t hold a candle to any of the lunches I’d had with Ben. Not even the sandwiches.

      But maybe the sandwiches only seemed so good because we’d been together. I mean, together-working-on-the-case together.

      Right after I’d angered him by telling him that Sophie was a suspect.

      You know what’s annoying? When a brain that wants to skip around from idea to idea without pause or direction, that refuses to even think about venues without shutting down, when that brain sits down on the one thing I don’t want to think about and won’t let go.

      I knew Ben didn’t really blame me or hold me responsible and that the more time passed, the more grateful he’d be. I knew all the stages. He probably felt like a sucker. That’s one of the stages, too.

      Like I said, four offices where they were cleaning up the aftermath of the same kind of thing. I guess I could count five now. If not actually working in the office still counted.

      But he had liked her. He had trusted her.

      I closed the curtains because you know, my day was dim and washed out already, and why not help it along? And I went back to my bed that I hadn’t bothered making up. Taz, of course, flew up her little dog-steps to join me.

      I needed to hear that music again.

      The music that had energized me, that had even made me forget I was waiting for a phone call.

      I reached for the laptop. I’d listen to Elgar’s version this time. I was pretty sure I knew what had happened. He’d gotten hold of a record like the white one the professor had and had done his total 21st Century makeover on it. Which meant…

      Somebody had made a recording of the boys. And it ended up in Stanley’s hands in England. Because…

      Stanley made records. He knew people who made records. He had somebody tape the professor—his son—so he could hear.

      So by this scenario, Stanley had been keeping tabs on the boy from afar?

      Without ever acknowledging him?

      Did that make sense?

      It did if he had a jealous wife, maybe. Or if he feared his English family and friends might not accept his mixed-race child. Or if he really didn’t want another kid but was fair and responsible enough to make sure he was taken care of.

      I’d ask Elgar. Now that I’d come up with a theory, I wanted to see if it was right. The day got a teensy bit brighter. The case was over, but testing my instincts was good practice.

      For…

      Nope, not thinking about that.

      On my laptop, the guitar was circling for a landing in that section I find particularly remarkable when the teenaged professor played it on the piano. This was my first time to stay awake all the way through and hear him play it on guitar.

      This performance didn’t sound like kids and didn’t sound like R&B, it was really more like…. Well, some sort of rock. Diggit said the professor had played like Jimi Hendrix, and this would have been why.

      They weren’t—oh, okay, what were some of those old school bands? Led Zeppelin or—well, the Billy No-Mates? But they were really, really good.

      Especially Diggit. I found myself anticipating the next sax color when the guitar was playing.

      The music broke off mid-tone leaving a jagged silence.

      I checked the laptop, but the numbers tracked steadily forward, still playing, just playing silence.

      “What was your intent when you decided to play this for me?”

      A chilly, cultured American voice. Coming from my laptop. Coming from the recording.

      “I expect you planned to berate me, beg me, bribe me,” the man continued. “I knew you were too spoiled and filled with delusions of your own exalted status in the world of music to accept our decision without whining.”

      “But, Professor, don’t you recognize what was playing?”

      Elgar? Which meant—

      “What kind of cretin do you take me for, you insolent, puling little worm?”

      Chills rolled through me like an icy drumroll.

      I knew the other voice, knew the voice I had never heard before.

      I was listening to a dead man.

      “Of course, I recognize it. I ask again, what was your intent? Exactly what benefit did you anticipate from this?”

      “No benefit.” Elgar’s confusion was painful. “Just to show the esteem I have for you. You’ve been like a light in my life from the time I discovered this recording and learned about you. You are the reason I’ve dedicated myself to classical music instead of following my father or my grandfa.”

      How yearning Elgar’s voice was. Desperate with yearning. “I felt a connection with you the first time I heard this, and it has only grown stronger. To hear your talent and know of the opportunity you refused because you had a higher calling. That was when I finally learned to appreciate and revere the music of the ages, of the masters, by learning about you. I was humbled and yet inspired not to set my own sights so low. My father’s excesses robbed me of him. I was only—only a small tyke when his weakness for drugs ended his life. I don’t even remember him. You were never so weak, so tawdry. I chose to follow you.”

      “Mr. Montgomery. You delude yourself. You humiliate yourself.”

      Oh, my tender heart ached as I heard firsthand how Professor Humphreys had earned his reputation.

      “How many years did you spend listening to this forty-seven minutes of frozen time stolen from someone else’s life? How many years did you waste listening without hearing?”

      “But I did hear. Over and over, as I digitized it. Three different times whenever equipment and technology improved, I went back to the original and I enhanced it. I removed the minute scratches and crackles so that—if you listen, you must not have noticed, it’s as if your younger self—the three of you—are right here in this rehearsal studio—”

      “But we weren’t playing in a studio.” The professor’s voice curled on the last word, as if “studio” had a disgusting taste. “You expected me to be grateful? To rejoice in your sublime achievement of chipping away at that performance—” Hissing and heavy breathing. “—until you removed every living, breathing bit that was real? You present me with this modern era’s plastic idea of perfection in its place and think it is an improvement?”

      “That’s not—not what I did. Not what I thought I was doing. Please, I beg of you to forgive me for getting it so wrong,” Elgar pleaded, still seeking reassurance if not approval.

      “I presume the record was jetsam from my father’s estate—” the professor spat and again, a word disgusted him.

      Father.

      “Why it was passed down to your father when it would have been better tossed out with the garbage I can’t presume to know. Please tell me he didn’t leave knowledge of my existence for you to find.”

      “No, nothing. Not at all. Just enough about the unnamed heir to intrigue me. Just enough to get me started on the Internet. You can’t imagine how challenging. I started when I was still in public school. It took me almost a year.”

      “Mr. Montgomery.” The professor’s voice sliced the air with deceptive delicacy.

      “Howe. Which should be your name, too. I thought after all this time, you might be happy to find… family.”

      “You dare… you dare presume to think I will crumple into abject gratitude because I am allowed to take on a family name I do not even desire?” The professor’s chilly voice was sibilant and lethal, a coiling snake. No rattle to warn. Just slithering. Hissing. “You think me to be humbled and joyous that you—your family—any of you—deign to accept and recognize the poor bastard ‘Grandfa’ left behind?”

      “No, no—not that. It’s not like that!”

      “What part of ‘I do not desire any connection with you’ does not compute in your inbred brain?”

      Elgar’s voice was a mere whisper. “I thought, after all this time, you might be thrilled to hear this recording. I thought perhaps you’d never heard it before, didn’t know it even existed.”

      “Of course I knew the recording existed. I was sent a copy by the same firm that handled my inheritance, which was my only connection to a father. They even hinted that a letter of thanks would be in order, as if I had no exposure to proper behavior. But I ignored them. I saw no reason to satisfy someone’s need for me to prove myself honored by the attention. And yet I have cherished it, not for its source, but for the audio proof that the choice I made that night was sound. That record captured those minutes so perfectly. Not only do you hear the life, the movement, even the breathing of the Peel’s audience—you can smell the sweat, the cigarette smoke, the fumes of alcohol.

      “And you think making it sound like a studio production is an improvement?”

      How could the professor’s soft voice be under such tight control, yet emit palpable threat?

      “You’re right, of course you’re right. I see it now. I don’t know what I was thinking, but that is what I want from you, need to learn from you,” Elgar rushed, urgent and foolish.

      Elgar, no, no, no. Hush. You’re stoking him hotter.

      I wanted to reach through computer speaker and yank him by his dyed black hair and drag him out of that studio before the professor—

      Before the professor killed him.

      And now I truly couldn’t breathe, and I’d missed it, I’d missed what they were saying. I lunged across the bed, punched buttons, trying to back up, to hear the professor’s words, because all that I’d taken in was murderous, murderous rage.

      Finally, I got the right buttons, found the place again.

      “—what I want from you, need to learn from you.”

      “Could you be any more of a cliché? The poor little rich boy. How inferior your life must have been, if it left you scheming such a long game, living lie after lie so you could sit in my class, offer such money to the university that they insisted‒ insisted!‒ I be your director.

      “I knew in the first measure of your audition tape, in the first paragraph of your essay, and in the carefully worded letters of recommendation that accompanied it all that you were talentless. Everything in that submission packet oozed delusion and stank of greased palms.”

      Oh, the man was smug as he continued his evisceration.

      If even half of what the professor said was true, Elgar... Oh poor Elgar.

      “I was subjected to the humiliation of being the pet charity of a pampered, pathetic little punk. You thought by sneaking into my life and then revealing your identity, I would spread my arms wide and clasp you to my bosom. Because of course the poor bastard would be so grateful to be acknowledged, to finally be one of you.”

      The danger was so palpable, so present, it had now entered my bedroom. I rocked back and forth with my arms clutching myself, wanting to stop this recording, it made no sense, how could I be hearing these things?

      But I couldn’t move.

      I waited for the professor’s next words with a dread that pinned me in place and hardly allowed me to breathe. But when they came, they knocked what little air I had out of me.

      “If you do not take this abomination you brought to lay on my altar and leave this building within the next sixty seconds, I will summon security.”

      “But—but—You can’t simply dismiss me, like a—a child.”

      “But I can.” So silken, that low, dismissive voice. “Because now that the committee has agreed to deny your honors, I am not required for even a moment longer to share the air I breathe with you.”

      A hoarse, heaving gasp of air ‒

      A grunt of exertion ‒

      Followed by an almost simultaneous thud and the professor’s groaning gasp and the cracking of his skull.

      The squeal of a chair being hit as a body fell to the floor.

      “I—” Another grunt followed by a soft thud of a different nature. “—offered—” And another. “—you—” And another. “—everything!”

      Elgar was—must be—kicking the professor, kicking him where he lay on the floor, not Elgar, not that shy, diffident young man. Not this, not doing this.

      And then, hysterical, broken sobs. “Everything I had to give!”

      The professor made no sound. I listened—hard—but could hear no breathing except for that of Elgar, whose frenzied gasps gradually slowed.

      Replaced by pacing. Pacing. Rhythmic and... Calm.

      Eerily calm.

      He was calmly pacing...

      Planning?

      Bile rose in my throat because I remembered I remembered I remembered the voices I’d dreamed about, the guys arguing next door that I thought were going to kill each other—

      Not in the bad, scary neighborhood in LA, the only one I could afford.

      No, this very real death scene had played in the dark, dark comfort of my bedroom while Taz and I slept unaware…

      I remembered my phone, tapped Ben’s name.

      Got his voice mail of course I got his voice mail he’s in court he’s in court and I need to cut it off and call—911?

      Sergeant. Sergeant what is her name I know her name—.

      Taz went crazy. A frenzy of barking, and I barely snagged her and secured her against my chest before she reached her dog-steps and took off to attack.

      Because there.

      In my doorway.

      [how? how? how?]

      With a feral, vicious marmalade cat purring in his arms.

      And that hand.

      That hand that had hoisted a marble bust and slammed it into a human skull.

      That hand now stroked the cat’s head as she strained and arched beneath its touch like a lover.

      With head cocked slightly, studying me.

      Stood Elgar Britten Montgomery.

      Son of Beak Howe.

      Grandson of Stanley Howe.

      Nephew and murderer of Leonard Stanley Humphreys.
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      I tried to hit redial with my free hand and dropped the phone onto the bed and did the only thing I knew to do.

      I acted.

      “Elgar? How unexpected! Did Clara let you in?” I stroked Taz, calming her, gestured toward Fluffy. “How did you manage to do that? That cat is demon-possessed! She hates everyone,” I babbled, but in a totally normal M.J. way, no nerves, no fear. Yeah, really. I’m that good when I really act. “Not even her food-provider, whom you note I do not call her owner because nobody could own that feral beast. But the crazy lady downstairs who is my sister started feeding her and now she thinks she owns the bottom of the staircase. At least her ear was already notched.”

      He glanced down at the notched ear, gave it a sumptuous stroke to which Fluffy responded with indecent abandon.

      “The notch means that she was captured, spayed, and released back into the wild by some group or other. So at least she can’t populate the house with more like her who will be eating our bodies when we all are found dead in our rooms….”

      The cat hissed at me, and Taz growled, which was a relief, because it gave me an excuse to back further away without looking afraid.

      “You think you’re clever.” The beast luxuriated in his arms, now on her back, exposing her belly.

      And me, a chill rolled down my spine. “Not so clever. Not after that remark about eating our dead bodies when they’re found… no. Not really,” I blabbered. “Seriously. How did you pick her up? Drugs? Dark magic?” Evil recognizing evil?

      “Such a pretty cat. I was glad she let me hold her so she’d stop her yowling before you heard her.” Elgar set her on the floor and she wound between and around his legs. “I didn’t want to have to kill her.”

      “Oh, my.” Calm. Calm. “I do understand the urge, though.”

      Elgar set her on the floor, and she wound through and then around his legs, then took off through the door at a run.

      That’s right, Fluffers, run. Run. All the way through the sitting room and back to freedom, please let him have left that door open, too.

      I really didn’t want Fluffy to die.

      Taz closed her teeth over my knuckle then licked, then mouthed it again. I relaxed my grip on her, was holding her too tightly because no, not my Taz, not my Taz, either, no—

      I shut the laptop to turn off the recorded silence of a rehearsal room where the only occupant by now was a corpse…

      How much had Elgar heard? Specifically, what did he know that I knew?

      Elgar’s hands now revealed jitters, his fingers dancing lightly on the sides of his trousers. But not his eyes. They were flat and fixed on me.

      I groped for words, any words. “Want a Cheerwine?” Okay, I wasn’t at the top of my game, okay? I dug the fingers of my free hand through my hair to sweep it away from my face, which was sweating, because that’s what I do, sweat when I’m stressed. “I need one. Desperately. Are you hot? I’m dying.”

      Not the word to use, Maisie Jo.

      That was Grandmama’s voice.

      Grandmama. Never cuts me a break.

      “It’s rather kind of you to offer.” He sounded quite pleased.

      “I figured you couldn’t live in Asheville without getting addicted to them.” The bathroom window was only steps from the fridge and was two stories high without even an azalea or rhododendron beneath to break my fall, and I was jumping anyway.

      “Alas,” Elgar said with polite regret. “I have not succumbed to the local libation.”

      “Oh. Well. Tea, then?” I offered, ever the hostess my Grandmama had trained me to be. “PG Tips, Yorkshire Gold, Fortnum & Mason’s? That was my Grandmama’s favorite and she could afford it. I save it for occasions, but this is shaping up to be one!” Brightly. Mentally plotting my path to freedom.

      Which he might have anticipated, as he took three easy strides closer to me.

      “You even walk like an Englishman.” I laid on the ditz. “Now don’t ask me to put that in words, it’s a visual, words aren’t always my friends. But just close your eyes and imagine Colin or Hugh walking across a room with their charm ever-so-slightly frazzling.” A beat of silence as he studied me. “You’re not closing your eyes!” I chirped.

      “You think I’m frazzling?”

      “You were supposed to notice I compared you to Colin Firth and Hugh Grant, not the frazzled bit.”

      “Such a cliché, those two. But then, you’re an American.”

      I jerked away just before his hand closed over my arm.

      Taz growled.

      I quieted her.

      Elgar still blocked my escape route to the door.

      “What a jumpy little bird. You really want a Cheerwine?” His glittering eyes danced around the room, darting from me to the door, measuring distances, and I suddenly remembered his predilection for heavy objects and conking people in the head.

      There would be no backs turned on mad Englishmen on my watch!

      So I gave up on the window escape and slid sideways to skitter toward a rack of clothes and I faced him, held Taz against my shoulder so that her slick, soft fur was pressed against my neck. “Look. We both know what’s happening here. We both know you’ve… well, I don’t think you intended to—” word word word “React to the professor with quite so much force. But honestly, Elgar. I thought—I thought he was the one who was going to kill you. It terrified me. You should have heard me! I mean, me, talking to you, in my head, going, No Elgar, don’t, and Get out before he kills you! And such. Truly. Terrified.” Which all had the ring of truth because of course it was.

      “But?”

      “Well, I am not sure why his grandmother was in the way, but I’m sure there was sound reason for her, umm, join him in the hereafter,” I said delicately.

      He grew cold before my eyes. Just the mention of the old woman and it was if a switch had been flipped.

      “Everything was her fault. Everything. She ruined him, destroyed him, turned him into something—something like her. You heard Diggit, his mother. Oh, the stories. The stories. It was all her fault.” His shoulder jerked spasmodically. “Besides, I had no way to know how much she might know. How much she might put together, once details started coming out. If I was mentioned in any way—she was an easy risk to eliminate.”

      “Well then,” I said, dry mouthed. “So yeah, I know what’s coming. You can’t let me hang around with what I know. Now, I’m not going to lie to you. I am going to fight like hell. It won’t be easy. But let’s face it. You’re going to win because bigger, stronger, have killed two people so what’s one more? I’ve seen the movies, television, you know the drill, each murder gets easier, right?”

      One corner of his mouth quirked. He was enjoying this, watching me scramble.

      I gave Taz a quick nuzzle. Swallowed the hard lump in my throat. “Clara won’t be back for hours. Dentist, then hair, then groceries. So I’d like to please ask you for a few kindnesses before you attempt and then succeed at removing me from the playing pitch, so to speak.”

      “And what might said kindnesses entail?” He seemed genuinely curious.

      “First, Miss Taz.” She was obeying my command to be quiet, but not with grace. Every time I felt her throat vibrate with the beginning of a growl, I gently stroked it as a reminder. Quiet. My beautiful, brave Taz.

      “A peculiar name, isn’t it?”

      “Like the Tasmanian Devil in the cartoon. When she tazzes out she’s really adorable. But she’s always adorable. As you can see.” I gave him my proud momma smile as I kissed the top of her head and fought back tears. “See how good she’s being? She’s not barking, because she knows I don’t want her to. She’s trying so hard to be good, and I—I don’t want her hurt. Please—just please let me put her in her carrier and hide her under the bed so that she—I really don’t want her to see it happen. I’m begging you.”

      He glanced thoughtfully around, and then through the doors back to my sitting room. “I believe you have a balcony on the front. Does that room have a door to it?”

      Terror seized me. He wasn’t going to toss her over, surely, no.

      “It’s cold but she’s dressed warmly. Perhaps crate her and put her on the balcony with a blanket draped over the top. It will block anything untoward from her line of sight.”

      Relief gushed into me. “You’re serious? You’ll let me do that? And not knock me in the head or attack me while I’m doing it? Because—the idea of her getting hurt—”

      “I’m going to remain close behind you, though. Don’t try anything foolish.”

      “I won’t. I won’t. Thank you,” I gasped.

      “You mentioned kindnesses, in plural. I feel granting you this much is sufficient to the occasion as I do understand your concern for the dog. But curiosity compels me—what other kindnesses?”

      “Oh, my goodness gracious, there’s so much!” Babbling again. Not faking it. “Questions! I have so many questions. The record—how it was made and why and how you got a copy and why you—”

      “My grandfather knew about my uncle and followed his progress from time to time. He heard that there was musical talent. He wanted to hear it. He commissioned someone to set up and record at the Peel one night. The management knew but didn’t know which group was the target. The entire night is on a reel-to-reel tape in London.”

      “I knew it! And he sent a copy to the professor?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I guess it was you driving Diggit’s van?”

      “The dog?” he reminded with great courtesy.

      “Oh.” I edged to the side of the bed, where her crate stayed open for her to hide her toys and nap.

      Elgar had a slight smile, clearly amused at the care I was taking not to turn my back on him. But then, again like quicksilver, he changed. Got jittery. “I drove the van often, taking Diggit places he needed to go when Jazz was at work. That night—yes, I drove it. I used the wheelchair to roll the—the body—into the house.”

      “And the flamingo?” I rushed on. “That was seriously brilliant. Wickedly funny, a Python touch! A flamingo for Mingo.”

      So much for flattery. He gestured at me to get on with it.

      His other hand was now in his jacket pocket. Holding something.

      That new detail made my heart skip a beat as I knelt, not dropping my gaze from his.

      But he also leaned back against the doorjamb. Again relaxed, or so it seemed. “It was bloody wicked, and sheer luck. No, that’s not quite fair to me, I don’t think. As I was fetching the van—”

      “They knew you took it?”

      “I knew where the keys were. Between Diggit’s sleeping machine and Jazz’s ear buds—she can’t sleep without covering up her dad’s noises with music—they didn’t hear a thing.” He clearly savored the memory. “I remembered the broken-down shed next door with a door hanging open and the glimpse I’d had from time to time of flamingos inside amongst the clutter.” Again, the shoulder jerk, but he still smiled. “It seemed the thing to do.”

      I crowed with laughter. Now that was acting.

      He grinned in response.

      And it hit me. He hadn’t been able to share that bit of spontaneous genius with anyone else. The media wasn’t reporting it, yet.

      I plunged forward. “The new mixing you did on their recording. It was amazing. I’d already listened to the record and when I turned yours on—wait! How did you know?” My jaw fell open in delayed shock. “How did you know that there was any reason to come, you know, do me in?” I smiled sheepishly, and I hoped, maybe a little adorably. Then I stood, put the crate on the bed. Clung to Taz’s warm body.

      She was more confused than growly now. She looked from Elgar to me, her tail tentatively wagging, her eyes huge, her ears tucked back as she tried to look as small and submissive as possible. My fear had flowed into her. I began whispering comfort nonsense to her, holding her as long as I could, loving her as long as I could, and my acting skills were not holding up to this. I was choking on tears.

      “—and went back this morning to retrieve the USB I’d been forced to leave. I asked the guard to help me check the CCTV to see if I could figure out who might have left the building after I did, who might have taken my work ‘by mistake.’ Imagine my surprise.”

      “Wow,” I said ruefully. “Good move.”

      Elgar tilted his head, bit his lip, matched my rueful smile and raised it. “And imagine my further surprise when I was driving back to the hospital, listening to it, and realized there was more on that recording than I ever dreamed. I didn’t know what you might have heard. Again, a risk I choose to eliminate.”

      “You didn’t record it on purpose? I mean, I couldn’t imagine why you’d want to, but…”

      His smile vanished, replaced by his lips tightening into a hard, bitter line. “Professor Humphreys—Uncle Leonard?—used the remote to stop the music whilst he eviscerated me. And evidently instead of just stopping it—he hit record.”

      “That really sucks.”

      “Indeed. Now. The dog.”

      “No more kindnesses?”

      “I fear not.”

      Choking on tears I didn’t want her see, I put Taz in. She immediately began whining, scratching at the grill. So confused, afraid, my baby, my baby. I ‘shhhhed’ her, over and over, and I wasn’t looking at Elgar now, didn’t care—didn’t care about anything except protecting my girl.

      I didn’t trust his patience any longer. I grabbed two blankets off my bed. Quickly folded each of them separately. Left the bedroom, passed through the hall with the crate in my arms and blankets piled on top of it.

      Tears streaming. Throat choking. Trying to ‘shhhhh’ but failing. No words. Just agony.

      When I reached the French doors that open to the balcony, I had to one-handedly yank three racks of clothes aside, and was still alert enough to make sure they each fell when I did it, making just a little more chaos for Elgar to maneuver when—when—

      The right door was the one that opened but it was sticking. I gulped. Gave it another yank. Hard. Almost dropped the crate and paused to hoist it back higher and more securely supported by my free arm.

      “I’m—I’m sorry! I’ll do it. Please. I’ll do it.” Only none of the words came out right.

      I stopped pulling. I was—I was pulling the wrong door. The wrong door.

      Not that right, your other right.

      It opened.

      And too fast, too soon. I had dropped one folded blanket onto the wooden floor to insulate the crate from underneath, had put the crate down, unable to look at her, to listen to her, but as my fingers brushed the gate her tongue—her little tongue—she kissed my fingers. Desperately. Sweetly. Trustingly. Still pleading. Knowing something was wrong but sure I could make it right.

      Too fast, too soon, I was back in my sitting room with the door closed. And it kept circling through my head, never see her again, never hold her again, never.

      His hand was still in his pocket, and I didn’t like that at all. “I really wish you wouldn’t. Kill me, I mean. For one thing, how are you going to do it? You’re not going to use a flamingo again, I hope, because the blood—well I don’t know who’d have to clean up the mess but it would be a horrible mess, especially if it spray—if I sprayed—all over my clothes. Not like a cat sprays. Ew. But you know, blood spatter? That’s the word. Not spray. Spatter. I have trouble finding the right words sometimes.” Babble. Babble. “I read that women—are more likely to commit suicide with an overdose than violence because they—they worry about who will have to clean up the blood otherwise. I wonder if it’s the same with—you know—murder?”

      My face was getting snotty. I rubbed it clean on my favorite purple sweater and didn’t even care because oh my baby Taz, no no no. “I haven’t even dressed for the part. Can you imagine how devastating that is to an actress?”

      “What do you imagine, Ophelia?” It seemed Elgar’s interest—his patience—might be running thin. “How large is your bathtub? Perhaps that could be the final image in the movie of your life.”

      “Could I be Freddy Krueger instead? You know, rising up out of tub and dragging you under to your own death? Now that would be an awesome end to my movie.” I smirked, was quite proud of that smirk, under the circumstances. With my heart racing and aching and bleeding internally enough that I surely would die from the pain even if he didn’t do his worst, I managed to smirk. “If it has to end with me dead, I mean.”

      Elgar smirked back. His was an effortless and all the more sinister for being so. “Not to be a pedant, but I believe you mean Nightmare on Elm Street?”

      Shift gears, keep going. “Okay, bad idea, no, no, if I’m going to do this, let me do it with some flair. How about a 30s gun moll, surely you won’t mind if I have a gun, to complete the costume, no? Well, I didn’t really think so, but I have so much vintage wear and I could do rock it, like, you should have seen me channeling Bette Davis in my black funeral number— “

      “I saw. Uncle Leonard would have despised it.”

      “You—you were there? Watching us?”

      “You’d be surprised how many times I’ve watched you and the lawyer this week. You’re so oblivious, so caught up in your own world. If I’d suspected you needed to be eliminated, I certainly had opportunity. Run you off a mountain road at night, for example.”

      “But why were you following us?”

      “You ask too many questions.”

      “Well, you raised the subject!” The nerve!

      “No, from the beginning. You’ve been asking too many questions, poking around at things that could accidentally end up expose my guilt. My crimes were not premeditated, not planned, though I did manage to pull them off well, all the same. But there were weaknesses to be exploited, and I didn’t trust you not to do so.”

      “Oh!” My heart hammered in my chest. “What about—”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Well surely you wonder why I was in the sound booth—”

      “No.”

      “Dr. Bishop—what a bitch. I was so angry on your behalf.”

      “No more.” He began closing the distance between us, nimbly maneuvering through the minefield of clothes, hangers, and fallen metal racks.

      “She’s a scheming bitch and was so intent on keeping you and your money and your family connections linked with the university that she would do anything—I even considered her as the murderer!—anything, including twisting arms to get your dissertation once the professor was out of the way.”

      “Arm-twisting?” Elgar drew back and his nostrils flared. If ever he showed his privileged background, it was in that movement where he could have been a titled lord in a bygone day, showing his offense. His clipped consonants cracking like ice. “I’m quite certain I don’t know what you mean. I earned that DMA.”

      “Of course, you did. I never intended—” Wait, was I taking on his role as he took on the professor’s? I demanded a rewrite, pronto.

      “I could have attended Juilliard just like he did, and he was too—too—” He jerked his hand out of his pocket and aimed it at me, using it to emphasize every point. “Too blinded by his jealousy to see what an honor I was bestowing on him when I allowed him to be the one to be my mentor.”

      Okay, this side of him was new, or I thought it was new, but you see, I was having a little bit of trouble following the plot, because in his pointing hand?

      He held a box cutter, its razor edge extended, to punctuate his words.

      Focus.

      A long, muffled beep sounded from my bedroom.

      The one my phone made when it was shutting itself off because it had run out of room to keep recording…

      I took off running for the bedroom, Elgar thundering after me. I whipped back the covers and lunged for the phone and snatched it out of Elgar’s reach. Hit a button. Prayed it was the one that accepted the recording and not the one that would delete it.

      And that was the end of the conversation. Because while I was fumbling with the phone to make sure—please God—Ben heard this and knew what had happened and had Elgar’s confession to prove his guilt—

      And backing around the bed, away from him, toward my cluttered bedside table—

      Elgar circled the bed with me.

      I caught a glimpse of the cat behind him like the hussy she was, trying to twine between his legs and get more pampering.

      And he kicked her—kicked her so brutally, she hit the wall with a yowl.

      And fell still.

      “How could you?” I gasped, tried to dive past him to see if she was all right—

      But he blocked my way.

      “Leave it. It’s not as if you have any affection for the cat. You won’t slow me down for that.”

      He snatched the phone from my hand and eyed the position I’d maneuvered myself into, trapped between the wall and my bed. He leaned his hip against my bedstead, my phone in one hand, the box cutter in the other. A stray sunbeam danced down the cutter’s glinty edge.

      And I wondered if this would be the last bright-shiny I ever saw as I reached behind me, groped wildly, knocking things off the table, and finally grabbed my heavy, wrought iron wig base—

      And swung it around with all the force in my panicking, raging, body—

      And slammed him across the temple.

      Just like he’d done Professor Humphreys.

      Sending him flying.

      Just like he’d done Fluffy.

      And I had a split second to think about irony before the screaming pain in my fingers reached my brain. They were twisted in the wrought iron bars. And I wanted to bend over in agony but didn’t dare expose my head and neck and—

      My blow had knocked him off his feet. Blood spurted, and it wasn’t my blood. Spurted, not spattered—all over my bed, because instead of the floor, he’d landed across my bed.

      And he wasn’t staying down.

      Like Freddy Krueger, he wasn’t staying down.

      He hauled himself up.

      Snarled.

      And slashed the blade across my throat.

      Deep.

      painpainpainpainpain—

      And my dys-brain, my beautiful dys-brain had the presence to not quit when my mouth was screaming and my blood was spraying-spattering—gushing everywhere —

      And my left hand, my non-dominant hand, did something my right hand had never been able to do in my life no matter how many times grandmother tried to teach me how to handle a softball.

      My left hand went unerringly to the smiling shisa dog protecting this side of the bed, grasped it like its points and knobs were laces on a ball, and as I collapsed to the floor my left arm swung and my left hand released—

      And that beautiful shisa dog hurtled straight into his left eye socket as surely as if it were attacking him of its own volition, and I felt sick because no don’t look don’t look don’t look I stopped looking because I am not sure his eye was still in its socket, and Elgar collapsed to the floor beside me, howling with pain, and we were a pair, we were, the two of us, both bleeding all over tarnation and carrying on like babies so I shut up.

      And didn’t have too long to ponder that the difference between us wasn’t just that I’d shut up, but that I was actually going to die, right there, even if he didn’t recover enough to cut me again.

      Because at that moment a shrieking missile of cat flew through the air—

      And landed on his face.

      Claws and teeth first.

      I squeezed my eyes shut.

      Hissing. Snarling. And Elgar’s wails.

      Didn’t want to see.

      Managed to reach the box cutter he’d dropped. Clutched it to me, holding it more as a talisman than a weapon.

      Thunder—heavy feet—ruining the staircase finish—

      Male voices, shouting.

      The ceiling, spinning.

      Strong arms—

      Lifting me—

      One voice—

      Ben’s voice.

      Ben.

      My desperate impulse. Leave my murder on his voice mail.

      Worked.

      “Taz!” But no sound came out.

      Ben’s voice. Ben’s voice. Ben’s voice.

      Outrageous man, just mumbling at me.

      From far away.

      Couldn’t hear.

      Circles of bright-shiny floating across the backside of my eyelids.

      Black.
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      There was a party in my hospital room.

      I heard children. People laughing. Loud people. Partying over my deathbed!

      I was dying, wasn’t I?

      “Auntie Meejee?” a small voice whispered into my ear. “Will you wake up so I can show you my new trick?”

      I opened my eyes. “Lyjah?” I croaked.

      “You heard me!” he squealed into my ear.

      If I ever have my throat slit again, I must remember no quick movements no matter what, even with a four-year-old squealing in my ear. I need to write this down later. When I have my gold-tipped fountain pen and a stack of multi-colored index cards. If I remember.

      I wondered if I’d torn open my wound and winced just thinking of it, and by the way? Note to self? Even wincing can hurt when your throat has been slit, and I really need to find a way to use this in my acting. I reached for my bandage to check for blood and clunked it with a cast, sending myself into another paroxysm of pain.

      “Whose idea was it to have a party in my own hospital room and not invite me? I like parties, you know.”

      I verrrry slowly turned my head and saw Desirée with a bite of pie halfway to her mouth and Mary Sue Ellen with her feet propped on the foot of my bed.

      “Make yourself at home. Is that blueberry?”

      “Blackberry,” Mary Sue Ellen said, surreptitiously slipping a foil pie tin in the trash beside her.

      “My favorite!” I looked around expectantly. My heart cracked open just a tiny bit. Clara. Mary Sue Ellen. Desirée. Lyjah.

      And then— “Taz?” I was about to start bawling and didn’t care who knew it. No, wait. I was going to pull out the tubes, get out of the bed, and go bare-butted down the hall until I found Benjamin Rhys Griffiths, Attorney at Law, and demand that he take me home to my Taz.

      I was reaching for the tubes when Clara stopped me with a glare. “Do not even think about it. Just chill. Hold on.” She began scrolling through pictures on her phone.

      “Now we don’t want you to be upset,” Desirée said. “It’s a bit of a shock.”

      Mary Sue Ellen arched an eyebrow. “Understatement, much?”

      I was trembling. Clara strolled over with her typical, no-nonsense efficiency and holding the phone out of reach snapped, “First—Clara Belle?”

      I hid my dismay beautifully mainly because I was still too upset to register anything but panic. “What is a bit of a shock?”

      Clara narrowed her eyes and finally held her phone in front of me, just out of my reach. “You are not going to touch my phone, no matter how upset you are. You’re not going to drop another one and break it.”

      I stared at the picture. I shrieked. “Your cat killed my baby???”

      They all frowned at each other. Clara studied the picture again. Angled her head. “Oh. Taz is asleep in that one. Not dead. I swear, the slightest thing sets you off.”

      “Slightest thing? You showed me a picture of my dead bloody dog.”

      “Sleeping dog.” Mary Sue Ellen corrected. “Not her blood.”

      Clara shoved the phone back in front of my face. “Okay, look. This one came first, anyway.”

      The hellbeast of a cat was lying on her side and Taz was standing over her, facing the camera, her little teeth and gums bared in a vicious snarl.

      She was alive. She was alive. She was alive.

      Finally, Clara pulled my hand away from my face and tucked her phone into it.

      I just kept staring at my adorable, snarling little Taz and felt like a balloon was going to burst in my chest, I was so very happy.

      And I still wanted to go home. I wanted Taz. I couldn’t get well without her. And she’d—she’d never spent a night away from me in the four years we’d been together.

      “I saw the blankets on the balcony as I pulled up, and I went straight up and rescued her for you.”

      “Thank you.” The words barely made it out of my mouth, I was so grateful.

      “She bit me.”

      “Did not. She never bites anybody. She loves you!”

      “She bit me, and I put her down, and she took off running like—well like the Tasmanian Devil.”

      “Roadrunner’s faster.” Leave it to Mary Sue Ellen.

      “Roadrunner,” Clara corrected with a roll of her eyes.

      “And she made a beeline for Fluffy’s lair.”

      Even seeing the evidence in my hand that Taz had survived such an affront to Fluffy’s territory didn’t stop my gut from clenching.

      “And that’s when I found Fluffy.” Now, Clara’s eyes were filling with tears. “She could hardly move. She had blood all over her.”

      “I saw,” I whispered. Exactly why I thought Taz had finally become her dinner. The blood.

      “That man’s blood.” Mary Sue Ellen again, and spoken with great pride and satisfaction.

      But Clara was still standing there looking at me, waiting—

      “Go on.”

      She swallowed hard and blinked as if she had something in her eye. The one thing I knew was that it was not a tear. Not since she was a toddler had she ever cried, and I only know about the toddler bit because I was told, not having been around to witness it myself.

      I dropped the phone and it bounced off the bed and onto the floor and she didn’t even throw a fit.

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed.

      She squeezed back. “Taz. Wouldn’t let anybody near Fluffy. She was protecting her.”

      “Was Fluffy unconscious?”

      “No. Fully aware. And when I went to pick Taz up so I could see Fluffy more clearly—”

      “Taz bit you?”

      “No. That time, Fluffy scratched me.” She held up her other arm and showed off the bandage as if even now she didn’t believe it. “She didn’t mean it. She was in shock.” She glanced away and then looked back and said, “Except she still won’t let anybody take Taz away from her. And Taz won’t let anybody near Fluffy.”

      “Fluffy helped save me,” I whispered.

      “Yeah, the evidence was all over that—that man’s—face.”

      “But how did Taz know? She was outside and couldn’t have seen it.”

      “She heard? I guess? I don’t know. I just know she did.”

      “Fluffy needs to be seen by a vet. She got kicked. Hard.”

      “She was seen by a vet. Ben has a friend.”

      “Ben always has a friend.”

      “And she came out to the house and determined from observing—you know, couldn’t get near much less touch—that her spine seemed okay, she didn’t have blood coming from any orifices, and her belly wasn’t swelling, so she cleared Fluffy to recuperate on her own for a bit, and if anything changes, then we’ll have to take her.”

      “How fun. Glad it’s you and not me.”

      Fluffy and crates did not mix.

      We still clung to each other’s hands.

      “Your hellbeast saved me.”

      “Your rat-dog is in love with my hellbeast.”

      “Is not!”

      “Girls.” Mary Sue never looked up from her magazine. “Grow up.”

      “Yes, Miss Roadrunner’s Faster,” I responded obediently.

      Clara finally released my hand. “Things are weird at home. Just saying. They’re even sharing food and water.”

      “Dogs and cats, living together.”

      “Mass hysteria.”

      We grinned at each other, and then she claimed her phone from the floor. She went to the chair in the corner by the window to hold it up to the light, the better to examine it closely for the smallest scratch.

      Wait. “Where’s Deion?”

      Lyjah bounced beside me. “Ben took him to the boy’s baffroom. But I am not going to leave you. I am Miss Taz! Grrrrrrr! That’s my trick! Grrrrrrr!”

      I did not pretend to admire his bared teeth and deep growl because—what had he said?

      I sat bolt upright.

      Ouch!

      “Give me a mirror. Block the door. I can’t believe you let him see me like this!”

      Mary Sue Ellen just thrust her open compact into my left hand.

      I blinked at my reflection. At least I could blink without hurting. My eyebrows were better groomed than when I left my sitting room under dire circumstances. Perfectly applied eyeliner. Check. Foundation. Check. Blush. Even bronzer? Check. All applied with a light touch to mimic my actual skin tone, which is not always easy. I carefully checked my jawline. Blended perfectly. Soft coral lipstick.

      I gaped at my friends. “Y’all are the best ever.”

      Before I could overflow with ridiculous, maudlin tears, Mary Sue Ellen saved the day. “He saw you before,” she said.

      Tears got thrown into reverse as mortification moved in.

      “He was with you the whole time. Well, except for when we first got here.” Desirée handed me a breath mint. “Then, he was standing in the hall like a kid in time out.”

      “Jazzmyn had run him out,” Clara picked up the tale with brisk approval.

      I dropped back against the bed with a painful jolt. “Ow.” I couldn’t make sense of it. Jazz? In here? Oh, my heart, my heart—was constricted with concern. “Is she—is she—”

      “She swings between devastation and rage,” Desirée said.

      “She’ll be all right,” Clara said briskly.

      “Rage is winning.” Mary Sue Ellen.

      “But y’all don’t know each other!”

      “Amazing how chummy you get when you’re sharing a waiting room for hours. Her grandmother even baked a pie,” Clara said.

      “They were in the waiting room? For hours? They hardly know me.” I was so lost. Confused. Hurting. Happy. Lost.

      And then, my mouth watering, “Did you say pie?”

      “I told you not to mention the pie.” Desirée glared at Clara.

      No explanations needed. I knew this crew. “You ate all the pie? My pie?” And then, wistfully, “Was it good?”

      “Better than ever.” Mary Sue Ellen flipped a page.

      I looked to the others for answers.

      “They knew each other. Diggit’s mother— Zada—and Mary Sue Ellen.” Desirée adjusted the bed so I could sit up taller, and Lyjah kept ooching to resettle himself every time she paused. “Desirée lowered her voice. “From the bake sales and fundraisers for Leon. You heard about those.”

      Leon. So long since I thought about him.

      “He was the professor’s son, wasn’t he?”

      Desirée stayed close, kept her voice low. “And the no-good skunk not only refused to take any responsibility when he was born, but he also refused to help pay for experimental treatments when the poor kid was dying. Said he was going to die anyway and there was no reason to throw money away on a lost cause. And then he handed Diggit a record, of all things, which he broke across his knee and left there in the dirt outside the professor’s house.”

      Diggit.

      Diggit!

      “Is he okay? Is Diggit okay?”

      “Much better now. That’s why his family has been up here so much, why we’ve all gotten to know each other. He’s down on the third floor in cardiology.”

      “What floor am I on?”

      “Psych Ward.”

      I love Mary Sue Ellen. Even if she is the meanest teacher I ever had.

      The hospital door burst open [as much as a heavy hospital door can burst open—more of a hard whoosh that was louder than the soft whoosh when somebody enters normally].

      “Auntie Meejee!”

      Deion hurtled toward me with diabolical joy, and I swear he was probably aiming straight for my throat, and I did my best to open my arms anyway.

      Suddenly I was a Meejee sandwich, with Deion on one side, Lyjah on the other, squeezing against me in the hospital bed, both chattering away like magpies, each trying to outtalk the other, and all I could do was smile and meet Ben’s eyes, where he stood slumped against the wall, in a shirt that didn’t fit him and badly rumpled trousers, just… just smiling back.
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      “What’s going on here?”

      The med tech with her basket of pills, syringes, and whatnot paused upon entering my room, then continued in.

      “Shhh.” I held my left forefinger up to my lips. “He’s asleep.”

      “I see.”

      She circled to my side of the bed.

      Ben was gently snoring in bed beside me.

      “Your husband?” she whispered, taking my vitals.

      “My boss.”

      Her eyes widened slightly and she shrugged. “All righty, then.”

      She watched me take my pills and then left quietly.

      I lay back, closed my eyes, couldn’t sleep.

      And I hurt.

      I shifted a bit.

      “You okay?” he asked groggily.

      “Sort of. Yeah. So you’re awake?” I added before he had time to drift off again.

      “Sort of.”

      “Jazz.”

      He sighed heavily. “Elgar claims it was unintentional—”

      “He didn’t!”

      “That he didn’t set Diggit up. Didn’t purposely frame him. But Diggit knew as soon as the police questioned him about the professor’s nickname. And about his neighbor’s missing flamingos. Elgar had laughed about those flamingos at the neighbors’ when he first saw them, and Diggit remembered, and the flamingo in the body… yeah, Diggit knew.”

      “I don’t think I killed Elgar,” I said partly because I didn’t think I had, and partly because I hoped stating it would make it true. “Did I?”

      “No. He was air-flighted to UNC for eye surgery. He’ll be locked up for a long time. I don’t think his money can save him, not with all the evidence. Since Asheville’s finest got some specifics to go on, they’ve been pulling CCTV footage from various areas he drove through, checking phone records, combing through dumpsters, finding all sorts of evidence.”

      “Jazz put makeup on me.”

      “Oh. Subject change. Okay, yeah, I kind of had a front row seat on that. Or a getting kicked out of the room seat, I guess.”

      “I want cat eyes.”

      “Really?”

      “And hair like hers.”

      “This is the drugs talking, right?”

      “I thought that the first time I saw her.”

      “Oh.”

      “I had blue streaks in middle school. I really loved them.” I laughed a little, but it hurt. “My Grandmama hated them, of course. Whose shirt are you wearing, anyway? It swallows you.”

      “Desirée brought one of her husband’s. Mine was bloody.”

      “I need sleep. You can stop waking me up now.”

      He was snoring again.

      And soon I might have been, too, but if anybody ever tells me I snore I’ll tell them they’re full of hogwash.
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      I blinked at the window at the dark. How late was it? I punched Ben with my elbow. “What time is it?”

      “I thought you’d never stop snoring.”

      I jabbed him again.

      He glanced at his watch. “About six-thirty.”

      I smiled happily.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I just like that you don’t obsess about all the silly exact time-watch things. That you have an old-fashioned watch that just… you know, tells time without frills.”

      “You’re weird.”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “Well, I figured you should know, Sophie was cleared of the professor’s death, because you cracked the case open.”

      “I cracked the case open. Yeah, I guess I did, about 32 seconds before the murderer showed up to kill me. Cut it kind of close.”

      “Thirty-two seconds, huh? That sounds kind of like a silly exact time-watch thing.”

      “It might have been less than that. Depends on if you count when he broke into the house or when he popped up at my bedroom door.” I almost shifted positions, the better to look at Ben, but I do eventually learn from painful experience and instead stayed very still so as not to disturb the wound on my neck, my poor fingers, or the IV in my arm pulsing with blood. [Okay it wasn’t pulsing but still.]

      “They have plenty of evidence to charge her with embezzlement. With my friend—the CPA I told you about? With her assistance. I turned her loose on it, and so I was able to hand them preliminary files of proof when they took her in.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No reason to be. You were right.”

      “I admit, I hoped she did it so it would clear Diggit. But still, I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t have access to her computer, but I have access to my own accounts. Because, as you pointed out, the professor’s ongoing work has been lucrative and would continue that way. So I had any funds earned from his work deposited in a separate account.”

      “What, you just liked to admire the balance every time it grew?”

      “No. I just didn’t want it getting absorbed into general business expenses.”

      “You’re the one who’s weird. I would have been admiring that balance every chance I got.”

      “If I had, I would have noticed the problem immediately. Even though there shouldn’t have been anything but deposits in that account, small amounts were withdrawn from time to time. Well, comparatively small amounts compared to the balance, but pretty hefty compared to what she’d been getting from the books. It was so obvious, I spotted it right off without having to dig.”

      “She’ll have fake receipts and paperwork to support those.” I yawned.

      “She did. A locksmith got into her desk and the police took over. There have been no expenses taken out of that account. Zero. No reason for any withdrawals at all.”

      “I’m sorry. I know you liked her a lot.”

      “I did.”

      “She made herself indispensable and took a huge load of worry off your shoulders.”

      “Well, at least she wasn’t plotting the professor’s murder.”

      “That you know of. Maybe Elgar just got there first.” Oops. “Sorry.”

      “My office and my work just got blown to smithereens.”

      “I can tell you which temp agency to call and who to ask for.”

      “That’s… actually a huge relief.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I drifted off again.

      “Maisie Jo.”

      “Benjie.” I winced. “I’m trying to sleep here.”

      “Just so you don’t get cocky…”

      “Me? Never.”

      “You were totally wrong.”

      “You just told me I was right. Is it my drugs playing games with my dys-brain?”

      “About Dr. Bishop. Straight arrow. Never misses dotting an i or crossing a t. I had a brief call from the university’s Vice President of Legal Affairs, and that’s the first thing she said. They really hope Bishop’s the next president.”

      “And she told you this?”

      “We worked at the same firm when I first came to Asheville.”

      “Funny how all your friends are ‘she.’ Can I go back to sleep now?”

      He snored.

      I jabbed him with my elbow.

      Then I guess we both might have snored a little. Except I don’t. Snore, I mean.
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      I woke up to discover drool running down my chin and my head nestled against Ben’s back.

      I am not sure which horrified me more.

      I carefully adjusted myself so that I no longer was touching him except where his legs [in trousers, mind you] were pressed against my legs [under the covers] which isn’t intimate at all. I’ve been squeezed in tighter against my seatmates when flying Coach.

      The hospital door eased open, and a slice of light fell into the room and across the floor.

      Which made me think of a slice of pie.

      Darn it.

      “Diggit?” I cried.

      Ben jerked awake and sat up, blocking my view. “Where? Oh—hello! You’re looking a lot better than we are, I have a feeling.”

      “I have on makeup, you wretch,” I called over him, though I could no longer see Diggit in his wheelchair and Jazz pushing it.

      It took a bit of adjusting. Ben left the bed and he and Jazz got the back raised without hurting me, and finally the four of us were there together, kind of in a circle. Maybe a square. With Diggit and me facing each other. Ben and Jazz facing each other. All we needed was a campfire in the middle.

      And nobody said anything.

      I held out my left hand, and Diggit rolled close and grabbed it and just held it. That’s all, just held it.

      Jazz looked like she’d had a rough time.

      Her eyeliner was still perfect, though.

      I simply had to remember to ask what brand.

      I cut off their questions at the pass by volunteering, “Four broken fingers, one nicked throat, and an IV. Not bad all things considered. What about you, Diggit?”

      “Open-heart surgery. Triple bypass. I win.”

      “You win.”

      Jazz looked… not as bad as I’d feared. “You got this,” I said.

      “Yeah, I got this. And he’s just lucky he’s under police protection.”

      “If he gets out on bail? Call me. We’ll handle him.”

      “Maisie Jo…” Ben warned.

      But Jazz grinned. “Deal.”

      It felt good. It just felt good to see them there, to know Diggit would go home, and Jazz… well, as Ben said. Rage would win. And then healing.

      I think my drugs really were kicking in again, because later Ben told me I asked her if she’d loan me her hair.

      I think he was lying.

      But maybe not.

      I really do like her hair.
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      It was morning and they’d been coming in and checking me and doing things to me off and on for a couple of hours and Ben hadn’t left to go get breakfast even though I told him to.

      He sat over in the corner by the window looking like somebody who hadn’t left the hospital since two days before. Because he was. I mean, he hadn’t. He was and he hadn’t.

      I graciously shared my soft diet breakfast with him.

      He was not as appreciative of the dish of melted gelatin as one would think he should be.

      I’d been plotting. It was time to spring it on him. “I’m leaving this joint. Right now. You’re either with me or against me.”

      “Calm down, O’Malley.”

      “You can’t tell me to calm down. That’s sexist.”

      “Wait an hour. Then we’ll talk.”

      “I won’t change my mind in an hour. I haven’t even met my doctors. I don’t think I have any.”

      “You are very surly in the mornings.”

      “And you’re little Miss Sunshine.”

      “Because I’ve come to a decision. I’m going to make you a permanent employee.”

      Panic rose in me. Sheer panic. I know it wasn’t good for my heart. I was going to end up on the same floor with Diggit with stitches in my chest. “No, Ben. No way.”

      He froze. His chipper mood melted away. He glanced down at himself, seemed to notice how horrible he looked for the first time. How unprofessional. Unlike a boss. He shifted awkwardly, attempted to smooth his hair. “I thought—well, I thought you might be pleased.”

      “I know you need to replace Sophie. I told you the temp agency to call. I can’t do it. I just—I can’t handle that kind of job.”

      His jaw fell open. “You think I’m hiring you to do Sophie’s job?” He burst out laughing. “I’d better not find you anywhere near my business records.”

      I was relieved. And offended. But mainly relieved.

      And confused.

      “Then what were you going to hire me to do? To be?”

      “It’s like this,” he said brusquely, suddenly all business. “We never clearly defined what you were doing, yet you managed to be useful. Most of the time. Sometimes.”

      “I didn’t ever nail down a venue.” Now I was the one avoiding eye contact.

      “Oh, that’s taken care of. Clara and I had that settled in the waiting room in five minutes.”

      “Of course you did,” I said dismally. Clara was able to handle in five minutes what I hadn’t managed to handle in days.

      “Only because you’d already done the groundwork. Fortunately, your laptop in your bedroom was closed but hadn’t shut down so we didn’t need a password to get into it.”

      “The two of you were roaming through my bedroom? Getting into my computer? And Taz didn’t take a chunk out of your legs?”

      “She’s otherwise occupied.”

      I wanted Taz. “I’m leaving the hospital. I am not waiting an hour. I am going to demand that they unhook me from these devices this very minute and I’m going to leave. I will call Uber.”

      “Maisie Jo. Remember when I told you that you were fun, because you made me laugh? I have just been through the most intense week of my entire life and I was crumpling under the pressure until you came on board. So I will create a position for you.”

      “Office clown?” I glared at him. It had better not be.

      “Executive Assistant.”

      “Who’s the executive?”

      He looked at me like I was the idiot in the room. “I am, of course.”

      “And my duties?”

      “We’ll play it by ear.”

      “Do I have to be there all the time? Like, every day?”

      “While I am sure it might harsh your mellow, yes, I would expect you to be there every day, though I am not strict about days off, sick days, and such.”

      That did not harsh my mellow at all.

      The world that had been dull and gray, well, before it went black—was suddenly sparkling.

      The hospital door opened, and Clara rushed through it like I’d never seen her rush before. She looked almost disheveled. Almost.

      “Quick, hold this,” she told Ben. “I almost got caught.”

      She thrust Taz’s carrier into Ben’s arms instead of mine, and I heard Taz inside—whining, scratching, frantic.

      “I do not see this.” Taz got wilder. “Or hear it.”

      Clara pulled Taz out and Taz was tazzing, her feet running in midair—like the Roadrunner—yes, like that—and then she leapt from Clara to me and was in my arms and whimpering and licking tears off my face and I was sobbing and I was so very, very happy. “But—how did you get her to leave Fluffy?”

      “All it took was four words.” Clara folded her arms, the image of all that was competent. “Wanna go find M.J.?”

      “Hey. Guess what!” I said gleefully, anticipating the horror on her face.

      “I’m Ben’s new Executive Assistant! And I can take Taz to work with me. And set my own hours as long as I put in the full day. And we’re going to negotiate my salary, but maybe not right now because right now I’m feeling kind of like I want another nap.”

      Clara was in a daze as Ben walked her to the door.

      He turned and gave me a look. “O’Malley…” he warned.

      I patted the empty side of the bed. “You look like heck.”

      And that’s how come the doctor found us in bed together when she made her rounds, and by some miracle Taz stayed silent under the covers down where the blanket was bunched up over my feet, and the doctor told me I could go home later that day, and asked if she could see Taz again [again?] because when she came by earlier on her rounds the three of us snoring in bed together was so hysterical she decided to let us sleep, but she’d recorded us on her phone.

      Which doesn’t sound like any doctor in any hospital you’ve ever heard of and you might think I made that part up.

      But I didn’t.

      Think about it. You’re clever. You can figure it out.

      Okay, okay, I am not a patient person.

      The doctor was a friend of Ben’s.

      Of course she was.
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      Ben’s office was bustling, and he looked a little shell-shocked. You’re never going to believe this, but it turns out I am kind of good at managing. Because managing means delegating, and when I have people to do what I tell them to do? Things get done.

      Things that were getting done:

      A week before I’d asked for a series of measurements of walls and spaces because me and measurements and numbers are highly [volatile]. Sometimes my brain latches on and I’m on fire. Mostly, oh, mostly it will take me hours if not days to do things other people do without a lot of thought.

      So I called the agency and got them to send somebody I have worked with before and really like. Raven measured and then created a floor plan on the computer for me. Then she started doing office stuff for Ben.

      Now I was keeping track of everything by carrying my big floor plan around with me, complete with the cutouts of furnishings I’d found on the Internet and then cut out myself.

      Taz was asleep in her carrier on my desk. I couldn’t let her run around with so much big stuff getting carried around. But looking at her flopped out on her side with her plump little belly begging to be scratched made me smile. And also confirmed, as always, the need for the green beans.

      “No.”

      Ben stood in front of my desk, glowering.

      I ignored him.

      “No. I have told them no. This is my office and all final decisions are mine. My sofa stays.”

      “Terence!” I called. “Y’all can get it now!”

      “What did you just do?”

      Grunts and a couple of curses announced the movement of his burnt orange sofa through his door and into the staff break room I was creating.

      “If I weren’t due in court in twenty minutes I’d—okay, nothing else changes until I get back.” He snatched his suit coat off the antique halltree and took off out the back door for his Jeep.

      “Raven?” I called.

      “I’ve got it,” she responded, and by the time Ben burst back through the door, she had his briefcase waiting for him.

      “Not one thing.” He spun on his heel and left.

      In all fairness, he wasn’t usually so scattered. Things were a bit unsettled, which he found unsettling.

      I watched through the window until the Jeep backed down the driveway and then told Terence and his crew, “Okay, carry on.”

      Four hours later Ben got back, took three steps into the room that had once been a big combination kitchen and breakfast room a hundred years before and was now an updated kitchen and staff room.

      But instead of the strictly utilitarian [not to mention cheap] table and chairs Sophie had bought [which by the way, answered my question about whose cheeks needed pinching] the burnt orange leather sofa stretched across the far wall. There were three ottoman/footstool things spaced out in front of it. Terence and his crew were currently occupying it, their feet on the stools, using wooden lap desks. The other guys were using them to hold their drinks and snacks while they checked their phones. Terence had a clipboard and was recording stuff in pencil, checking against my list.

      I had found a heavy oak game table at a thrift shop—big and round, with comfy swivel chairs around it. It took the opposite corner.

      Mary Sue Ellen had brought plants from our conservatory. I had her strict written instructions on care in a drawer in my desk. Somewhere.

      Ben glowered. He was doing that a lot today. He stalked across to his office and stopped, staring.

      “See?” I said, patting his back. “Perfectly painless. Everything exactly the same except the new bookcases. Which are old.”

      He eyed them suspiciously, couldn’t find anything to criticize because they were lovely antique tiger oak barrister cases.

      “I want my sofa back.”

      “How often do you sit on it?”

      Glower. “I like the way it looks.”

      “Yes, because you have excellent taste and you love burnt orange and the leather is soft as butter, I get all that. But you’ll like the way this looks better, once I get the books shelved. I’ll need some advice from you first.”

      “What a revolutionary concept, advice from me.”

      I pointed to boxes behind the door. “They’re in there.”

      He stalked to them, pulled a pocketknife out of his trousers pocket, and cut open the closest box. He saw the top layer of books. “Where did you get these? They’re a waste of space.”

      “Move over.” I reached past him and grabbed some books and began shelving them. Kept going until the first case was full. “Like I said, you’ll have to tell me which sets go where, but I thought you’d want them in here instead of stowed in boxes.”

      “These are my Texas father’s and my Texas grandfather’s. They are from their Texas office law library. In Texas. Texas law. Are you noting a pattern here?”

      “Definitely. Which is why I had Terence and the guys bring them in here.”

      “We are in North Carolina. I practice law in North Carolina. Are you noting an issue here?”

      “No.”

      He closed his eyes. “It has been a really tough day. I just… okay, I am going to regret this, but what made you think this was a good idea?”

      “Instead of wasting space with a sofa you don’t sit on—”

      “But like how it looks.”

      “—I knew you’d rather waste space on these beautiful books you don’t use in their beautiful bookcases.”

      “Did you leave something out? Because something is missing here. The part that makes me agree with you.”

      I took his elbow, steered him to his desk and his very comfortable leather desk chair. He sat and sighed, clearly needing off his feet. I stooped over beside him, getting my head at his head’s level. “Look at that bookcase and tell me what you see.”

      “Law books I have no use for as long as I am here.”

      As long as I am here sounded almost temporary.

      Never mind. Think about that later.

      I hovered there beside him, my calves beginning to protest. “What else?”

      “O’Malley—”

      “I love it when you call me O’Malley because you always think it makes you sound tougher and instead it makes me want to pinch your cheeks.” Wait. I did not just say that.

      He snapped his head toward me and our eyes were very close which mean that our faces, all the parts of our faces, were very close.

      He pulled back and I stood up simultaneously, like reversed magnets.

      “I will thank you to maintain a proper professional tone in the future,” I said primly.

      He gave up and just lay his head down on his desk with a groan I recognized. I recognized the whole routine. Grumpy, complains, stubbornly, and finally head on desk, which was the same as waving a white flag and surrendering.

      I’d won. But I knew I would. I zipped across and quickly filled the bookcases. When the last one was full and the last box was empty, I got up off my knees and dusted my hands off and said, “Yes, you have a good idea. No reason to leave them in boxes until we’re ready to arrange them. You can enjoy looking at them in the meantime.

      He grunted.

      I waltzed out to my desk and grabbed my planner to check and make sure nothing critical was left dangling.

      It was an hour later when everyone was gone but me, and I was wandering from room to room, partly trying to see if everything was where it was supposed to be yet and partly distracted and unable to really deal with trying to see if everything was where it was supposed to be.

      Having been outside to do her business, Taz was now following me everywhere, tail wagging.

      I was standing at the desk that had once been Sophie’s and now was temporarily Raven’s.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Ben had come up behind me.

      “My brain has decided it’s through working for the day. I was just standing here in case I could trick it into noticing whether anything was wrong.”

      “Why don’t you give it a break and let it do that tomorrow?”

      “Great idea. That’s why you’re the boss.”

      “Have I told you that you’re annoying?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you are.”

      “I know.”

      “Because when I am tired and sitting at my desk and see all that space wasted on books I can’t use, I see the way they looked in the law offices my grandpa and dad shared when I was a little kid and still thought I was going to fly the Space Shuttle. And you annoy the bejeebers out of me because you were right.”

      “It’s okay. It’s kind of hard to adjust to when I am actually right about something like this that seems like a simple spatial issue of what fits and a practical issue of what works.”

      “Now if you’ll come back into your office?”

      Taz ran ahead of us, circling the distance between us and my office until we were there. Which meant a lot more circles than you’d think for a relatively short distance because she is small and fast.

      I stopped and stared at the wall behind my desk. There was a framed sheet ripped off a desk calendar with different colors of messy scrawls scribbled around it at odd angles, with several diagrams of the public park where the professor’s memorial was held where I’d experimented, decided the best way to station the smash mob ahead of time, at what point different people would come forward, all the stagey things that were my area of experience instead of Clara’s.

      Note I did not say area of expertise. Just experience.

      But I’d finally figured it out.

      It was messy. Really messy. And it also had a lot of stickers around the edges because Lyjah stayed with me one day while Desirée, Clara, and Mary Sue Ellen were all involved with a particularly large and fancy women’s club event.

      He really liked sticking all those stickers on, comic book heroes and Disney characters and such. Which were spaced around the paper where he’d “written” a story that he could walk you through, all the way around the page.

      “I thought, well, I thought you might like it.”

      I couldn’t speak.

      “But if you don’t, you can just, you know, stick it behind the door.”

      “That was a good night,” I said.

      “What the professor doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” Ben said.

      And we both snickered because it had been a beautiful memorial that began as smash mob but then had gathered so many people that the Mt. Zion choir started caroling and it lasted for over an hour.

      “You are a very clever man,” I said. “Finding loopholes to let you create the Foundation in his name, plus all those grants and scholarships.”

      “Can you keep a professional secret?”

      I gave him a flat stare.

      “Okay, I didn’t have to find a loophole. All he had specified in his will besides the specifics of a few of his personal items and his memorial was that the executor would disperse the funds and make all decisions about how they would be dispersed, with vague wording about a foundation and such. I mean he sat in my office. I knew what he wanted. I explained the benefit of setting up a foundation instead of just turning it over to the university. That the foundation would have more control over what happened to the money because instead of giving it all at once, a foundation could approve each use and decide how to assign the money—well, I spoke in very broad terms because honestly, I didn’t know much about foundations and still have a lot to learn. Thing is, he was so impressed, he wanted me in charge. He thought he had years ahead of him, decades, even. Which as you know, never happened.”

      “All of that means that you didn’t have to follow any rules and get to spend thirty-seven million dollars all your own self?”

      “Invest, disburse, and create the Foundation and its Board of Directors, of which I will be head and my voice is always final, per the will.”

      “Considering how you set everything up, you’d better hope that man does not come back to haunt you.”

      “It’ll be worth it if he does.”

      Taz ran circles around both of us as we went around pulling blinds and turning off most of the lights.

      “See you tomorrow,” I called, carrying Taz, her carrier, and my big honking shoulder bag to my Element.

      Ben only had to go upstairs. Yeah, he’s lived upstairs this whole time, where the attic used to be and is now one great big loft-style apartment. Go figure.

      I have a feeling we both were still chuckling diabolically about all those grants, scholarships and fellowships going to future teachers in all disciplines. Not to the elite, not solely to musicians, but to educate future teachers in the best and most current practices.

      To be the great teachers that he… wasn’t.

      The Leonard Stanley Humphrey Foundation has already made national news.

      See? The professor would have loved that part, and Ben said having his name respected and revered was the thing that counted. Not that he would have never agreed to the exact manner it happened.

      I told you Ben was clever. But you already noticed that, I’m sure.

      After all, he hired me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thanks for reading the first book in MJ’s Dys-Daze Mysteries! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it because for me, writing it was a delight.

      

      The first 30 people who post on honest review Revenge of the Killer Flamingos on Goodreads or Amazon or online elsewhere will get a free Advance Review Copy of the next book in the series!

      Send a link of the review to me: pooks [at] furytriad.com and you’ll be put on the list!

      Again, thank you!

      Pooks, aka Patricia Burroughs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          A Brief Note About the Author’s Dys-Brain

        

      

    

    
      I was an adult before I was diagnosed with ADD, attention deficit disorder—which explained so much! Eventually I was also diagnosed with dyscalculia and associated cognitive disorders. I will explain more in the chapter About that dys-brain for those who are interested. For now it’s enough to understand that these are neurological disorders that are generally referred to as learning disorders or disabilities.

      When your brain is like mine, you learn to laugh a lot. But often it’s because you’ve cried a lot first

      Maisie Jo is an adult who has made adjustments for her needs in the jobs she chooses and the life she lives. Her choices are avant garde. But that’s because I am the one she started talking to, and we are kindred spirits.

      This is an #ownvoices book, which are books about diverse characters written by authors from that same diverse group.

      I hope you enjoy M.J. and her unique approach to life. She makes me laugh out loud and I am so happy she came into my world. She says she has more mysteries to solve and I’m thrilled she has agreed to let me live them with her!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          If You or Anyone In Your Life Has Dys-Brain…

        

      

    

    
      If you or anyone in your life has such disorders, there are many types of education and help available for you. I use medication and therapy. Others choose other paths. Just know that you are not alone and there are a lot of places on the internet with support, information, and even fun.

      While all of these problems are in the same part of the brain, the real estate up there in your noggin isn’t staked off with clear boundaries between one and the other. Thus someone with one disorder may have a couple of symptoms from another one, as well. Because of this, and also the fact that my issues aren’t only Dyscalculia, I started referring to my dys-brain.

      It’s an affectionate term. It is not in any way demeaning, not even in self-deprecating way. I am quite fond of my brain and just find it easier to view my situation with an ‘overview’ term rather than a long string of words I have trouble remembering in the right order!

      Thus, M.J. has a dys-brain, as well, for the same reasons. She and I do have a lot in common, you know.

      How to ADHD on youtube is my favorite resource for folks who want to learn more. It’s fun but brutally honest.

      https://www.theedadvocate.org/dyscalculia-dysgraphia-dysnomia-dyslexia-dyspraxia-differences/

      Dyscalculia, dysgraphia, dysnomia, dyslexia, and dyspraxia are learning disorders that  that affect the brain's ability to receive, process, analyze, or store information. A brief but clear article that describes them all is online at TheEDAdvocate.org. at theedadvocate.org/dyscalculia-dysgraphia-dysnomia-dyslexia-dyspraxia-differences.

      Various checklists and tests give symptoms of them all. For example, I had to check yes on every single item that dyscalculia.org has on its Dyscalculia Checklist on its home page. I was astonished at how many things I’d struggled with all my life were associated with dyscalculia. It’s not just calculations and numbers!

      These learning disabilities have nothing to do with intelligence. Search on the internet for famous people with learning disabilities and you’ll be surprised at the names that pop up. Also search for historical figures who overcame learning disabilities.

      Finally, thank you for being interested whether it’s on your own behalf, a loved one’s, or curiosity.

      Feel free to email me at pooks@furytriad.com and let me know what your favorite resources are. I’d love to know!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          In Which the Author Gives Some Research Background. Eventually.

        

      

    

    
      The very first book I ever wrote, Pawns of the Heart, still lives in a box somewhere in my office.

      I only mention it because one aspect of my first tentative attempt at writing has been true ever since.

      I kept asking writer friends who were writing about faraway places or different times, “How can you DO that?” People who’d never sailed on a sailing ship but not only wrote about it, but whose characters used dialects and details that sprang from their fingertips. People who wrote about places they’d never been but made them live and breathe.

      But my problem was bigger than that. It isn’t just the research and knowledge aspects. It’s the interpreting and remembering and [omg] putting into my own words—the entire process of visualizing and comprehending.

      Usually when I read, I’m not seeing the world the author worked so hard to create. And the more foreign the world is to me, the more difficult it’s going to be for me to picture it.

      Okay, here is something funny. Back in the days of cassette tapes, I had some for hypnosis/relaxation. The voice told me to visualize a waterfall. And a path that goes around it. And a this and a that and all of these lovely evocative details. The problem is that for me it was like a list of items I was trying to keep straight. I don’t remember lists of items. I got more and more tense, trying to put myself in this fabulous relaxing place.

      And I always hit the wall [literally] in the same place.

      When the voice told me to open the small door in the stone wall.

      WHAT?

      WE PASSED THAT WALL AND LEFT IT BEHIND WAY BACK THERE!!! my dys-brain shouted at the voice.

      And then got insecure.

      Didn’t we?

      And I’d rewind and go back and it sure sounded like we left that wall behind, but surely, if somebody wrote that thing and went to the trouble of recording it, they hadn’t made a mistake. Clearly I was the one who was making that mistake. Over and over again.

      I was used to getting things wrong. It took a long time for me to finally realize that this time, it was the tape’s mistake.

      The act of imagining myself in another place with lots of visual details made me tense because my brain was trying to do something that was against its nature. Meditating made me tense because when my brain didn’t want to zen out and insisted on thinking about a gazillion things, I got tense. That, too, was against its nature.

      My brain simply doesn’t do these things easily, if it does them at all. I’ve read descriptions of dyscalculia that include the ‘visualizing’ and ‘spatial memory’ and ‘getting lost in familiar areas’ a lot more than just numbers and calculating. But I never retain it. These kinds of details careen off the sides of my brain like it’s a Slip’N Slide. [Remember those?] I retain a general idea.

      

      Me: “Oh, this is something my brain doesn’t handle well because of my dyscalculia.”

      Them: “Really? It has nothing to do with calculating numbers; how could getting lost in the neighborhood you lived in for thirty years be related to dyscalculia? Are you sure you even have dyscalculia?”

      Me: “I can’t tell you why. I don’t remember the words and how to explain it. I just know it is.”

      

      Which is where my dys-brain is comforting to me. Being able to blame my dys-brain covers all culprits. I don’t have to remember whether it’s the ADHD or the dyscalculia or the associated cognitive disorders. Which, you know, trying to remember them all and how each of them affects me? Makes me tense.

      Instead I just affectionately pet my dys-brain and keep going.

      Where was I? Oh, not being able to imagine a world, much less create one. Often the more detail an author uses, the harder my brain tries to process it, and I end up having to put the book aside.

      The one thing I can always count on, that I have always required of a novel was, “Make me feel.”

      Funny, tragic, romantic. Not scary. I don’t like to be scared.

      When I chose the location and time period for that very first novel—a historical romance—I chose Dallas, Texas. I couldn’t imagine writing about anywhere else, but I’d lived in Dallas all my life and hoped that would make it easier.

      At the time, historical novels were considered anything before 1900.

      I chose 1899.

      I chose a place I lived in, and the absolute latest year I possibly could, so that it was less ‘foreign’ to me. The research was fun because it was about locations and events I knew.

      There were already some telephones and electricity in a lot of places. My hero brought the second automobile into Texas.

      I allowed Ned Green to bring the first one in, since he did it in real life.  And there you get to my significant point. [Finally! you say.]

      The events in my novel were totally distorted and turned inside out but were based on things that Ned Green actually did. Why?

      Because I knew they were possible.

      I was afraid that if I only used my imagination, I would write something so thin that you wouldn’t be able to suspend your disbelief. Worse, you’d write reviews [which used to come as mail from readers, imagine!] pointing out everything I got wrong.

      As it is, I only get a few things pointed out that I did wrong and then I fix them if I can. Life is good.

      So, the way I created Pawns of the Heart?

      I still write that way.

      This has been a very long setup for the background research for Revenge of the Killer Flamingos.

      I couldn’t write about a British jazz musician who was really, really good unless I knew that such could exist.

      That’s easy to fix, you say. Make him American.

      My muse refuses to do it. Once she fed me the idea of “British Jazz musician” I simply couldn’t say, choose again, muse.

      Fortunately, I found jazz musician Stan Tracey. If you read about his life, you’ll note a couple of details that popped into the book, Stanley Myron Howe, A Man and His Music, by Cyril Ramsbottom. [You won’t believe how long it took me to research and come up with that author name.]

      I made up most of my Stanley’s life and all of his kids’ lives.

      But I was only able to do so because I had Stan Tracey as a foundation to build on so the part of me that frets over this stuff was soothed and reassured.

      I bought Stan Tracey’s album, Jazz Suite Inspired by Dylan Thomas’s “Under Milk Wood,” which is based on the BBC radio drama “Under Milk Wood,” by Dylan Thomas.” Finding inspiration in a musician who is most known for a suite he wrote that was the inspiration of a poet? What could be more fitting? I listened to it a lot whilst writing the musical sections of the book.

      I couldn’t write about Asheville, North Carolina without knowing more about it, the insider stuff. I couldn’t write a scene in a barbecue joint without knowing which kind of barbecue they eat in Asheville: Eastern style or West/Lexington style. [Finally found out the answer is both. Asheville doesn’t really care about the barbecue wars. They just eat it all. Wise people.] What kind of barbecue sauce would be offered? [See above; depends on which style barbecue the joint makes.] Popular side dishes, and what a Texan might want that might not be on the table, that kind of thing.

      Facebook friends and friends of friends to the rescue!

      I spent a lot of time reading oral histories and websites and old newspapers about the communities where African Americans lived in Asheville in the 1950s through 1970s.

      That’s how I found out about the Orange Peel, a real music venue that still exists, or rather, exists again, in its third incarnation. I was not, however, able to find a way to describe what it looked like inside other than a few contemporary pictures. So some of the scenes I wrote were me winging it, but the bit of history that’s in the book is real.

      Stephens-Lee High School did exist and was the only African American High School in Buncombe County and all of Northwest North Carolina for over forty years. Most of its teachers had Masters Degrees or higher. It was closed in 1965 at the start of desegregation. When it was taken down a few years later, its boys’ gymnasium was left standing and still serves as a recreation center for the community.

      It was not in Southside [the professor and Diggit’s neighborhood] but was known as The Castle on the Hill. Its band was well known and usually got the loudest applause and cheers when they marched in parades, though they only had hand-me-down instruments and uniforms—and some of the kids only had one piece of a uniform to wear—a hat, a jacket—while others had none at all.

      Mr. Fowler was inspired by Madison “Doc” Lennon, the band director at Stephens-Lee for 25 years. Doc was inducted into the North Carolina Bandmasters Association Hall of Fame in 2002. And yes, he did knock kids in the head if he caught them playing “honky tonk.” Stephens-Lee’s band was known for playing concert music, aka classical music. And yet many of those students went on to tour with some of top music groups of their era.

      Speaking of Southside, it no longer exists. You can find a lot of old photographs of Southside in Asheville on Pinterest and elsewhere, but it was brought down in the 70s in what was called urban renewal but some locals called Negro removal. Thus the many places I was looking for [and M.J. was looking for] simply didn’t exist anymore.

      I knew I wanted M.J. and Clara to live in a big old house that predated the Civil War but was having trouble finding one I liked until I found Hope Plantation which is even in the Asheville area. The house is not the columned Greek revival that we usually think of when we think of old Southern plantation homes but instead is Federal/Georgian, built in 1802. There was something about this relatively simple wood-frame structure that felt right to me. I like that it doesn’t have an ostentatious exterior.

      I saved that for the inside.

      In the 1870s, when Grandmama-Charlotte returned from England, she brought someone with her. She had fallen in with the artists, poets, and authors who were in the Arts & Crafts Movement and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. She fit right into the bohemian lifestyle. That’s where she met one of the lesser-artists and posed for him. Nude.

      Because he was a wealthy younger son with no properties or physical ties to England and was smitten with her and she with him, they married and she returned to North Carolina, wealthy artist husband in tow. His painted interiors of Arnold House were inspired by the most ostentatious interiors of Red House in England, the house commissioned, created, and lived in by William Morris. Do a search on the Internet for William Morris Green Dining Room and you might understand why Ben was so astounded when he first entered An Event to Remember. Grandmama Charlotte and her husband were part of the group who painted, partied, and moved together whilst living in England, thus her nude hanging over the fireplace and her love for what the shocked American neighbors considered hedonistic flamboyance.

      Because of her riotous and long red hair, Grandmama Charlotte was referred to by the uncouth as ‘a poor man’s Lizzie Siddal,’ but it didn’t bother her a whit. Not much did, except for the reason she left North Carolina and didn’t return for twelve years, a tale that will get its own book later in the series.

      Lizzie Siddal’s tale is quite astounding, but I will not share it here. She was the most famous of the Pre-Raphaelites’ models. Her abundant red hair inspired several of them to put her on canvas. After posing as the dead Ophelia [Hamlet] by reclining in a bathtub full of water during the winter, the 19-year-old became so ill that her father demanded fifty pounds from the artist, Sir John Everett Millais, to cover her medical expenses. However, she did not pose for any nudes.

      To see the inspiration for Grandmama-Charlotte’s portrait check out the collection of “Nudes Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood” on art.com.

      To get an idea of the type house I used for the professor’s mountain retreat, check this one out. The professor’s is not a single story but is multi-level down the side of a mountain, but the wide open glass views were what I was looking for. That’s something else I spent a lot of time interacting with Mister Google. My Google-fu is very impaired, another casualty of the dys-brain. I simply can’t come up with search words. Oh, I come up with them, but they don’t give me what I’m looking for. Often a quick trip to the Saints of Facebook [aka my FB friends] results in somebody searching and giving me what I’m looking for in 60 seconds.

      Most of the mountain homes I found in the Blue Ridge and Appalachians were rustic, log cabin inspired, even if they had 6,000 square foot interiors. But I couldn’t imagine the professor in one of those, so I kept going until I found some of ‘my’ style. Why? Why didn’t I just say that’s what he had and keep going? Because of the combination of a muse that refused to be typical and my innate fear that somebody would come along and say, “She didn’t even bother to do her research. There isn’t a house like that anywhere in the Appalachians.”

      For the professor’s vintage Jaguar, you can see it at on Wikipedia amongst other sites. And yes, I want one even though I can’t drive a stick. Hey, I hear you smirking over there. Lots of people can’t drive a stick!

      Finally, for those of you have gotten this far, I’ve only given you a taste of my inspirations and will be adding them to my website complete with links and images. But the truth is, once I finally find what I’m looking for or understand what I’ve been researching, once I start writing, very little of it usually ends up on the page. And the bits that do are bits that only locals might notice, if even they do.

      Revenge of the Killer Flamingos has more noticeable research with Stephens-Lee High School and its band and bandmaster, Mt. Zion Primitive Baptist Church, the Orange Peel, etc. And for that reason I finally decided to write an afterword that shared some of it.

      So, you might ask, if it doesn’t show up on the page, why do you do it? Because I can’t imagine the world until I finally “see” it. But more important, I can’t write about it until I feel the marks it made on my characters, whether they be wounds or comforts.

      I always worry about getting things wrong even though I know that I will get things wrong anyway.

      And if you wonder why I often have a critic sitting on my shoulder, telling me that I haven’t researched diligently enough, that I am going to get called out for it? It’s not just imposter syndrome, though that could certainly be part of it.

      I believe it comes from that tender little part of me that is now covered with callouses and thus is more difficult to trigger—the part of wee little Pooks that was quick to pick up when she wasn’t ‘getting it right,’ things others got easily. It’s now such a soft and subtle presence that I don’t give it a lot of thought.

      But it inhabits a place that sends me those warnings, that suspects that people will spot something horribly dumb I’ve written and point it out.

      And now I will probably fret that people will look at my writing process and think it’s horribly dumb and find fault and point it out.

      But like M.J., I have always had the ability to laugh at myself and have been quick to be the clown so nobody would see that there are still tender bits that can get pinched if you find the right angle.

      But all the researchy, dys-brainy stuff aside—for me, the biggest success is if I give you the feels, if my characters make you giggle or dab an eye. That’s why I love to read, and so it’s the experience I try to create for you.

      And if one of my plot twists catches you by surprise? I am in bliss.
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          In Which It Takes Many, Many Villages

        

      

    

    
      Because of my dys-brain, any time I start a new type of writing I need a lot of handholding and guiding through the terrain. Once I’ve done it, I’m off like a fast something that is fast!

      The hand-holders in Revenge of the Killer Flamingo’s writing process, my first cozy mystery, include Kizzie Waller who loaned me the beginning of her book-in-progress so I could get a feel for it. [And no, just reading other mysteries didn’t work; I had to see a work in progress. I know this makes no sense. Don’t ask me to explain my brain’s wacky workings. You’ll have to do as I do. Roll with it.]

      Sherwood Smith once again beta read my book and Phyllis Irene Radford is editor of note. Their support, along with the rest of the members both past and present of the Book View Café Publishing Cooperative, aka BVC, provides the professional support I trust and value.

      Fellow Novelist, Inc. members Lois Lavrisa and Kate Freiman brainstormed with me, and Barbara Meyers was a beta reader extraordinaire as I was writing. Such support for a virtual stranger is just one element of what makes Ninc such an amazing professional organization.

      The cover—my amazing cover!—began with artist, illustrator, and novelist, Mark Collins. He designed the fabulous images for Maisie Jo, Miss Taz, and Fluffy.

      Toni McGee Causey took my characters and brought my world to life with Pisgah Cove and even a tangle of Christmas lights. Toni, as always, you rock.

      Circumstances then shifted and Mallory Rock of Rock Solid Book Designs took over, designing the spine and back cover.

      I could not have written about an attorney without Suzanne Bass Wierzenski who graciously and deviously allowed me to plumb the depths of her experiences as a young attorney in small law offices, and the potential crimes that could be committed there.

      Additionally, without Dr. Hilary Kovar Justice’s cunning and her experience in academia, post graduate work in particular, I would not have been able to create the political climate at Asheville University. Believe me, the errors are all mine and not Hilary’s fault!

      Last minute panics are still, it seems, solved by the kindness of strangers, especially in New Orleans. When I realized that some of my New Orleans and French Quarter information was wrong, a cold email to Edward J. Branley resulted in a quick response that resolved all my issues. His writings include five books about New Orleans history in the Images of America Series, including New Orleans Jazz.

      I do not make it a habit of attempting to thank everyone on Facebook who has helped me. This time, I am doing so.

      One of the joys of writing comes from my friends who willingly crowd-source everything from what kind of vehicle Ben would drive to whether readers needed an accent to know how MJ pronounces Grandmama. [As you can see, the accent was left off; it would have been on the second má.]

      As with many of you, no matter where I first met my friends, it seems most have ended up on Facebook. My Facebook wall includes mostly friends from my history on the internet [which goes back to the early 90s and the GEnie bulletin boards]. They include screenwriters, novelists and short story writers of all genres, fan fiction writers and readers, students I met during my twenty-five years teaching creative writing. There is also the Anglican contingent from the old international email list and the Episcopal Church area of AOL. I could and probably should go on, but right now I will offer my deep, deep thanks to all of them.

      My utmost gratitude goes to Weyodi, Tom Simmons, Timothy Miller, Teddy Raye, T.A. Woods, Sue Ann Marcus, Stephanie Taylor D’Amore, Shannon Renae Bell-Bowman, S. Boyd Taylor, Rowan Dawn Hulon, Rook Riley, Robert Gregory Brown, R.K. Bentley, R.J. Blain, Nancy Williams, Nancy Tallman, Michelle Campbell, Melissa Winton, Melissa Embry, Max Adams, Liz Larson, Lindsay Emory, Kitty McKoon Hennick, Kitty Bell Sibille, Kelly Hightower, John Darrouzet, Jette Kernion, Jennifer Correa, Jeanne Gassman, Jami Wann Deise, James M. Foley, James Hetley, Jae Eynon, Ilene Courland, Gloriamarie Amaltifano, Freda Seddon, Erykah Suydam Lingo, Ellen Rains Harris, Elizabeth Moon, Dorothy Collman, Diane Tarbuck, Diane Bostic, Diana Pharaoh Francis, Diana Peterfreund, Denise Stout Holcomb, Denise A. Agnew, Deborah Macgillivray, Cynthia Moyer, Claire M. Johnson, Cindy Topel, Cary Herwig, Carolyn Younger Plumley, Carolyn Haywood, Caroline Longman, Bruce Harrell, Brenda W. Clough, Billye Irwin Johnson, Barbara Marshall, Baer Charlton, Annie Slasher, Anne LeVeque, Ann Millikin Schado, Anita Marie Moscoso, Angelique L’Amour, Allie Bates, Abby Schweber, Angela Sherrell, Daphne Jacovides Vann, Jill Husted Armstrong, Tyler Flint, Amanda Holden, Sherrie Dutton Stoffer, Amanda Holden, Jackie Tessnair, N.C. Jones, Mandy McDonald Hull, Katy Warner, Jenni Young Hofherr, Kathleen Purvis, and Marthe Worley. Whether you helped me out with insider info on Asheville and environs or voiced your opinion on blueprints for a law office, you were there when I needed you.

      M.J.’s world sprouted in a shared universe of mystery novels called The Funeral Fakers. Published by Sweet Promise Press, they were all set in Asheville, North Carolina. Much thanks to publisher Melissa Storm and her assistant Angi DeMonti, for the time I was under your wing, and particularly to S.E. Babin who came up with the amazing premise for the Funeral Fakers. These are fun books and if you love cozy mysteries with professional funeral mourners as sleuths [and you will] you must check them out! In addition to S.E. Babin, authors Sam Cheever, K.M. Waller, Stephanie D'Amore, Ava Mallory, and Carolyn Ridder Aspenson rocked the Kasbah with that series!

      And special thanks to L. Wayne Alexander for his legal support and advice in my screenwriting and novel writing careers, particularly in the birthing MJ’s Dys-Daze Mystery Series.
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      Finally, please sign up for my newsletter or like my author page on Facebook or follow my blog to be notified every time I update this file or more importantly—to find out about the next book!
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      Patricia Burroughs [aka Pooks] put in grueling research that spanned six decades for this mystery series. She lived with what she affectionately calls her dys-brain for most of those years knowing only that her thought processes, communications, and even her ability to do numbers or find her way out of a paper bag were a little off. Sometimes? A lot off.

      Whenever she traveled with other writers to conferences it generally turned into an episode of I Love Lucy, and she was the common denominator. But the thing about Lucy? She was fun.

      Discovering as an adult that she had ADHD, dyscalculia, and associated cognitive disorders helped Pooks understand a lot about things she’s always taken for granted, and sometimes realize there might be an accommodation to help, but often knowing that hey, some things are what they are.

      She’s never going to be good with numbers. Now she has a reason for it, that’s all. She no longer gets to tell people she’s allergic to numbers [which at least was good for laugh].

      She hopes you enjoyed a warm, wacky visit inside M.J. O’Malley’s brain. Are you as smart as she is? Can you figure out whodunnit first? If so, congrats! Pooks hopes you have a great time doing it!

      More about Pooks, M.J. and the dys-brain they share.
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      Book View Café Publishing Cooperative (BVC) is an author-owned cooperative of over fifty professional writers, publishing in a variety of genres such as fantasy, romance, mystery, and science fiction.

      

      BVC authors include New York Times and USA Today bestsellers. Our authors have also won the following awards: Agatha, Campbell, Hugo, Lambda Literary, Locus, Nebula, PEN/Malamud Award, Philip K. Dick, RITA, World Fantasy, Writers of the Future, the Academy Nicholl Fellowship, and have been nominated and represented in even more.

      

      Since its debut in 2008, BVC has gained a reputation for producing high-quality ebooks, and is now bringing that same quality to its print editions. Find out more and sign up for our newsletter at:

      

      bookviewcafe.com
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