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“I just love when Sydney Portier says They call me Mr. Tibbs!” Georgie said as she linked her arm through Obby’s when they exited the theater. She had been putting off going to the movies with him for a couple of weeks. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go to the show with him. On the contrary, she loved going to the movies. There was something eternally romantic about sitting in a dark theater with a huge screen in front of her, a tub of popcorn and a box of Swedish Fish in her lap and good company next to her. 

“In the Heat of the Night is one of my favorites.” Obby said. “I’m so glad this theater shows the classics.”

“The Music Box is a rare bird.” Georgie chirped. 

The Music Box Theater in Chicago was an old-style theater that had only the smallest improvements made to it over the years so that the toilets wouldn’t clog and the fire chief could rest easy knowing everything was up to code. 

It maintained its crown molding, the tin roof, the art deco lighting and intimate seating in one auditorium for a maximum of two hundred people. The carpeting was the same garish bright red it had been when it was originally constructed in the twenties. Stories circulated that Al Capone and Elliot Ness had seen moving pictures here; at different times, of course. 

Through the years it had become a home for film festival winners and cult classics alongside forever classics like In the Heat of the Night, Casablanca, Planet Nine from Outer Space, or A Day at the Races. 

The only drawback was that it was a bit pricier than a mega-plex, but Georgie didn’t mind spending extra for good ambiance. 

“At Halloween time they run Nosferatu and have live piano accompaniment.”

“Is that so? Well, we may have to schedule our All Hallows Eve festivities early. How about we plan to see that together?”

“Halloween is a long way off, Obby. Besides, Aleta and I usually get dressed up and sit outside for the trick-or-treaters. As much as I’d love a black and white horror movie I think seeing the little kids is more fun.”

“You are a rare bird yourself, Georgie Kaye.” Obby said as he began to slow his steps. “I can honestly say that in all my travels I’ve never met anyone quite like you.”

“Well, not every woman can get away with hot pink combat boots and a faux leather trench coat.” She joked nervously. It was becoming a pattern with Obby that he would try and steer the conversation to more serious matters like dating, and commitments, and the future whenever he spoke of Georgie’s uniqueness. “Aleta said if Sid Vicious had a grandmother she’d look like me.”

Obby didn’t laugh. 

“Why do you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Bring up your sister every time I try and compliment you?”

Georgie shrugged her shoulders and shook her head.

“Georgie, I don’t know what else I have to do to convince you that my feelings for you are genuine. I’m not trying to rush you.”

“You’re not? That’s a relief. For a minute there I thought that’s what was happening.” As much as she wanted to drench that sentence in sarcasm she didn’t. Obby was a good man. He had all the makings of a wonderful companion. They both adored the arts, paintings by the Old Masters especially. They enjoyed the same kind of food and had wonderful discussions on everything from books to politics to music to religion and everything in between. She looked at him pleadingly.

Obby was a gentleman. Georgie could tell by the way he held onto her hand in the crook of his arm while they walked. He waited until she sat before taking his seat at a restaurant. She could also see something deeper in his eyes when he looked at her. It wasn’t lust. But it was a longing. It was something men felt. Women were different. 

No matter what anyone tries to say men and women are different. The same as the ocean and the sky are different. Completely. But one reflects the other back at itself. That is what women do. Obby saw his shortcomings as well as his accomplishments in Georgie’s face when he talked to her. She accepted them all, like women often do. 

“Don’t look at me like that.” He said sadly.

“Obby, you have no idea how wonderful I think you are.” Georgie took a deep breath and pulled her hand away from his arm. “It’s just I feel I have been given a rare gift. I have a family, friends, a career, and my independence. I will not give up any of them. Not now. Not when to do so would be to give back that gift ungratefully. Does that make sense?”

At that moment a cool breeze swished down Belmont Avenue from Lake Michigan. Georgie inhaled, deeply savoring the goose-bumps it raised over her skin. It was refreshing after the heat of the day. She watched Obby.

“Have I hurt you terribly, Obby? I’ve always tried to be honest with you. Don’t make me say it isn’t you, it’s me. Although it’s true, it sounds so corny.”

“I guess I’m just getting used to learning patience again. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to wait for anything other than theater tickets.”

“Well you know what they say. Patience is a virtue.”

“And that is the silver lining?”

“That and the longer we stay friends, the longer we stay friends.” Georgie batted her lashes, unaware she’d folded her hands in front of her, almost like she was praying Obby would understand.

When he started to laugh Georgie slipped her hand back into the crook of his arm. Pablo, Georgie’s orange vintage Volkswagen Beetle was waiting for her on the corner.

“Can I give you a lift home?” Georgie asked.

“That sounds like a good idea.” 

As Georgie drove she laughingly told Obby of her latest painting job.  “Can you believe it?  My subject is a French poodle that literally wears a tiara, has her nails painted and enjoys weekly visits to the dog groomer!” At first Georgie was sure her new client, whom she met while in line at the all-organic grocery she was at with Aleta, was going to be high maintenance.

“She’s quite down to earth, actually.” Georgie told Obby. “Her name is Zelda and she has no children. Got to retire early from a little luck in the stock market. She just lives her life eating her organic food and hanging out with her dog, appropriately named Princess.”

“That doesn’t sound bad at all.”

“I don’t think so. Not to mention the dog’s hair is wonderful to paint. The texture is a real challenge because too little detail will make it look thin and too much will make it look like cotton balls.”

When Georgie finally pulled up at the curb outside Obby’s apartment building she realized she had been rambling. She thanked him for a nice evening but neither of them made mention of doing it again soon. For that, Georgie was thankful. 

Her home was only a couple of blocks away but tonight it felt like miles. She had some frozen Petite Fours in her freezer that she had bought two weeks ago at a normal grocery store. Although Zelda was paying her good money for the portrait of Princess there was no way Georgie was interested in going back to that grocery store. Their dessert section was a display of nightmarish concoctions that had no sugar, no milk, and no butter. 

“It wouldn’t hurt us to eat healthy sometimes.” Aleta said as she looked over the pastries with Georgie.

“Not hurt, Aleta. It might just kill us.” Georgie pointed at a flourless, sugarless chocolate cake as if it were a writhing, squirming cell culture.

“But it looks so pretty.”

“That’s how they get you.” Georgie said loudly. “It’s not the real thing. It’s an exact replica. Do you know what this is? This is Invasion of the Body Snatchers!”

“Will you lower your voice? Everyone is looking at us.” Aleta shook her head.

“Yeah, because I’m right. Notice how they have no emotions on their faces!” Georgie bit the heel of her hand to emphasize her terror and embarrass Aleta a bit more.

The memory made Georgie laugh. She decided she was going to ask Aleta when they were going back to that grocery store knowing the answer would be never. But when she pulled into her driveway the smile fell away from her face.

Georgie’s bungalow style home was as unique as she was. There were weird and tacky lawn decorations and the grass wasn’t always cut. The shutters could use a little paint and the driveway could stand a new coat of blacktop. Thankfully, her neighbor never complained since it was her twin sister Aleta.

Aleta was sitting out on Georgie’s stoop with a man Georgie knew all too well.

“Look who came to visit?” Aleta shouted as Georgie got out of her car.

“Stan, what are you doing here?” Georgie sighed in exasperation.

Stanley Toon was Georgie’s ex-husband. After her night with Obby ending on such a sour note, the last thing she wanted was to deal with her ex-husband who had the nerve to show up, unannounced, looking as handsome and fit as ever. Would this nightmare ever end?

“This is certainly an unexpected surprise.” Georgie pursed her lips together, glaring at Stan.

“My, you are looking prettier than ever, Georgie.” Stan turned to Aleta and handed back to her the glass he’d been sipping from. “Thanks for the lemonade.”

“Anytime, Stan.” Aleta looked at her sister, bounced her eyebrows and went inside her own house. From the look on Georgie’s face Aleta knew her sister wanted some privacy. 

“What are you doing here, Stan?”

“What? A man can’t stop by and visit the mother of his children without wanting something?” He came closer to Georgie. She could smell his cologne. She hated when he smelled so good. What a jerk.

Georgie hunched one shoulder in response.  “Have the kids called you? Jonathan and Andrew promised me they would. Catherine said she spoke to you at work.”

“Yes. I’ve spoken to all three of our babies.” He stepped a little closer. “You ever think of having another?”

“Good grief, Stan. We are well over the child-bearing years. Have you forgotten Catherine’s little bundle? We’re grandparents.”

“True. Maybe you’d like to go through the motions. For old times sake?”

Georgie hated that Stan could make her laugh when all she wanted to do was spit nails. He hadn’t lost a single hair on his head since they got married. After he left her in search of gold in the mountains Georgie didn’t expect to see him again. She had filed for divorce after Stan returned from his adventures and expected to pick up his family again right where he left off.  The divorce had been final for some twenty years now, but Stan never gave up trying to get back in Georgie’s good graces. 

When Stan returned he’d lost some weight, gained some muscle and had that healthy glow of a man who did real work with his hands. That was another thing Georgie had hated him for. 

One of her old friends from school had her husband run off after suffering a mid-life crisis, too. He wanted to see the world, so he took his money and his car and set out for California. Within three months he was broke, overweight from eating fast food and suffering from eczema that was caused by nerves.

He was so pitiful when he came back his wife took him back instantly. Georgie didn’t blame her. He had the decency to be a mess when he returned. Did Stan ever think to do that? No. He came home looking like an ad for Viagra.

“Stan, I am really not in the mood for you. Did you need something or not?”

“No. I don’t need anything. How come you are all dressed up?”

“I had a date.”

“He didn’t bring you home?”

“I drove myself.”

“He didn’t bring you flowers or candy or anything?”

“He bought me popcorn and candy at the movie.”

“You know, Georgie, I’d be happy to take you to a movie anytime you want.”

“Right. As long as the movie has explosions, lasers and nudity.”

“That’s not true, Georgie. After all, I went and saw that one movie with you didn’t I?”

“Please! If you are talking about the time we went to the show to see My Left Foot you complained that you couldn’t understand their accents and then fell asleep. Fell asleep!”

Stan looked down at his cowboy boots. He had started wearing them after his adventure into the mountains. 

“You haven’t forgiven me for that yet?”

“Nope.”

“Georgie, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that I’m sorry before you understand that my feelings for you haven’t changed.”

Not twenty minutes ago Obby said almost exactly the same thing. What had been planned as a fun night out had turned into a Twilight Zone episode for Georgie. 

“I have a headache.”

“There’s a cure for that. All it requires is a little candle light, some soft music and...”

“And you getting the hell off my property.” Georgie snapped. Stan looked at her as if she’d slapped him, shocked by her language but Georgie refused to feel bad about it.  On any other night she’d have never raised her voice, let alone used a swear word. But tonight was different. Tonight, she’d had it with the whole world and wanted to be inside her own house with her dog, her painting supplies and a pint of Haagen Daz chocolate chocolate chip ice cream. “Good night, Stan.”

She went inside to find Bodhi sitting patiently by the door. Once the door was deadbolted and the security chain was on Georgie exhaled, picked up her pup and gave him a good squeeze.

“You’re the only man for me, Bodhi.” The pug happily licked her face before wriggling like a worm to be put down. “You won’t believe the night I’ve had.”

After a long hot shower and a fresh pair of pajamas, Georgie decided it was time to spread her wings a little. 

“Bodhi, we are going to make some new friends.” She said as she sat down in front of her laptop computer. “And we are dragging Auntie Aleta with us, whether she likes it or not.”

Georgie had been toying with the idea of joining an online singles group. It wasn’t a dating site so much as it was a place where people of a similar age could get together and have fun. The site she had focused on was called ExcellentOver50. It boasted a diverse group of people with several events a month specifically for members to attend. 

“Here we go, Bodhi.” She hoisted the pug on her lap. Bodhi quickly laid down. Before long a slow, steady snoring was coming from him. Not long after that Georgie was accepting her first invitation. There was a pool party early tomorrow afternoon in the posh suburb of Winnetka.

“Aleta is going to freak out.” Georgie giggled to herself as she closed her laptop with a snap.
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“I haven’t worn a bathing suit in years.” 

“Aleta, we aren’t posing in the Sport Illustrated Swimsuit Edition. We are just going to a social gathering that happens to be around a pool. I’m sure not everyone will be in the pool. There are bound to be some prudes like you there.”

“Let me guess. You’re wearing a string bikini?”

“Of course not. I’ve never met these people.” Georgie tugged at her blouse as if she were trying to cover herself. “But I am wearing a bathing suit underneath my favorite boho style maxi dress.”

“I’ll go on one condition.”

“What?”

“You tell me what was up with Stan yesterday.”

Georgie rolled her eyes. She explained how wonderful her date with Obby was until it wasn’t. Stan being on her front step when she got home just drove home the fact she was seriously in love with her own freedom.

“Look, if I had either one of those guys in my house I wouldn’t be able to just go do something like this.”

“Certainly not a singles group party at a pool.”

“Exactly. But I also wouldn’t be able to come over for breakfast every day. You wouldn’t be able to just pop in any time day or night. Don’t even get me started on the money.”

Aleta tilted her head and frowned at her sister.

“My money for my portraits. I know how to handle my money so I get all my bills paid. If I had either one of those guys around they’d be asking when I was getting paid. How much am I getting paid? Why am I spending on more oil paints when I’ve got plenty of watercolors? Why use charcoal when there are a dozen number two pencils in the junk drawer. I’m losing my mind just imaging all this.”

“You’re certainly right about that.” Aleta nodded. 

“They are both great guys, but I need a break from them for a couple of weeks. Once they realize that I am out there socializing that ought to be a clear indication that I’m not the kind of woman who can be chained down.”

“Right. Sometimes you should be gagged but certainly not chained down.” Aleta sat on her bed as she watched Georgie flipping through her closet.

“Do you have a noteworthy party outfit or is everything here designed for a person giving a speech on constipation?”

“Very funny.” Aleta stood up and pulled out a few brightly colored dresses from the very-very back of the closet.

“Why are you hiding these back there for? I love this.” Georgie held up a long black rectangular cotton dress that was loose-fitting and classically cut. “I’ve got just the thing for it. Put this on and before we leave let me get you the perfect accessories. This is going to be so much fun.”

The drive to Winnetka took only twenty minutes on the expressway but it was like they had entered a completely different state. There was a very rustic feel to the entire area. Architecturally amazing houses were on large pieces of property. Trees and wildflowers sprouted in between huge stepping-stones and intricate landscapes that looked like something out of a Tolkien book.

“Wow. This is beautiful. It makes me wish I brought my paints and some blank canvases to just prop up somewhere and create away. Don’t you think?”

“Are you sure about these accessories?” Aleta asked, holding up the giant bauble that was hanging around her neck.

“That skull is an authentic replica of the first Day of the Dead skulls designed in Mexico. It is supposed to have special powers. Ward off the evil eye. Deflect against being struck by lightning. Even attract good groovies.”

“Did you really just say groovies?”

“I did.” Georgie looked at her map and pointed through the windshield. “I think that is the place.”

A brightly colored sign with balloons and an arrow pointing up a gravel road read Excellent Over 50 This Way.

“Uh oh. This looks a little isolated.” Aleta said, looking at the purple and red flags that lined the gravel road as she added, “Georgie, if I see anyone wearing a Speedo I’m leaving.” 

“Come on. That would be the person you want to talk to.” Georgie drove slowly up the hill. “Gosh, can you imagine maneuvering this driveway in the middle of January?”

“I wouldn’t have a problem if I were driving that.” Aleta pointed ahead.

Sitting in a wide circle driveway was a monstrous shiny black Hummer with four yellow lights attached to the roof. Behind it was the home of the hostess, Beth Bonomolo.

“Would you look at this place?” Georgie gushed. “How beautiful.”

“What do they do at night? With windows like that anyone could see right in.” 

The entire front of the house was glass trimmed in stones that looked like they were pulled from the banks of a deep river. Pine trees guarded the perimeter on all sides. Flowers and plants of all colors dotted the front yard. 

“Maybe they like that.”

“Georgie, if this is one of those parties I’m going to kill you.”

“I don’t think it is. Look at this guy.” A young man in black slacks and a white shirt trotted up to the car with a smile on his face.

“You’re here for the Excellent Over 50 gathering?” He asked happily.

“Yes, we are.” Georgie confirmed, gesturing at herself and her twin, “Georgie and Aleta Kaye.”

“Welcome. Here is the ticket for your car.” He handed Georgie a small piece of yellow cardboard with a number stamped on it and opened her door. “Have a good time.”

The ladies climbed out and headed toward the front door. Just as they were about to knock on the immense wooden front door, it was opened by another fellow in black pants and a white button-down shirt.

“Excellent Over 50?” He looked almost identical to the valet but just slightly older. Neither of the two men were anywhere near fifty years old. “Can I have your names please?”

Georgie gave the man all their details explaining that they had only just accepted the invitation yesterday.

“No worries, Miss Kaye. I’ve got you and one guest listed right here.” He pointed a pen to his clipboard that he had tucked like a textbook under his arm.

“See. Everyone has their clothes on.” Georgie whispered to Aleta.

“Yeah. For the time being.” Aleta wasn’t convinced.

“Get your mind out of the gutter.”

“If you ladies would just sign in and pick up your name tags at our welcoming table, you’ll be all set. Oh, don’t forget a glass of champagne.” The man winked at them pleasantly.

“Sure.” Aleta slipped her arm through Georgie’s. “Get us liquored up and then watch as the Speedos make their first appearance.”

Georgie laughed as they did as they were told, grabbed their nametags and champagne and headed in the direction where most of the noise was coming from.

“Holy-moly. What a set-up.” Georgie muttered for her sister’s ears only.  “I was expecting a big pool but nothing like this.” 

“Georgie, this place looks like heaven.”

“And you didn’t want to come. Shame on you for doubting your big sister.”

“You’re not my big sister.” Aleta shot back under her breath, “Unless you are referring to your bust size.”

The pool at Beth Bonomolo’s home wasn’t the average Olympic size pool with a sidewalk around it and a diving board at the far end. It was a clean, clear, chlorinated pond encircled with gray, brown and rust colored garden rocks and boulders. There was a Jacuzzi to the right and a waterfall to the left that looked like they had been carved into the terrain. Beyond the pool were acres of wooded land. 

Casual jazz music was piped through the backyard. There had to be almost fifty people milling around the pool or at the bar and everyone had some kind of drink in their hand.

“Welcome. And you are?”

Georgie and Aleta turned to find a toothy woman with overly tanned skin and gray hair piled in a sloppy but elegant bun on the top of her head smiling at them.

Aleta made the introductions as Georgie seemed struck dumb by the fact she might have met someone even tackier than she was.

“I’m Beth Bonomolo.” She shook their hands. “I’m so glad you could make it. It’s just so wonderful when we get new people joining us.”

“You’re home is amazing.” Aleta said. Georgie was inspecting Beth from her glittery French manicured toes, up past the flowing Polynesian style silk dress she was wearing to the rows of bangles around her wrists and lingering at her bejeweled fingers. The stones there rivaled the boulders around the pool. 

“I appreciate that. My business partner and I have worked very hard to reach this point. Where is he? Oh, I see him. Sean!” She shouted.

“Sean Hamill, this is Aleta and Georgie Kaye. They just joined up yesterday.”

“Welcome.” Sean took Aleta’s hand and kissed it. Georgie, never being all that interested in public displays of affection from her ex-husband when he was still her husband certainly didn’t want it from Mr. Sean Hamill.

“How are ya?” She said pleasantly as she shook his hand.

“What business are you in, if you don’t mind my asking?” Aleta said.

“Indoor amusement parks.” Beth replied.

“You’re kidding?” Aleta was shocked. She’d expected to hear plastic surgeons or stockbrokers.

“Nope.” Beth said, smiling at Sean. She plucked a couple of stray hairs off his polo shirt. “They are quite a hot item especially in Vegas, parts of Paris and London, just about everywhere in Florida. Sean, you might want to go inside and run the lint brush over your shirt.”

“Again?” he huffed.

“They’re your dogs.” Beth insisted.

“I have four Bedlington terriers at home.” He looked at Georgie who instantly lit up at the mention of the canines. “I de-lint myself every time I leave but sometimes the hair seems to follow me.”

“I know the feeling.” Georgie said.  “I have a pug that emits his magical fibers of joy all over me and my house no matter how much I brush him. But we love them anyway, don’t we?”

“Absolutely. I couldn’t imagine the house without them.”

Aleta and Georgie spoke with Beth and Sean for a few moments. Just as Sean was describing their latest theme park idea, a rather colorful individual whose name tag said Rocky, inserted himself into the conversation.

“In case you don’t know.” Rocky said waving a tall empty glass in his hand. “Beth is the creative side and Sean is Mr. Dollar Bills.” He chortled. “But you know how it is. One hand washes the other.”

Rocky clapped Sean on the back then moved along to the bar for a refill.

Sean and Beth avoided each other’s eyes. Their conversation with Georgie and Aleta came to an abrupt end and they moved off in separate directions. 

“That guy seemed like a jerk.” Aleta said.

“Yeah. Even when they are over fifty there are some people that just never grow up. His mother should have taken a wooden spoon to his behind a few times.  If she had, I’d guarantee he would be a different man today.” Georgie nudged Aleta. “How about an ice cold coca cola with a cherry on top?”

The ladies made their way across the patio. As they ordered themselves a couple of cherry cokes they chit-chatted with several of the other guests.

“It is a scorcher out here.” Georgie said wiping her forehead with a hankie she pulled from her purse. It had the letter “G” stitched in red thread on the bottom corner. “Why isn’t anyone in the pool? People are wearing their swim suits.”

“It’s like being at a grade school dance. The floor will stay totally empty until one courageous soul dares to be embarrassed first.”  Aleta offered her opinion.

“Is that all it takes?” Georgie handed her sister her glass, pulled off her boho cover-up and as gracefully as a seal lion that just ate a penguin, slid into the pool. 

Aleta was right. Once everyone saw Georgie laughing and wading in the pool it didn’t take long before half the attendees were in there with her. People were sitting at the edges with their legs dangling in. The laughter and conversation became livelier now that the heat of the day had been thwarted. Even Aleta, who had been reluctant to stick a toe in, sat at the edge of the pool with her dress pulled up to her knees and her legs in the water. Georgie bobbed up and down careful not to get her hair wet.

“I should have known you’d be the first one in.”

“How graceful was I? Pretty graceful I bet.”

“Michael Phelps never slid into a pool with such style.”

“This bathing suit has a control panel made of steel holding my stomach in and pushing everything else to the sides.” Georgie whispered. “I can barely breathe in this thing. I didn’t want to be the first one in but I was afraid I was going to pass out if I didn’t cool off.”

“I’m so glad you did.” A voice came from behind Georgie. “My name is Maren Ingrid.” She extended a dripping hand toward Georgie. Maren was one of those lucky women whose hair transitioned from a rich black to a shimmering silver a couple of strands at a time. Her olive colored skin glowed in the sun. Her nails were manicured. But the thing that stood out on Maren was literally her nose. Cyrano de Bergerac would be considered a pug nose in comparison. Yet, as Georgie and Aleta talked with Maren, it became more and more apparent that that nose belonged on her face. “I just returned from a trip to Europe. I thought it was hot in Tuscany. It’s a real sizzler here today.”

“Europe? How wonderful. Was it for business or pleasure?” Georgie asked.

“A little of both.” Maren said pleasantly. 

“Excuse me ladies. I’m going to get a bottle of water.” Aleta said as she stood up from the edge of the pool. Before she realized what was happening she had bumped into a man who was not wearing a bathing suit but was carrying a glass of merlot. 

“Oh, dear!” Aleta cried as she realized her action caused the wine to spill on his stark white shirt and light yellow tie. “I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s all right.” He muttered, looking down. “My fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“No. It was me.” Aleta insisted, adding, “I’m so sorry.”

“I’m going to go see if they have any club soda. That should take it right out. Now I wish I had brought my swimsuit.” He walked away leaving Aleta looking at Georgie and Maren.

“I feel awful.” 

“He didn’t seem too bothered by it.” Maren soothed. “His name is Drake Whedon. I wouldn’t worry myself if I were you. Some guys need a little wine spilled on them to remind them the world is full of surprises.”

Georgie tried to see where Drake had gone but he’d already disappeared inside the house. As she was scanning the happy faces she came across one that just didn’t belong. 

Across from the pool sat a cute tiki bar with a thatched roof and four barstools. At one of the barstools a woman at least twenty years younger than the youngest person here stared in Georgie’s direction. At first Georgie thought she was the intended target of the woman’s glare. But as she watched the younger woman she saw it was actually Maren getting the stink-eye. 

Before Georgie could ask Maren about it Beth made an announcement from the DJ booth where the mellow music was coming from.
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“Hello, everyone! If I can just have your attention. I hope everybody is having a nice time. Lunch is being served in the main dining room. Please find the plate with your name on it because I know we’ve got a couple of vegetarians out there. We’ve got you covered.” Beth chuckled. “So dry off and come on in. Take your time and enjoy the food that has been generously catered by Vickie’s Catering.”

“That announcement came just in time.” Maren gushed. “I’ll see you girls inside.” 

“I didn’t realize it but I am famished.” Aleta said as she put her hand out to help Georgie out of the water. 

“I hope they have a sweets table.” Georgie said as she pushed herself up on the lip of the pool, swung a knee up and pushed herself out of the water.

“You could have used the steps like they are.” Aleta pointed to a group of older men and women carefully climbing out of the pool. 

“They’re old people. Of course they use the steps.” Georgie replied making Aleta roll her eyes and laugh.

Georgie was dried off within minutes of being out of the water. Slipping back into her cover up and flip-flops she looked for Maren.  “Aleta, what do you think of Maren?”

“I think she’s amazing. With all her travel stories; can you imagine the food she ate while she was in Europe?”

“We should plan a trip.”

“To where?” Aleta wasn’t following Georgie’s line of thought.

“To Europe, silly. We could stay at hostels, eat the local cuisine, bathe in the fountains and rivers. It would be fun.”

“Why on earth would you say we’d bathe in fountains?” Aleta carried her flip-flops as they approached the open patio doors. “I’m not bathing in any fountains.”

“Fine, if you want to ruin the trip before we even book a flight.”

“I just don’t want to bathe in a fountain. If that’s what you want to do I won’t stop you. But I’m staying somewhere where there is indoor plumbing and hot water.”

“But think how much money we’ll save for local cuisine.”

“You aren’t winning me over.”  Aleta was positive about that.

“Okay, you don’t have to go along with me and bathe in the fountains, but you are not going to leave me alone to explore this house.” Georgie took her sister’s hand. “Let’s get our plates and then take some serious inventory on this place.”

“Now, that I’ll do.”

The catered lunch consisted of spaghetti drenched in arrabbiata sauce with meatballs and Italian sausage, garlic bread, a fresh salad of tomato, basil and mozzarella cheese, and to Georgie and Aleta’s delight, a sweets table that was at least ten feet long.

“I suppose we should start with the lunch and then get dessert?”

“I hate to say it, Georgie but that seems to be what everyone else is doing.”

“Okay, let’s see, these are the vegetarian dishes. Looks like the hostess and our new friend Maren are vegetarians. The veggie lasagna looks pretty good. Add some meat and it would be better, I’m sure.”

“Of course. Hey, that looks like us.” Aleta pointed to two plates with their names on them. “When we checked in someone must have run over here and filled my name out on the card. Is that class or what?”

“Very classy.”  Georgie agreed.

Picking up her plate Aleta asked, “Should we sit or keep moving?”  

Georgie picked up her plate and jerked her head toward the fireplace that was all the way across the room. There were two leather wingback chairs separated by a quaint chess table that the women retreated to.

“You could burn a whole body in that fireplace no problem.” Georgie said.

“Gross, I’m eating.” Aleta twirled the long spaghetti on her fork.  Swallowing quickly, she gasped, “There is an explosion of tomato, basil, and garlic going on in my mouth right now. I even taste a hint of bacon in this.”.

“Bacon makes everything better.” Georgie agreed, as she took a bite.

In between mouthfuls Georgie and Aleta discussed the oil paintings hanging throughout the place, the sculptures and knick-knacks on the tables and shelves, the rustic-chic design of the room with exposed wooden beams overhead and stone walls.

“All this from making indoor theme parks.” Georgie mumbled. 

“If you build it, they will come.”

“I guess so. I wonder...” Georgie stopped speaking and leaned back slightly in her seat. She held her index finger to her lips and jerked her chin in Aleta’s direction but beyond her. 

There was a hallway that looked to lead further into the house just to the left of the massive dining room. It was a rather hidden avenue since from where everyone else was sitting and walking around it looked like there was nothing more than a bookcase against the wall. Only from the vantage point of where Georgie was sitting could you see the entrance. 

Standing there was the young woman who had been glaring at Maren. In the subtle, lighting of the house she looked like she couldn’t be a day over twenty-five. What was she doing at an Excellent Over 50 event?  It didn’t take long for Georgie to get her answer. The man with her was definitely over fifty and they didn’t act like father and daughter.

Georgie didn’t want to give away her position. Aleta, following her sister’s lead, cocked her head and strained to listen.

“Over there.” The young girl said.

“What do you expect me to do?” the man replied.

“What you promised.” Before her voice could get any louder the man stomped out of the hallway and directly up to Maren who had been enjoying her vegetarian lasagna alone at a table next to the floor to ceiling windows that made up the far wall.

Georgie saw the man whisper in her ear. Before she knew it they headed down the main hallway. It didn’t take a genius to guess what was happening as they proceeded to head upstairs. Maybe Aleta was right and it was one of those parties.

“No. Maren is taking her plate with her. It isn’t like that. It couldn’t be.”

“Couldn’t be what?” Aleta asked as her sister continued to mumble to herself.

“Well, Maren and the tart’s sugar-daddy just went upstairs.”

“No.”

“Yes. But Maren took her plate of food.”

Aleta tilted her head. “That’s odd. If they are going to do what we are assuming they are going to do. Otherwise, maybe she’s just that hungry and wants to eat while they talk.”  

“Why can’t they talk down here with everyone else?”

“Maybe they don’t want to be overheard by an older lady who is always rooting around in other people’s business.”

“Right. You really should stop doing that Aleta.” Georgie looked at her watch. “Would you like a refill? I’m thinking another scoop of spaghetti and then some dessert.”

“I think I’m going to go right to the dessert. Why don’t you get extra spaghetti and I’ll get extra desserts and we’ll meet back here?”

“That sounds perfect.” 

The sister’s split up and filled their plates. After a few pleasant exchanges with some of the guests and another thank you to Beth for the beautiful spread they were back at their table by the fireplace. 

“I took some tiramisu.” Aleta admitted almost sadly.

“I don’t like tiramisu. It’s one of the few desserts I don’t like. If I want soggy cookies I’ll dunk chocolate chip cookies in milk.”

“I know, but the guy serving it up looked so hopeful someone would take some. I think he made it.”

Georgie looked at the fellow. He was wearing a white shirt with Vickie’s Catering embroidered over the pocket. Georgie couldn’t tell if his eyes were droopy naturally or if he really was hoping someone else would dive into the tiramisu.

“Fine. I’ll choke down a bite. Thank goodness there are some lemon squares and brownies to wash it down with.” Georgie wrinkled her nose, took her fork, carved herself a small dollop of tiramisu and ate it. 

“So?”

“It’s tiramisu. No matter how you dress it up.” Suddenly, Georgie’s eyes popped. “Here comes Maren. Where is the sugar-daddy?”

“Where is the tart?” Aleta looked around the room. “I can’t believe we are calling that young girl a tart. We don’t know that’s what she is.”

Georgie rolled her eyes and looked at her sister as if she just said she was sure the moon was made out of cream cheese with a graham cracker and cherry center.

“Hello, ladies.” Maren said in a breathy voice. She was walking a bit unsteadily as she approached the women. With a shaky hand she reached out to steady herself against the wingback of Aleta’s chair. “I don’t know what it is but I’m suddenly not feeling well.”

Georgie and Aleta both stood up.

“Here sit down.” Aleta urged. “Maybe you’ve just had too much sun.”

“I’ll get you a glass of water.” Georgie hurried over to the dining room table where she grabbed a tall glass and informed Beth, the hostess, that one of her guests was feeling a little off.

“Please don’t make a fuss.” Maren said, trying to smile. “I don’t want anyone to worry. I’ll be fine.”

“It’s no trouble, Maren. Just take a few deep breaths.” Aleta saw Georgie coming quickly with Beth following behind her.

“Here. A little cold water will help.” Georgie handed her new friend the glass and watched her take a couple of sips.

“You’re right. I feel better already.” But Georgie and Aleta knew she wasn’t being truthful. The color had almost completely left her cheeks. She was sweating horribly, and her hands were shaking so badly Georgie had to take the glass from her for fear she’d spill it all over the front of her muumuu.

“Beth. I think you might need to call 9-1-1.” Aleta said as she took Maren’s hand in hers and patted it.

“I think you are right.” Beth replied. “Just sit tight, honey.”
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Georgie and Aleta sat with Maren as some of the guests who hadn’t returned to the pool watched what was going on. Before long two men in fluorescent orange jackets with the letters EMT written on the back showed up pulling a stretcher that had an orange tackle box sitting on top of it.

Within minutes they had Maren on the stretcher and were hurrying her to the ambulance. Before anyone had a chance to say good-bye or wish her well Maren was in the back of the ambulance that was speeding away with lights and sirens blaring.

“What do we do now?” Aleta looked at Georgie.

“Beth said there were going to be some games and prizes after lunch. We should probably stay for a little while. We don’t want her to think we just came for the free meal.”

Aleta nodded. They went back outside. It was a little after four in the afternoon and the sun was starting to inch its way toward the horizon. The pool was covered with the cool shadow of the house, but that didn’t stop a good number of guests from taking a dip as the games started. 

Some people chose to sit under umbrellas and at the bar playing what was really just a glamorized version of Trivial Pursuit. Other people bobbed up and down in the pool while talking. Still others lingered around the dining room still enjoying dessert while talking and watching the party. 

So far a couple of the guests had won prizes. They were hilariously practical. A cane to help put shoes and socks on without having to bend over. A copper bracelet to increase circulation. A coupon organizer. Everyone was having a great time.

“I am stuffed. That pasta was fantastic.” Aleta said as she stretched out on a chase lounge, making sure her legs are covered by her dress.

“You know, this is a great place for a party but I don’t think I like it more than my bungalow.” Georgie mused. She had her cover-up pulled slightly to the side exposing her shapely legs, cellulite and all.

“My gosh. We’d have to get up twenty minutes earlier just to make the journey across the yard to each others house every morning. Nope. You are right. I’ll take my gangway and alley in the back over this.”  Aleta agreed completely.

“But,” Georgie mused, “if someone said here, take this house, it’s already paid for. I wouldn’t turn it down, either.” 

“Oh, the neighbors would love you. With that shark head lawn ornament from the middle of your front yard and all the weird things you have hanging from the trees.” Aleta laughed. “I could see you changing the color scheme to something like bright red shutters and a round door like in the movie, The Hobbit, with Pablo parked in the driveway.”

“No one would see anything. This place is removed from the riff-raff down the street. But, you are probably right. A tackier element would surely be introduced.”

Suddenly the sound of Hot Chocolate singing You Sexy Thing came from Georgie’s clutch causing several people to look in her direction. Georgie quickly pulled her phone from her purse and accidently hit the answer button when she meant to decline.

“Uh, yes, hello?” She looked at her watch. “Hi, Obby. What’s happening?” Georgie looked at Aleta who was staring at her sister with one eyebrow arched.

“I’m at a pool party with Aleta.” Georgie cleared her throat. “I don’t know. To be honest, I think I’ll be too tired after being in the sun all day to do anything tonight. But thank you for thinking of me. Yes. I’ll give you a call. You, too, Obby. Bye-bye.”

“What did he want?” 

“He wanted to know if I wanted to go to dinner and a play with him.”

“You sound like that’s a bad thing.”

Georgie told her sister about their last date and that she wasn’t sure what she was feeling anymore. She liked Obby. She liked him a lot. But she was afraid he was pushing for more.

“Have you told him how you felt?” Aleta asked.

“Yes. Bluntly. You couldn’t get any blunter. But he says he’s not giving up. Did I sound snooty telling him I was at this party? I didn’t mean to come off snooty.”

“No. You sounded honest.”

“Maybe it would have been better to come across snooty. I don’t know.”

“Georgie, I think you are the one putting too much pressure on yourself. Not Obby.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s made himself clear that he’s got the hots for you.”

“Did you really say hots? What has come over you?”

“But instead of saying, ‘Love me if you must but do it from afar,’ like you used to in high school, you are treating it like the same kind of commitment you had with Stan.”

“I don’t think I treat Obby anything like the way I treat Stan.” Georgie wrinkled her nose at the thought. “I tell Stan he smells. I’d never say that to Obby.”

“You and Stan were married for thirty-five years. Your commitment to the marriage never changed even though the marriage did. So now, when you go out with Obby you worry about his feelings, his thoughts, his wants, like you would a man who you were deeply committed to. I think you do it out of habit. You need to reconnect with your high school Georgie. The one who juggled three or four guys at a time because you had fun.”

“You might have that kind of energy, Aleta, but I’m being honest when I say that Bodhi is the only male I can tolerate these days. Even he is on thin ice half the time.” Georgie couldn’t help smiling as she thought of her pug.

“I’m not saying you have to date four guys at once. I’m saying if you want to see a football game have a jock take you. If you want to go fishing, have Stan take you. If you want to visit an art show, have Obby take you. If you want to go dancing find a dude who can jitterbug to take you.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Instead of thinking you have to have everything with either Stan or Obby, start thinking that there might be some good friends out there. Including those two knuckleheads. Isn’t that why we came to this party?”

“To meet new people? Yes. That’s why.”

“And we met a couple. If we saw them again we could definitely say hello.”

“Yes. I think so.”

“So,” Aleta paused briefly for emphasis before continuing, “stop worrying about hurting Obby’s feelings with the truth. Or Stan’s for that matter. They know where you stand. Neither of them is in a position to tell you what to do. Only I can do that.”

Aleta gently nudged Georgie and they both chuckled. 

“You are right.” Georgie said. “Now, what about you? Did you talk to anyone here who you found particularly interesting?”

“Sadly, just you. But I didn’t really make an effort. At Beth Bonomolo’s next party I’ll do better.”

“They are about to read another trivia question.” Georgie said.

“I don’t know any of these. I used to be so good at trivia.”

“No, that was me. You were never good at trivia.” Georgie was positive.

“I thought I was.”

Just as Beth and Sean were deciding who was going to read the next question to the group one of the servants in black trousers and a white shirt came hurrying up with the phone.

As Beth answered it her face fell.

“Uh-oh.” Georgie said as she watched. “Something is wrong.”

Beth turned around and took two steps toward the house. Then she stopped, turned to Sean and took hold of his arm. She nodded her head and nearly lost her balance as she set the phone on a nearby table. 

“Ladies and gentlemen. I am so sorry to tell but our dear friend Maren has... passed away.”

A collective gasp went through the whole yard.
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It had been three days since the pool party and the unexpected death of Georgie and Aleta’s new friend, Maren Ingrid. 

Beth Bonomolo had sent everyone an email with details of the wake and funeral if anyone wanted to attend.

“How would you like that?” Georgie said as she mashed bananas in a bowl as Aleta mixed the dry ingredients for banana bread in another bowl. “You throw this nice party to celebrate people up there in age and one of your guests dies.”

Aleta started to laugh.

“It isn’t funny, Aleta.” Georgie said, barely able to keep the smile off her face.

“I guess some people are just dying to go to a pool party.”

“Oh, very funny. Would you show some respect?”

“Beth didn’t tell anyone she invited the Grim Reaper.”

“Aleta Kaye! You are terrible!” Georgie was losing control. The laughter was trying to burst through her chest but she held it back.

“You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first.” 

“I don’t know about you, Aleta.” Georgie looked down at the cat that was circling her ankles. Freckles, Aleta’s feline, had joined them at Georgie’s house to bake banana bread. “Freckles, your mama is losing it.”

Just as they were putting the first batch of banana loaves in the oven there was a knock on the door.

“Hello? Anyone home?” Stan called in the front door.

“We’re in the kitchen, Stan.” Georgie called to him. He appeared in the kitchen looking a little rougher than usual around the edges and a good bit tired. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. It was a long night though.” Stan’s voice sounded tired.

“Fighting crime can take it out of you.” Aleta replied. “Coffee?”

Stan nodded as he pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and took a seat. He wrapped his hands around the mug then reached down to pet an excited Bodhi who was attempting to get Stan’s attention.

“There was a death in Winnetka a couple of days ago. We had to search the property of the place where it happened and the home of the victim. It took forever.” He took a sip of coffee.

“Maren Ingrid?” Georgie whirled around, her potato masher in her hands covered with banana.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“We were at the pool party when she got sick.” Aleta said. “Oh my gosh. You had to search Beth Bonomolo’s whole house.” She looked at Georgie. “You only do that if you suspect some kind of foul play.”

“Why didn’t you call us?” Georgie asked Stan indignantly, “We would have helped. I would kill to see the rest of that house. I’ll bet the bedrooms are something.”

“You know she has a basement, too.” Aleta added.  “It’s probably totally finished and houses their collection of classic cars or something equally decadent.”

“I wonder what her kitchen looks like. I’ll bet...”

“You were at the party?” Stan interrupted Georgie, looking at her as if she were a teenager who had snuck out of the house in the middle of the night.

“Yes. It was a last minute thing.” Georgie answered as if she had gotten caught sneaking out of the house at night. “Beth is the organizer for Awesome Over 50. It was very nice.” 

“It’s actually called Excellent Over 50.” Aleta corrected.

“That’s a dating group.” Stan nearly stuttered. “Why were you guys there?”

“It’s not just a dating group, Stan. It’s a place where people our age can meet other people our age. I’m so tired of these young bucks in their thirties hitting on me.” Georgie teased. “Sometimes I would just like to talk with someone who knows who John Wayne was.”

It was obvious Stan was more than shocked but he was trying his best to act casual. He looked more like he had a bad case of gas.

“What makes you think it was murder?” Aleta asked.

“I didn’t say it was murder but it was suspicious. She ingested Belladonna.” He clicked his tongue. 

“Really?” Georgie looked at Aleta.

Stan nodded. “We inspected the Ingrid property. She had belladonna bushes in her yard. Her property was almost as large as the Bonomolo property. There weren’t many of those dark purple berries around but they were there. I’m leaning toward her thinking they were one thing when really they were another. Sometimes these rich people try to get back to nature and don’t realize how far out of their element a walk in the backyard can take them.”

“Accidental poisoning. How sad.” Georgie muttered. But she wasn’t really thinking it was an accidental poisoning. She was thinking it might have been intentional. The memory of the tart and her sugar-daddy popped into her head. “I think we should take some of this banana bread to Beth Bonomolo’s house. I’ll bet she’s feeling awful.”

“That would be a nice gesture.” Aleta said.

“That would also be a suspicious one.” Stan interrupted.

“Only you would think taking a sad person a loaf of banana bread was suspicious. There isn’t a boogeyman behind every corner, Stan.” Georgie huffed as she poured Stan a little more coffee. The last thing she wanted to do was tip him off that she was going on her own fishing expedition at Beth’s.

“Speaking of boogeymen. Did you meet anyone at this swingers’ party?”

“Gross, Stan. It wasn’t anything like that.” Georgie tugged at the collar of her blouse as if she were revealing too much cleavage. “You sound just like Aleta. She was hoping it was that kind of party.”

“Right.” Aleta said as she set the timer for the loaves in the oven. “I look like a swinger.”

“What does a swinger look like?” Stan asked.

“Why do you want to know?” Georgie replied.

“Both of you need to get your minds out of the gutter.”  Aleta said seriously, “Stan, I blame this on you. Georgie and I were enjoying a nice morning innocently baking banana bread until you came in here with all your innuendo. Shame on you.”

“Yes. Shame on you, Stan. A woman died there. Well, after leaving there she died. But she was terribly sick there.” Georgie didn’t want to give up too much information to Stan right away. “There was no ‘swinging’ there. At least not as far as we know.”

“Is there anything you can tell me about the party? Anything that stands out in your memory?”  As usual, Stan wanted more details.

“Maren said she’d just returned from Europe.” Georgie offered. “She’d spent time in Austria, and France too; I know she specifically mentioned Tuscany. She was very well travelled and judging from her accessories she was pretty well off.”

Stan took another sip of coffee and nodded as he listened to Georgie’s description. 

“She didn’t mention a man or children.” Aleta offered. But, then again, neither Georgie or I mentioned we had kids either.”

“I mentioned Bodhi to Sean, Beth’s partner.”

“You mention the dog but not your three children?” Stan teased.

“Don’t act daft, Stan. You know the dog is better behaved than any of our brood. Those urchins take after you.”

“But they’re good-looking like their mama.” He said, pushing himself up from the kitchen table. “I appreciate the coffee. It’s getting late in the morning. I’ll need to get back to the station later this evening.”

“Stan, if you want to you can take a shower and sleep a few hours here.” Georgie offered. “If you’re that tired you don’t want to drive home.”

“Are you worried something might happen to me?”

“Of course. You’re coming from my house. Everyone knows you left me for a fishing hole. They might think I had something to do with it if you get in an accident.” She used her fingers to make air quotes.

“You know I always liked it when you talked sassy like that.”

“Keep the shower on cold. You know where everything is.” Georgie shook her head and didn’t smile. “Sleep in the spare room.”

“Thanks, Georgie. I wasn’t looking forward to the drive home.” Stan admitted. “Come on, Bodhi. You come sleep by Daddy.”

The pug happily hopped up from where he’d been sleeping on the couch and followed Stan down the hallway.

“That was nice of you.” Aleta looked at Georgie.

“I don’t want him to drive home like that. You saw how tired he looked.”

Aleta nodded.

“Besides, I didn’t want him to think I was trying to get rid of him.” She crept toward the hallway and listened. After a few seconds of Stan talking baby-talk to the dog she finally heard the shower kick on. “Am I the only one who thinks the idea of Maren accidentally eating belladonna is a whole lot of hooey?”

“It’s possible she did.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “But I don’t think a woman who travels alone to other parts of the world would wander out in her own yard and suddenly have a hankering for some strange berries.”

“Exactly.” Georgie pointed at her sister.

“So?”

“So, I think that Beth Bonomolo probably feels terrible about all of this.” Georgie looked at the timer on the counter and then her watch. “I think she’d really appreciate some homemade banana bread.”

“That is a very nice gesture.” Aleta smirked. “So was the Trojan Horse.” 

“What? If Beth doesn’t feel like talking I’m cool with that. But I’ll bet she will be. I’ll bet that she’ll have quite a bit she’ll want to get off her chest to a person she doesn’t know all that well.” 

“What makes you so sure?” 

“I know if someone died after coming to my house I’d blather on to anyone who listened. You can’t hear it’s not your fault too many times at a time like this.”

“Georgie, sometimes you really amaze me.”

“I’ll call you when I get home.”

“What about Stan?” Aleta asked.

“Just let him sleep.” Georgie waved as if shooing away a fly. “If he asks where I went tell him I had to go to the art supply store. He hates that place and knows I could spend a couple hours there. Tell him I was out of Titanium White or Alizarin Crimson.”

“What are those? Georgie, it’s like you are speaking in some kind of weird artist code.”

“Exactly.” 
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“How did you know I love banana bread? This is so sweet of you.” Beth said after Georgie handed her a still warm, tinfoil wrapped loaf.

“I wanted to tell you thank you for inviting my sister and I on such late notice to your event. I also hope you aren’t taking this thing with Maren too hard.”

Beth waved Georgie in and led her through the same hallway, living room and dining room she had been in yesterday. The house seemed even more massive without the crowd of people milling around in all corners.  

“Wow.” Georgie gasped. “I’m sorry but this is amazing. I’d never leave the kitchen if I had one that looked like this.”

“I’m so glad you like it.” Beth smiled. “I love to cook but you’d be surprised at how little time I have to do anything but run the business. I hate to admit it but I think my counter has seen more fast food containers than it has any real cooking.”

“Life has the tendency to get in the way sometimes.” Georgie said as she looked around. There were copper pots of all shapes and sizes hanging from a rustic looking rack over the stark white counter. The walls were composed of the same big stones as the previous two rooms had been. There was a stone island in the middle of the kitchen that was so spacious it accommodated seven barstools. 

Beth’s china and fine crystal stemware were showcased on either side of the farm style basin that was her sink.

“Can I get you something to drink? I have champagne, water, coffee, pink lemonade, milk...”

“A pink lemonade sounds lovely.” Georgie said as she took a seat at the island. Beth bustled around to the fridge and poured them each a tall glass, topping the glasses off with a sprig of mint and a long straw.

“So, are you doing all right?” Georgie continued. “I will say your event was so much fun. Aleta and I really enjoyed ourselves.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Beth took a sip of lemonade. “Truthfully, I didn’t know Maren all that well. I hate to admit it, but I knew her more by reputation than anything else.”

“Really?” Georgie leaned in closer and sipped her lemonade.

“I’m sure she told you she’d just gotten back from Europe.” After taking a seat, Beth took a deep breath. “But she didn’t tell you what got her there.”

“She said it was a little bit of work and a little bit of pleasure.” 

“Yeah. That’s one way to put it. Now, I can’t be sure of the fact so if you repeat this I’ll deny having said it. But Maren was known to be quite popular with her late husband’s business associates.”

“Oh?”

“According to what I’ve heard she was never shy about loving the finer things in life. Her late husband Morice was almost thirty years older than her. He also wasn’t her first husband. She was married to another fellow who was big in oil. I can’t recall his name. Doesn’t matter.” She sipped her lemonade. “But in her case, lightning not only struck twice, meaning she landed two millionaires in a lifetime but I heard it was about to strike a third time. Someone in Tuscany. I don’t know the details.”

“She did mention going to Tuscany. It sounded beautiful.” Georgie sighed at the thought of fields of sunflowers and forests of olive trees and the food; especially traditional Tuscan Panforte, a Christmas cake that she would sell one of Aleta’s kidneys for and have no regrets.

“Yes, I’m sure it was. How could it not be when someone else is footing the bill?” Beth replied. “But, I can’t help it. The few times I spoke to her I found her charming. She was full of life and with all of her own wealth, regardless of how she came by it, she wore her jewelry, her gaudy expensive clothes like you and I would wear jeans and a t-shirt. There is something endearing about a woman like that.”

The ladies sat quietly for a few seconds.

“Either way, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to dig a little deeper and find out if she was as cunning as people said she was. I like to make my own decisions and not follow the crowd.” Beth said finally. “Some people have their own agenda.”

“Yes. I agree.” Georgie wished Beth would offer some cookies or pretzels or something with the lemonade. “Was there anyone at the party who knew her well?”

Beth began to chuckle and shook her head.

“I don’t know if you saw the man who brought a young woman with him?”

BINGO! Georgie thought, keeping her answer noncommittal.  “Vaguely.”

Beth cleared her throat and got more comfortable in her seat before she continued.

“That was Biff Stapleton. He and Maren dated on and off for a short while.”

“Is that so?”

“He brought that young girl with him on the off-chance Maren would show up and she’d somehow get jealous. That tells you the guy isn’t the brightest bulb on the tree.” Beth chuckled again. 

“Did he tell you that?”

“He didn’t have to. The only reason a man would bring a twenty-something woman to an over fifty event is to make someone jealous. But I don’t think it worked. If Maren is as skilled as they say, a seasoned gold-digger is not going to be easily provoked by an up-and-coming gold-digger. Besides, Biff is the kind of guy who likes arm ornaments of all sizes. Wait, I’ll show you.”

Beth hopped off her stool and walked down a hallway at the other end of the kitchen. She returned with a laptop and placed it on the counter between them.

“So, here are some of the singles parties I’ve organized over the past year or two.” Georgie took out her glasses and tried to spot any familiar faces. There was plenty of Biff who was rather chummy with a different woman in each shot. Their immediate appearances had several things in common. Manicured nails. Lots of gold jewelry. Perfect teeth. Traces of plastic surgery.

“It looks like everyone is having a wonderful time. You really have a gift for throwing a fun party.” Georgie said.

“Yeah, people are just dying to get in.” Beth shook her head as she giggled to herself.

Georgie gasped. She didn’t dare tell her that Aleta had made that exact joke plus a few more just this morning. 

“I’m terrible. I know. But my mom always told me that if you can have a good laugh when things are bad you’ll survive whatever it is.”

“Those are good words to follow.” Just as Georgie was about to ask a few more questions about Biff there was a ruckus behind them as if a knight in armor was stomping through the living room toward the kitchen.

“For the love of Pete!” Beth shouted. “Can we clomp a little louder?”

Sean Hamill appeared. He no longer looked like the relaxed business partner Georgie had seen on the patio yesterday. His hair was mussed and how he kept his head up with the bags beneath his eyes was truly a mystery. Georgie was positive he was in the same clothes he’d worn at the party. Did he attend an after-party that went on to this morning? 

“We’ve got problems, Beth. Big problems.”

“Sean, you remember Georgie Kaye from the party.”

He gave Georgie half a salute then stared at Beth.

“Can I talk to you, Beth? In private.”

It was obvious the way Beth inhaled that she didn’t want to talk to Sean at the moment. 

“Can it wait?”

“No, Beth.”

Georgie could have excused herself saying something like she’d already taken up enough time or that she had other things to do. But she wanted to see what played out next. Sure it might have been bad manners but Georgie didn’t care. She turned in her seat and leaned closer to the computer screen pretending to really be enjoying the photos Beth had posted.

“Excuse me a minute, Georgie.” Beth said as she slid off the stool again and stomped toward Sean. 

Georgie pretended to get up to pour herself another glass of lemonade. Carefully, she inched herself closer to the hallway then held her breath.

“Calm down, Sean. You’re practically hysterical.” Beth hissed.

“You obviously don’t see the problems here. A woman died at our event.” 

“No, she didn’t.” Beth defended. “She got sick here. The proper people were called and she was taken to the hospital. She died there. It happens, Sean. It’s not the end of the world.”

“We need to close up shop.”

“What? Absolutely not.” Beth said.

“We do until this whole thing blows over.”

“Sean, I think you are really blowing this whole thing out of proportion. Look, I’ll cancel our meetings for the next few days. You need to rest and just breathe. It’ll be fine. I promise.”

Georgie thought that was enough eavesdropping and shuffled back to her seat staring at the pictures on the laptop. Since it was taking Beth a little longer to rejoin her Georgie quickly tapped into Beth’s email. The blanket notice to the Excellent Over 50 crowd was right there in the sent files. Without hesitating, Georgie forwarded it to herself. It had all the email addresses of everyone in attendance. Including Biff. With a lump in her throat she clicked the tiny “X” button to close out the email just as Beth came back into the kitchen. Her eyebrows were pinched in the middle.

“What do you do for a living, Georgie?” She asked.

“I paint portraits of pets.” Georgie’s chest swelled with pride.

“That’s right. I remember it on your profile. You are so lucky to work alone. Half my job is talking him off the ledge.”

“Sometimes it’s good to have a partner like that. They keep you alert.”

“That is true.” Beth smiled.

Georgie decided it was time to go but asked to use the bathroom before she headed home. Just as Aleta had suspected, the bathroom was breathtaking.

A monstrous Jacuzzi tub took up the left side of a room that had to be almost fifteen feet long. There was a toilet and a bidet, of course. A double sink with enough counter space for a person to lie on was wedged elegantly into the right corner of the room. But as Georgie stepped further in she was shocked to see the entire right wall was a window that looked out onto a private patio that was enclosed in a bamboo fence with rose and lilac bushes blooming beautifully in between lush greenery. There were copper birdfeeders and a stone birdbath along with red and purple gazing balls perched beneath a proud pine tree that stood like a soldier at the back of the small courtyard.

“This... what... I’m at a loss.” Georgie whispered shaking her head in amazement. She walked toward the toilet and sized up the bidet. “When in Rome.” She shrugged.
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“HERE. I BROUGHT THIS for you. A souvenir.” Georgie said as she walked into Aleta’s backyard. Her sister was sitting on her wicker chase lounge reading a book with Bodhi on one side and Freckles on the other. 

“You got a souvenir from Beth’s house?” Aleta looked at her sister. “That means you stole something. That woman isn’t ever going to invite us back. What it is?”

Georgie handed Aleta a tiny bar of lilac scented soap individually wrapped in the most delicate crinkly paper and secured with a thin line of jute.

“It’s so cute. Smells like heaven.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever use mine.”

“You took one for yourself, too?”

“Yes, and here’s one for Emily.” Georgie handed over another bar.

“Please tell me you left her silverware alone.”

“I have my own silverware. Scoot over so I can sit.”

Aleta did, pushing both animals from their places so there was enough room. Both animals strolled off to find a patch of sunshine to lounge in.

Georgie told Aleta about Maren’s supposedly scandalous history and her relationship with Biff. 

“So that was the guy she went upstairs with. I wonder if they were “on again” when they did that.” Aleta said.

“I didn’t ask. Since Beth said she hadn’t known Maren all that long I thought I might look like I was digging if I, you know, started digging.”

“Who was the tart that was with him?”

“Beth didn’t know. She assumed that he brought that girl with him in some weird attempt to make Maren jealous.”

“Didn’t work. If that was his intent from the look on that girl’s face the scheme totally backfired.”

“Yes. But if he was able to get Maren alone to join him upstairs what did he need the young woman for? Maren didn’t seem to be avoiding him or uncomfortable.” Georgie tapped her chin.

“I want to know what they did up there.” Aleta blurted out.

“Me too. Did you happen to notice if either one of them had any of their clothes inside out?”

“What?” Aleta laughed loudly.

“Yeah. They get together for a quickie and in their haste he’s got his shirt on inside out or she has her skirt backwards.”

“You speak about this like you know from experience.”

Georgie didn’t say a word. To Aleta, it was the same as admitting on a stack of Bibles she was guilty.

“You didn’t! I’m going to ask Stan where and when!”

“Don’t you dare! That horn-dog will think it means I want to get back together. You know it never takes much to make a man see himself as Orlando Furioso.”

Aleta stopped laughing but Georgie knew her sister was going to use this bit of information in some blackmail scheme someday.

“I think what we need to do is meet up with Biff.” Georgie changed the subject. “I’d like to ask him a few questions.”

“We? I was reading my book when you walked in.”

“I didn’t mean we were going this minute. I have to email him first.”

“How did you get his email? Did you ask Beth for it?”

“I suppose I could have. I went into her email when she was talking with Sean.” Georgie looked out into the back yard. Aleta’s landscaping was neat and well maintained with hardly a weed to be seen. Georgie’s yard, on the other hand, was bordered with wildflowers, hanging ferns, and over half a dozen birdfeeders, wind-chimes and colorful glass things hanging from every tree branch. These often proved to be a real obstacle for anyone cutting the grass. Stan hit his head more than once each time he came to help with the lawn.

“You went into her email and you stole soap from her.”

“This is guest soap. She had dozens of them in the vanity drawer.”

“They weren’t even placed out? You went through her stuff?”

“Aleta, you act as if you’ve never snooped in someone’s bathroom.”

“I never have.”

“Never?” Georgie looked at her sister only to be greeted with a condescending stare. “Look at all you’re missing.” She pointed to the little soap in her hand.
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That night, after putting the finishing touches on the portrait of Princess the poodle, Georgie sat down at her computer and typed out an email invitation to Biff Stapleton. 

“Don’t know if you remember me? No. That sounds high schoolish.” She leaned on her elbows at the kitchen table. Two untouched chocolate chip cookies sat next to her. “Met you at Beth Bonomolo’s party. Maybe.” She took a bite of one cookie then snapped her finger.

She introduced herself and mentioned being at Beth’s house. It wasn’t a come-on, but it was an invitation to meet at a popular hotdog stand along the lakefront. She hit the send button and hoped to hear back within the next couple of days. She was shocked when her email notice pinged within a few minutes.

I know exactly where Pop’s Place is. Will see you there tomorrow. Two o’clock?

“That’s a little creepy, Bodhi. But, maybe he was just on the computer at the same time as me, right? I shouldn’t be so suspicious.” She looked at her pug that was sleeping on the kitchen floor, his legs stretched behind him froggy style. “Sounds good, Biff. C U @ 2. That’s how all the kids communicate today.” She said as she hit send. 
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THE NEXT DAY WAS OVERCAST. The breeze off the lake was cool so Georgie was glad she’d worn a sweater. It was a long, patchworked thing with ruffles around the collar and cuffs. Its bright green color was the perfect addition to plain blue jeans and a crisp white blouse. 

“You shouldn’t wear those shoes.” Aleta said.

“Red and green are complimentary colors. Art 101.”

I’m not saying they don’t look nice. But what if the guy ends up being dangerous? How are you going to run in those elf shoes?”

Georgie looked down at her fake leather shoes that did, indeed, curl up at the toes into a tight little donut not unlike Bodhi’s tail. 

“You forget that I raised three children. You think I’ve forgotten how to make a scene just because they don’t live in the house anymore?” She winked. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me? Who knows, maybe Biff will end up being a really nice guy looking for a companion to spend his time with.”

“Then you should suggest he get a dog.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “He is not even close to being my type.”

“Your type went out with letter sweaters and duck tails, Aleta. Don’t worry. I’ll give him your number.”

“You better not.”

“I’ll tell him you especially like to get phone calls in the middle of the night and answering with heavy breathing is okay.”

“You know, just to make sure you don’t, I’m going with you.” Aleta grabbed her purse and slipped into a pair of leather clogs that Georgie had coveted since the day Aleta brought them home.

“Now you want to go. Hmmm... methinks thou doth protest too much.”

“Very funny. I’m driving.”

“Go ahead. I’m walking so I’ll meet you there.” Georgie chuckled.

“Fine. We’ll walk. How about some iced coffee for the trip?”

“Brilliant idea.” Georgie smiled and helped get ice from the freezer.

As they strolled down the sidewalk heading toward the lakefront they discussed Biff Stapleton and the little bit they knew about him. Once they got to Pop’s Place Aleta pointed to a bench off the sidewalk beneath some tall trees.

“I’ll keep an eye from there.”

“That’s perfect.” Georgie said.

“If anything starts to go south just scream your head off. I’ll come running.”

“That also sounds perfect.”

“Run around in a circle flapping your elbows like a bird.” Aleta urged.  “Would you please?”

Georgie rolled her eyes as Aleta giggled and she made her way toward the secluded bench. It was a quarter to two. Georgie sat down at one of the benches in front of Pop’s and wondered if Biff would remember what she looked like. 

“Who names their kid Biff? I wonder if that is a nickname. It’s got to be.” She muttered as she took a look around. 

It wasn’t long before she saw Biff walking up the sidewalk, his head down and his shoulders hunched as he stared at his phone. He looked up just in time to avoid colliding with a jogger who had his headphones on.

“Yikes!” he looked right at Georgie. “That was close.”

“Biff?”

“Georgie. Did you see that?” 

“He almost got you.”

“If I were just ten years younger I’d have given him a reason to run.”

A temper. Interesting. Georgie thought to herself.  Aloud she said, “Thanks for coming to meet me, Biff. Have a seat.” Georgie patted the spot next to her on the bench. “I didn’t get a chance to talk with you at Beth’s event the other day. Now that there has been this turn of events I...”

“I know.” He quickly slid onto the bench, but his eyes stayed focused on the lake. 

“Did you know Maren well?”

He didn’t answer right away. Georgie watched as his jaw clenched and his eyes blinked like he was looking at the sun even though it was behind them. 

“We dated. I was hoping for more.”

“Why do you think she wasn’t interested?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Georgie didn’t flinch. She narrowed her eyes.

“Because Maren was poisoned. Belladonna was found in her system.”

Biff’s eyes became wide.

“I didn’t do it.” He admitted immediately. “I didn’t poison her.”

“I never said you did.”

“But you’re looking at me like you think I did.” Biff looked around as if he were worried the people walking past also believed he had something to do with Maren’s death. 

“You were with a young woman that day. Very young from where I was sitting. Is she your girlfriend?”

“She’s no one.”

“No one had you and Maren in her sights the whole time. The reason I know this is because at first, I thought she was glaring at me. But it turned out she was glaring at Maren. Why?”

“You know how young girls are.” He muttered, rubbing his hands together.

“I do. That’s why I’m asking if she had anything to do with slipping Maren some belladonna. Do you think so?”

“No.” Sweat was starting to form on Biff’s forehead. He was bouncing his right leg nervously. 

“What is her name?”

“Why do you want to know Esma’s name?”

Beth was right. Biff was not the brightest bulb on the tree.

“I saw you and Maren slip upstairs for a few minutes before she fell ill. Do you know if she was feeling sick before you went up there?”

“You know, I think I’ve had enough.” Biff stood up. “You don’t just invite someone to meet you and start asking all kinds of questions. It’s sick.”

Georgie leaned back and studied Biff’s behavior. His hands were clenching and he kept licking at his lips like they’d suddenly gone chapped.

“Biff, I just want to know what happened to Maren.”

“Well, you didn’t show me a badge and I don’t see a gun and I don’t think those weird shoes are police issue. So you can just forget getting any more information from me.” He turned and headed back in the direction he’d come from, pulling his phone from his back pocket. Walking with his head down and shoulders hunched so he could focus on the screen, he disappeared down the sidewalk.

Normally, Georgie would have had a few choice words for a man making fun of her accessories. But, considering that Biff was shaking before he stood up and stormed away she kept her clever retorts to herself.

“You chased that one away quickly.” Aleta said. 

“That was a very weird conversation. He admitted that he didn’t poison Maren.” Georgie said. “Cross him off the list of suspects then, right?”

“Of course. Only an innocent person would say they didn’t do it.” 

“You know what I need?”

Aleta shook her head as she looked at her sister.

“Some Italian ice. That will help me think.”

“Excellent idea. I’m glad I thought of it.” Aleta bumped her sister with her hip as they walked up to the order window of Pop’s Place.
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ONCE BACK HOME GEORGIE decided to do a little digging on this young woman Biff said is no one before giving her first name. 

“How many people can have the first name Esma?” She typed the name in Facebook. Her assessment was correct. Only seven people popped up. The first one had a very familiar photo attached to it.

“There you are Esma Russo.” She studied her profile. Esma Russo lived just a short jaunt from Beth in the neighboring town of Oak Park. She skimmed her profile and was surprised to see there were photos of her and Biff on the site. They went back several weeks. From the looks of things Georgie would say that Esma was a little more than “no one”. 

She extended a friend invitation with a note that said Spoke to Biff. Can we talk? 

“I won’t sit and wait for an answer.” She said to Bodhi. He was busy chewing on a giant knuckle-bone Aleta had picked up for him a few days ago. “How about we make ourselves a pizza and watch some television, Bodhi?” The dog kept chewing. 
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“It is a hot one tonight.” Aleta said as she walked across the grass to join Georgie on her stoop. She knew her sister would be there. During the summer months Georgie loved to sit on her stoop in her retro lawn chairs she’d painted bright red. As the sun set she’d wave to the people walking by, sometimes sketch in her sketchbook and just enjoy the heat before retreating into her home to the comfort of air conditioning. Tonight was one of those perfect nights.

“You said it. That’s why I’ve got the ice tea waiting for you.” She handed her sister a tall glass.

“And I’ve got punks waiting for you.” Aleta said and handed her sister a packet of incense. “This will keep the mosquitos away.

“Punks. I haven’t heard that term in so long.” 

“Do you remember when we were kids and mom and dad had those big Fourth of July parties?”

“Those were fun. They’d have them catered with roast beef and coleslaw.”

“Yeah, but they’d only have watermelon for dessert.”

“The only time they failed as parents.”

“Cousin Marty always brought those little fireworks. He’d use punks to light the fuses. And we used to wave them around really fast when it got dark so the glowing tip would make a circle.” 

“And sometimes we’d light cattails like that, too. That was so exciting because they were so much bigger. But they burned just like the punks did. “

“Those were the days.” Aleta chuckled and lit one with a packet of matches she pulled from her pocket.

The smoke from the little sticks incense curled up and around itself going higher and higher into the air. Its smoky smell was exotic yet familiar to both women and for a moment they were both kids again at their family home.

“We never used these at any other time, did we?” Georgie asked.

“Not that I can remember.”

“Funny how such a simple thing leaves such a deep impression.”

“Speaking of impressions. Find out anything about Biff’s Lolita?”

“She’s not that young. And her name is Esma.  But actually, yes I did.”

Georgie explained what she found online and how she’d reached out to the girl the same way she had done with Biff.

“He’ll probably warn her about you.” Aleta took a sip of tea. 

“Maybe. I’m hoping that if she’s the jealous type curiosity will get the best of her and she’ll reply.” Georgie studied the package the incense came in and reached for her glasses. Telling Aleta to wait a minute Georgie went into her house. She came back out with a scowl on her face.

“What’s wrong?”

“I can’t find my reading glasses.”

“Do you remember where you had them last?”

“Nope.”

“They’ll pop up. When you least expect it.”

“Speaking of things popping up when you least expect it.” Georgie pointed to the truck that had just pulled in the driveway. When the engine cut off Georgie yelled to the driver. “Stan, haven’t you ever heard of a phone?”

“I figured you’d be outside tonight. Aleta, how are you?”

“I’m doing fine Stan. I have a question for you. If a man and woman slip away for a few minutes and come back with their clothes inside out...”

‘Whoa! Whoa! Georgie, what on earth have you been telling your sister.”

“Not nearly as much as you just did.” Georgie rolled her eyes. “Wait here and I’ll get another glass. I’m assuming you’d like some iced tea.”

“I think I better. Someone needs to stop you from telling all our secrets.”

Georgie stomped into the house shutting the door against Aleta and Stan’s hoots of laughter. Normally she’d be a good sport, but Stan had been dropping by so often that she was beginning to feel as if he was taking advantage of her. 

When they were married she was a good wife. She took her responsibilities around the house and with the kids seriously. She always felt she treated Stan as a man with just the right amount of honey when he wanted it and vinegar when he needed it. He’d never said anything to the contrary. 

But those days were over. And no matter how diplomatic she tried to be he just couldn’t get it through his head that he needed to respect her independence. 

“I blame the police department.” She muttered as she pulled a glass down from the top cabinet over her sink. “He’s used to molding and kneading people to get the kind of answers he wants and he’s trying to use those same tactics on me. He can’t help himself.” She went to the freezer and dropped in a couple ice cubes.

As she approached the door she was shocked that there was no talking. It wasn’t like Stan to sit quietly with Aleta. Those two were the biggest gossips in the county.

“Just like with Bodhi, when it’s quiet I know there’s trouble. What are you two...”

“Good evening, Georgie.” Obby said offering her a bouquet of pastel colored roses.

“Hi, Obby. These are beautiful.” She gushed. “Thank you.”

Just then Stan cleared his throat.

“Obby, you remember my ex-husband Stan. Of course, you know Aleta.”

“Yes, I remember Stan.” Now it was Obby turn to clear his throat. “I remembered as I was taking my evening walk that you said on these hot, humid nights that you liked to sit on your porch. I thought I’d take a chance and see if you were out.”

“That’s so sweet of you. I’ve got some sun tea that was baking all day. Would you like a glass?” Georgie looked at Stan who was studying Obby as if he was sure he had seen his face on an FBI Most Wanted poster in the Post Office.

“I would indeed. That will be just the hydration I need for the journey back home.”

“Of course. Aleta, why don’t you come help me see if we’ve got anything for a cool snack.”

“I’d love to.” She followed Georgie into the house. Once there she stepped to the side and pressed her ear in the direction of the door.

“What are you doing?” Georgie asked.

“I want to hear who makes the first move. My money is on Stan.”

“Get away from the door. Both of those guys are mature adults. Besides, there isn’t anything they need to make moves about.”

“You might see it that way but I don’t think they do.” Aleta chuckled. “And look at how you’re dressed. You are just asking for it.”

Georgie looked down at her comfy, baggy white shirt and loose fitting cotton pants that dragged on the floor when she wore them in her bare feet. 

“Right, I’m a real temptress.” She clawed the air like a cat making her sister laugh some more.

Within a few minutes they returned to the front porch with a tray of crackers, grape tomatoes, sliced cucumbers, fresh strawberries and some store-bought sugar cookies. 

“What are you guys doing?” Georgie gasped. Stan had his right sleeve rolled up to the shoulder and Obby had his shirt unbuttoned to his navel and pulled to the left.

“I was just showing Stan the scar I’d received from a stingray that I happened upon during a vacation to Aruba.”

“Okaaay,” Georgie dragged the word out and wrinkled her nose, “ and Stan, you’re doing what?”

“You remember when I got jumped investigating that drug murder. I was just showing Obby.” He looked at Georgie as if he was doing nothing more than chatting about the weather. “But, hey, you should see the other guy.” He chuckled at his own lame joke.

“Why don’t you guys get your clothes back on and come have a snack.”

Georgie shot daggers at Stan. She knew the scar display was his idea. She would have liked to see his face when Obby said I’ll see your knife scar and raise you a stingray attack.

Despite a rocky start, the evening was an agreeable one. Stan and Obby continued a game of pleasantries that was as fake as the “pleather” elf shoes Georgie had been wearing earlier. Their tempers seemed to mellow as a cool breeze swept over everything. There was nothing worse for a man than a dilemma on a hot, humid night. 

“Georgie, I hope you enjoy the blooms. I’ve got to get back.”

“I will, Obby. Thank you so much.” She stood and gave him a hug, keeping her eye on Stan. He looked at his watch then out onto the street. “It was nice of you to stop by.”

He said good-bye to Aleta and gave Stan a hearty handshake that Georgie could plainly see was tighter than normal. Both their wrists and knuckles bulged with tension.

Once Obby was out of hearing range Georgie turned to Stan.

“Isn’t it about time you go home?”

“What? I was just waiting for him to leave. I wasn’t going to be the first one to bail out.”

“Stan, if I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times you need to call before you come over. You are not my husband anymore. You aren’t my boyfriend, either.”

Aleta had been enjoying their playful banter but those last few words stung even her. She looked at Stan. His face was stunned.

“Georgie.” He took a step closer to her. “I was just playing with the guy. He went right along with me. There was no harm done.”

“Really? My ex-husband showing off fifteen-year-old scars and flexing his muscles. Maybe you and Obby should go on a date together since you’re both more interested in impressing each other.”

Georgie stormed inside the house.

Stan turned to Aleta.

“She’s right, Stan.” She patted him gently on the shoulder. “You were a great brother-in-law. But you should know Georgie by now. It isn’t about what you want. It’s about what she wants.”

“Aleta, I want to give her everything she wants. Doesn’t she know that?”

“Don’t you know what she wants now is a little freedom?”

Aleta left Stan standing on the porch. She went inside and closed the door, locking it behind her.

“Is he sulking? I hate it when he sulks. It’s like seeing John Wayne cry. There’s something unnatural about it.” Georgie asked.

“He might be. But Georgie, he should. Showing their scars?”

“What happened? I was only in the house for a few seconds.”

“I couldn’t tell you. One minute we were talking about the weather the next thing I know those guys are ready to strip in the front yard to compare war wounds.”

Georgie started to laugh.

“I was afraid if they got down to their skivvies you know what the next thing to compare would be.” Aleta reported with a straight face as Georgie howled.

“I don’t know what kind of perfume you are wearing, Georgie, but you might want to scale back on it. Maybe don’t use any perfume at all. In fact, maybe you should just skip bathing all together. These guys already know you clean up real nice. Maybe give them a glance at the blank canvas. You’ve got to do something!”

“Maybe you are right.” Georgie wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes. 

“But...” Aleta continued.

“But what?”

“I would have never guessed it. I guess I never really thought about it but those two men are in excellent shape for guys their age. I don’t know if you could see it from where you were standing but Obby has quite a chiseled torso.”

“Aleta, you were sneaking a peek?”

“How could I not?”

“I didn’t know that.” Georgie shrugged as she pressed a few keys on her computer that she left on the kitchen table. “Hey, look at this. I got an IM from Esma Russo.”

“God bless you.”

“I didn’t sneeze. That’s her name. Esma Russo.”

“Who is she?”

“The Tart from the party.”

“Really?” Aleta pulled up a chair and looked at the instant message. “She wants to meet you at Third Coast Café. That’s over in Oak Park, isn’t it?”

“Yup. She lives there.”

“I better go with. She may end up being one of those Fatal Attraction kinds of women. Jealousy makes them crazy, literally.”

“No. I’ll go by myself. We’ve been to this place. It is on a busy street with tons of foot traffic. Plus, they have a very limited dessert selection. You won’t be missing anything.”

“Okay, but if I don’t hear back from you I’m sending Stan and Obby to find you for me.”

“That would be like a geriatric Lethal Weapon revamp.”

Aleta howled with laughter.
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Third Coast Café reminded Georgie of the images of cafes in movies. It was empty during the day with the exception of a couple of men playing backgammon, smoking clove cigarettes and the occasional older couple enjoying a coffee and slice of cheesecake.   

But come eight o’clock in the evening the place was alive with young couples that were either just starting their evening or getting off work at the nearby boutiques and shops.

Georgie was happy to be there with the early group. The tables were mostly empty. She took a seat next to the window not far from the men playing backgammon. She watched the game with interest as the men smack-talked each other. They were happy to have an audience and Georgie was happy for the distraction. 

It wasn’t long before Esma arrived. She was wearing very tight pants and a shirt that left little room for imagination. The backgammon game came to a halt as she walked in.

“Yoo hoo!” Georgie waved.

Esma stopped for a minute then slowly approached the table.

“Have a seat, Esma. Would you like a coffee? Stay away from the desserts here. Day old at the corner grocery store tastes better.”

“Tell me what you want. I don’t have all day.” Esma said before crossing her arms in front of her. Georgie wanted to start laughing. 

“Sure you do, honey. Take a seat.” Georgie waved over the waiter. “Coffee?” 

“No. Just water.” Esma eased herself into the empty chair across from Georgie. She was clenching her jaw. Her body was wound so tight any second Georgie was afraid she might rupture a blood vessel in her neck. “So, what is this all about?”

“It’s about Maren Ingrid.” Georgie watched Esma instantly tenses up even more. 

“What about her?”

“Why were you at the party at Beth’s house? It was for people over fifty years old and you obviously are not even close to being forty let alone over fifty?”

“I don’t really think it’s any of your business why I was there or who I came with.”

“I saw you talking with Biff. You spoke with him just before he went upstairs with Maren. I don’t know what they did up there but when Maren came back downstairs she was getting sick.”

“It was probably something she ate.” Esma snickered. “Vegetarians are weird.”

“I agree. And it was something she ate. Belladonna.”

“What is that?” 

“It’s a poisonous berry. How did you know Maren was a vegetarian?”

Esma pouted her lips like a fish. Her long lashes fluttered a few times.

“I came to the party with her.”

Georgie didn’t see that coming. She smirked and leaned forward on her elbows. Before she could coax Esma to tell her more, the young woman started to talk on her own.

“Okay, Maren lives a few doors down from me.”

“Is that how you met Biff?”

Esma’s cheeks blushed and she smiled a little.

“A couple of months ago he and Maren had an argument. She threw him out of her house and he didn’t have any way to get back to his apartment.” She picked at her fingernails and didn’t look up. “He knocked on my door and asked me to help him.”

“A strange man knocks on your door to tell you his girlfriend threw him out and he needs a lift home? You were okay with this?” Georgie asked.

“You’ve seen Biff. He’s good-looking and built. He’s clean cut and I just really got a good vibe from him.

How many women thought the same thing about Ted Bundy? Georgie was shocked.

“So, I invited him in and we talked.” Esma said this as if it was as normal and natural as breathing. “He didn’t live that far so I agreed to drive him home. He told me all about Maren. I knew they had a fling together but that it was over. At least, I thought if she threw him out of her house it was over.”

“But?” 

“He wasn’t dating her.” Esma insisted. “She was too busy looking for a millionaire to clamp down on. She was all about money. Even though Biff is well off he wasn’t the kind of guy Maren was going to settle for. He wasn’t rich enough.”

“How did you learn this?”

“Biff told me.”

Of course he did. He also referred to you as no one. Georgie wanted to shake Esma but kept her cool and let the girl keep talking.

“Sometimes, when he’d come to my house we’d see Maren out in her yard. he’d wave, and I didn’t want to look jealous or anything so I’d wave, too.”

“But you were jealous.”

“Maybe a little.” She rolled her eyes. “Biff didn’t want me telling anyone we were together. I assumed it was because of the age difference. Then he told me that he wanted us to have a more open relationship. To know if we were really right for each other.”

“I see.” Please tell me you didn’t fall for that? That line is as old as the hills. Georgie fidgeted in her seat.

“That makes sense, right?” Esma looked for validation but just got a blank stare from Georgie.

You poor girl.

Georgie used all of her strength to refrain from slapping Esma across the face. Each comment she made sounded dumber than the previous one. But she didn’t think Esma was lying. Unfortunately, it all sounded like the truth.

“So, when Biff invited me to the party at Beth’s I accepted. But when I did, he told me that I should go with Maren since she was going, too.”

“How did that make you feel?”

“I don’t know.” Esma took a drink of water. “Maren didn’t act like there was anything going on between her and Biff. But that’s what made me think there was something going on between them.”

“Did you talk to Maren about Biff?”

“When I brought up his name she just laughed and waved her hand like he was a joke and she’d just remembered the punch-line. I didn’t like that.”

“Why? Did you want her to be interested in Biff?”

“No. But I didn’t want her laughing at him either.” She took a deep breath. “You know what they say. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. So I asked to tag along to the party and she agreed to drive me. Biff drove me home and spent the night at my house. So, I guess I won.”

“Well, Maren died. You had sort of an unfair advantage being alive and all.”

Esma pursed her lips and looked out the window. She didn’t grasp Georgie’s remark. It sailed right over her head.

“I don’t know what else you want me to tell you.”

“Esma, you’ve been very helpful and I appreciate your taking the time to talk to me like this. I guess I should let you get back to whatever it is you need to do. Can I give you a lift?”

“I’d appreciate that.” Esma smiled for the first time but Georgie was sure it was a show for the backgammon players who watched her pull herself from her seat and strut toward the exit.

“This is a cute car.” Esma said. “I just have an old beater. It isn’t much but it gets me back and forth to work.”

“Where’s work?”

“Angelos. I’m a hostess and sometimes bartender. It’s just on the other side of town. I could take the bus but I’m required to dress nicely and sometimes I don’t get home until well after midnight. It’s safer if I drive myself.”

Georgie followed Esma’s directions. Within minutes they were in front of her house. It was a cute domicile that was nothing extravagant but certainly fancier than the meager earnings a hostess could pay for. Her car was in the driveway.

“I know what you’re thinking. How do I afford it on a hostess job.”

“Oh, no, Esma. It’s none of my business.” As soon as those words left Georgie’s mouth she realized how stupid they sounded. Especially after grilling her about her relationship with Biff and Maren and on and on.

“It’s okay. Let’s just say Maren isn’t the only one with a couple of well off boyfriends. I don’t ask for anything. They just give me presents. Money. You know.”

“It’s your life.” Georgie replied. “Thank you for talking with me Esma. Be careful out there. Don’t let anymore guys in your house if you know their girlfriend has kicked them out.”

As Esma climbed out the car she seemed sorry she’d told Georgie so much. She shut the door without another word. Still trying to appear cool and sexy, she slinked to her door, but her steps were quicker and her head was tilted down.

“I’m sure those guys who give you money just enjoy your company and want to hear your thoughts on world events and maybe a few financial tips.” Georgie said to the steering wheel. Esma thought she was really smart and the first woman an older man ever flattered. “If I had a nickel for every sugar-daddy that approached me when I was that age I’d be rich.” Just as she was pulling out of the driveway she noticed the shrubs that lined the edge of the property.

“Esma acted like she didn’t know what belladonna was. Yet, here it is growing in the front of her house.” She slowly backed the car up. The lush green triangular leaves were a beautiful compliment to the purple bell-shaped flowers. But it was the deep, rich purple berries that were the main attraction. The bushes were loaded with them. As Georgie slowly pulled away from Esma’s house she realized that the belladonna bushes were growing wild in almost everyone’s yard. 

There was a man closer to Georgie’s age that was standing at the edge of his driveway sweeping stones and dried cut grass into the street.

“Excuse me.” Georgie interrupted. The man squinted through thick glasses and slowly approached the orange Volkswagen.

“Do you happen to know which house Maren Ingrid lives in?”

“Yes.” He turned to the right and pointed to a Cape Cod style home. It was perfectly manicured with well-tended flower gardens and perfectly sculpted bushes. “She’s not home, though.”

Georgie looked at the man.

“She passed away. Saw it in the obituaries. I read those every day so I know if I’ve outlived my enemies.”

“I can’t imagine a man as handsome as yourself has any enemies.” Georgie replied without skipping a beat. “Yes, I’d heard she passed. Do you know how long she lived here?”

The man scratched his head for a minute looking up at the sky then across the street and finally down at Georgie.

“At least five years.”

“Really. Well, that’s a real shame she’s gone. It looks like she liked flowers.” Belladonna plants were also in her yard. 

“What’s your relation to her?”

“Just a friend. We actually just met and I liked her. But I didn’t know her all that well.”

“Me neither. But I kinda like the looks of you. Care to come in for a cup of coffee? My wife’s not home.” He chuckled.

“Now what would she say if she knew you were inviting strange women into your home?”

“She’d probably say if you want him he’s yours.”

Georgie laughed as she waved good-bye and drove out of Oak Park back home.

Georgie thought of Maren’s manicured nails and gold rings. There was no way she was a gardener. “So that means she had people taking care of her yard and they knew what belladonna was even if she didn’t.” Georgie said aloud to Pablo as she drove, “They would have said don’t eat the berries. She seemed smart. She probably wouldn’t just eat strange berries.”

The idea that Maren ingested belladonna berries that are growing all around her house was unlikely. That means she had to eat them accidentally some other way.

As Georgie drove she compared the stories from Biff and Esma.

“Their whole story sounds screwy but...” She tapped the steering wheel as she drove. “I don’t think Esma was lying. She’s too young to make that stuff up. She might be exaggerating. But I think there is a kernel of truth to her story. Biff? I don’t know.” 

Aleta would be the person to talk this over with. She might see something Georgie missed.

#
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“HAVE YOU SPOKEN TO anyone who is on the singles site?” Aleta asked. Georgie arrived back home with a bag of caramels she picked up at the Dollar Store along with some cheap paintbrushes she needed for a new project.

Georgie shook her head no. Her teeth were stuck together from the caramel.

“I’d start there.” Aleta snatched up another caramel and pulled off the plastic wrap. “You said you saw Biff’s picture with a couple of different ladies on Beth’s computer. You know at least one of them will talk.”  

“Goo ida.” Georgie muttered.

“What?”

Georgie chewed a little more, then swallowed and cleared her throat.

“Good idea. This caramel is really good but it’s so chewy.”

“At the Dollar Store you don’t know how long it has been sitting there.”

“Thank goodness for preservatives.” Georgie said as she helped herself to another golden colored cube. “That’s what keeps me so young and good-looking.”

“But it doesn’t help your eyesight.”

“Very funny.” Georgie pulled the bag of candy away from Aleta.
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It didn’t take long for several people to return Georgie’s inquiry about Biff. Georgie expected that there might be one or two ladies from the photos claiming Biff to be a real player. Maybe he used them for sex or money. Maybe they had a mutual understanding and were just having a good time. But the reports were nothing like that. 

“Biff Stapleton was in love with Maren Ingrid.” Sophie Lamar said. She was a good friend of Beth Bolonomo’s and went to almost every party. “I knew him better than I knew her. She was sort of the ’party girl’ if you can call it that at her age.” Sophie said. “Biff was just a distraction when she wasn’t husband hunting.”

“Yeah. Biff was head over heels for Maren.” Louise McMurty said. “She was Sophie’s friend.” They both knew Biff and about his feelings for Maren. “But she didn’t want to be serious with him. Some people say it was because he didn’t have the kind of money she was looking for. But I knew Maren a little bit. She was glamorous and liked expensive things but most of that she got from her deceased husbands and insurance. I can’t begrudge the woman for planning for the future.”

“Poor Biff.” Connie Barbantini also thought he was the one who was worse for wear. “He loved Maren. There was no doubt about it.” She not only knew Beth and Sophie but she’d gone to school as a kid with Biff and sold Avon to Maren. “He was never all that bright. Nope. Not gonna win any Nobel Prizes. But he had a good heart. Maren did, too. A lot of people had her pegged as a gold-digger. If you got a chance to talk to her you’d see that she wasn’t. The woman just had one of those personalities you wanted to be around. She never said a bad word about anyone and if she did you can bet they deserved it.”

“How did she get such a reputation?” Georgie asked as she sat on her couch in her front room with Bodhi on her lap and the phone pinched between her ear and shoulder.

“Her last husband was very, very well off and they were only married a few years before he died. But I’ll tell you that she loved him and he loved her. Let’s face it. Not to talk ill of the dead but Maren didn’t have the face of an angel.”

Georgie recalled her humongous nose.

“It was more like a gargoyle. She’d tell you that herself. But that was what the men fell in love with. She was very funny, extremely intelligent and easy to love. It’s no wonder Biff fell for her. He just wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Connie said.

“Did Maren lead him on in any way? Or was it a bad break-up.”

“With a guy like Biff, no break-up could be a good break-up. He’s just too sensitive. And like I said, he didn’t always think things through. Just because I’m friends with the guy doesn’t mean he walks on water, capiche?”

“What do you mean?” Georgie asked.

“His heart was broken. Rather than take the time to be alone and let his heart heal, he gets messed up with a woman who could be his daughter.” You could hear the disgust in Connie’s voice. “That young woman is bad for him.”

Georgie couldn’t say she was surprised by what she was hearing. May/December romances are often doomed to fail. But after talking with Biff who referred to Esma as “no one” and Esma who said she and Biff had an open relationship Georgie didn’t know who to believe. 

She thanked Connie for the information.

“I hope I see you at the next Excellent Over 50 event.” Georgie said.

“Me too. I’d love to talk to you about your pet portraits. I had a bull mastiff when I was a little girl that I used to ride like a horse. His name was Pete. The most docile creature God ever created. I might like a portrait painted of him. We’ll talk.”

When Georgie hung up the phone she felt drunk. Her head was spinning with all this new information. Affairs of the heart had become a hundred times more complex compared to when she was courting with Stan. 

It made her feel like she had been a little rough on him the other night. She hadn’t seen him or gotten any calls from him. Was that unusual or was it normal? She did tell him to give her some space. Did he actually do it or did it just seem like she hadn’t heard from him in a long time? Georgie wasn’t sure. 

She felt a twist in her chest as her heart winced at the thought of Stan actually listening to her and backing off.

“It is what we wanted, right Bodhi?” She smoothed the dog’s wrinkled brow with each stroke. His eyes closed as he enjoyed the attention. “We wanted our freedom. We don’t want to date anyone seriously. Not yet.”

The people on the dating website that were involved with Maren and Biff seemed to know quite a bit about each other and their relationships. Was that better? Did Georgie run the risk of having that many people knowing her business? 

“I’m not going to think about that now.”

Focusing back on Esma, Georgie wondered if the girl had hoodwinked her. Was her description of things with Biff and Maren accurate or had she slanted them somehow? 

“Could she have drugged Maren on the way to the party? Somehow slipped her some of those berries in a smoothie or something?” 

She would have had a chance to do it with no one seeing anything. And the fact that Maren agreed to drive Esma to the party showed that there was no bad blood between them. At least none that Maren was aware of.

Georgie left Bodhi sleeping on the couch and walked over to Aleta’s house.

“Want to go for dinner?”

“You buyin’?”

Georgie put her hand on her hip and tilted her head to the right.

“Count me in.”

“We better take your car.” Georgie said.

“Okay. That’s... wait. That’s suspicious. Why do we want to take my car? Where are we going?”

“The place is called La Tavola.” Georgie remembered from Esma’s profile that she worked at this posh restaurant on the far side of Oak Park.

“Do I need to change?” Aleta looked down at her plain blue slacks and crisp white blouse.”

“No. You look like a million bucks. I’m going in this.” Georgie did a quick spin and the blue fringe at the bottom of her blue blouse flared out. Her cotton wide-legged pants were wrinkled and her flip-flops were from the drug store. “Come on. Let’s go. Daylight’s wasting.”

“My car? Daylight is wasting? Why do I get the feeling this has more to do with Maren Ingrid than with taking me out for dinner?”

Georgie explained her suspicion about Esma based on what she’d heard from some of the women in Excellent Over 50.

“Sounds like a lot of gossip to me.” Aleta said as she climbed into her Mercedes.

“Sure it does. But that’s all testimony is. Gossip about what one person says another person did.”

Aleta looked across at Georgie, “So you’ve got Esma on trial already?”

“If I did I’d be calling Stan and not skulking around trying to rattle a few more cages with you.”

“Speaking of Stan. Have you heard from him?”

“No.” Georgie shrugged, trying to seem like it didn’t bother her.  “Not since he and Obby did their interpretation of The Village People’s hit song Macho Man.”

“Are you okay with that?”  Aleta was curious.

“I have to be. I asked for it, right?”  Georgie fidgeted, looking out the window briefly as Aleta took her hand and squeezed it.  “Hey, don’t feel bad for me. Let me tell you everything these women were telling me about Biff and Esma. It goes way out there.”

By the time they got to La Tavola, Aleta’s head was spinning like Georgie’s had been earlier.

“I feel like I need a scorecard or something.”

“Yes. We need one of those big whiteboards with pictures of everyone and red thread connecting them together. That’s exactly what we need. Here we are. But don’t park in front.”

“Why on earth can’t I park out front?” Aleta was indignant.

“I don’t want her to see us coming.” Georgie pointed. “Park over there.”

“On the street? You want me to park my Mercedes on the street?”

“Since when does that matter?”

“Since I read that cars that park on the street instead of in parking lots lose ten percent more value because of the nicks and scratches from stones, dirt and debris kicked up by passing traffic.”

“Okay. Then pull down the alley at the back of the building.”

“Then it’s out of sight. This is a Mercedes. If you wanted to park in an alley we should have driven Pablo.”

Georgie gave a huge sigh, “Then pull around back and park in the employee parking, you big baby.”

“I’m just being frugal.”

“If that’s what they are calling crazy these days then YES you are being frugal.”

“You are impossible.” Aleta whispered under her breath.

“I heard every word you just said.” Georgie winked at her sister.

“I meant you to.”

Once they were out of the car and walking toward the sidewalk that wrapped around the brownstone restaurant Georgie grabbed Aleta’s arm.  “That’s Esma’s car.” she said excitedly pointing at a rusty subcompact.

“So?”

“So let’s see if there is anything in it.  The doors aren’t locked.” Georgie handed Aleta her purse. “Plop this on the hood and pretend you are looking for something inside while I pop the door open.”

“Isn’t that illegal searching?”

“If you must put a label on it, Nancy Negative.” Georgie wrinkled her nose. “How does she drive with this mess? Look, empty food cartons, sticky bottles, clothes. I don’t even want to know why there is underwear in here.  Do you smell that? I know what that is. Do you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a pine air freshener, that’s for sure.”

“I think jail is a good possibility.” Aleta looked around. “We won’t be having some delicious Italian dinner of lamb chops or ravioli stuffed with truffles. We’ll be having bologna sandwiches with white milk from a little carton in jail while we wait for someone to bail us out.”

“Check this out.” Georgie whispered. “This is her phone bill. She’s calling this number a couple dozen times a day. How much do you want to bet that is Biff’s number?”

“Can you hurry up? I think that unmistakable smell is making you giddy.”

“CHA-CHING! No. Wait! This is a restraining order against Biff. But that doesn’t make any sense. Esma didn’t say anything about filing a restraining order against Biff.”

“So what do we do now?”

“We confront her on it.”

“Confront Esma? She’s going to know you went through her car. She might call the cops on us for illegal search and seizure. No one will listen to a couple of kooky old ladies who are snooping through people’s cars and trash looking for a smoking gun.”

“What are you talking about. Of course they will. But it won’t come to that.”

“How do you know?”

“Because Esma is hiding something. She’s going to be so freaked out that we caught her in a lie that it won’t even dawn on her that we snuck in her car.”

Aleta looked at her sister and shook her head. 

“Aleta, have a little faith in your big sister. Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“How can you even ask that question with a straight face?”

“Just follow my lead and you’ll see. We’ll get to the bottom of this before the first appetizer is served.”

When they walked into the restaurant Esma was at the hostess station. She did not look happy to see Georgie who was smiling and waving hello.

“What are you doing here?” Esma demanded abruptly.

“We came for dinner. I recognized your car outside. When I peeked in I saw this restraining order against Biff Stapleton. You can imagine how shocked I was. Care to explain?”

“No. You can explain to the cops why you were snooping around in my car.” Esma pulled out her cell phone.

“The doors were open.” Georgie offered. She could feel Aleta’s eyes burning into her.
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“Now, just hold your horses.” Georgie spoke softly and smiled. “I don’t know if we want to get the police involved.”

“I’ll bet you don’t.”

“No. Not for me. I meant for you. The only people who keep their cars that messy usually do so because they are hiding something else in there. Say, a little bit of the Mary-Jane.”

“What?” Esma squinted.

“Come on, Esma, and don’t tell me it’s for medicinal purposes. You’ve got marijuana in your car. The whole thing reeks of it.”

Esma looked around then tucked her phone back in her pocket.

“I’m not here to give you a talking to about the dangers of drugs, honey. But, it is dangerous to keep information like a restraining order from the police. If you are afraid of Biff, I mean if he’s dangerous, then...”

“I never signed it.” Esma whispered. She stepped out from behind the narrow podium she was standing behind and grabbed Georgie’s arm to pull her to a secluded corner.

“Did he hurt you, honey?” Georgie did her best sympathetic old lady imitation.

Esma looked around and rolled her eyes.  “No. I just wanted to make him mad.”

“A restraining order ought to work.” Georgie did her best to not roll her eyes at Aleta who was still standing near the podium that Esma had been behind when they entered.

“He told me that when he was a young man he was arrested for domestic violence. He pushed his girlfriend when he was leaving her house and she fell and hit her elbow. It was years ago.”

“But why did you want to make him mad?”

“He wanted to end it. Completely.”

“Was this before or after the pool party?” Georgie was starting to feel as if she’d had too much to drink yet she hadn’t had a drop of water let alone anything stronger.

“Before.” Esma replied as if all of this was normal behavior among adults.

“So, before the pool party Biff says he wants to break up. But then, Biff suggests you go to the pool party and ride with Maren. That doesn’t sound right.”

“He didn’t really suggest it. I sort of invited myself.”

“So, that’s why he was so agitated when he was talking to you. Isn’t it?”

Esma looked past Georgie. The young woman was thinking of a way to make things sound favorable to her but it was too late. The entire story was unravelling to reveal nothing more than a jealous girl. But was she so jealous she’d kill?  Georgie couldn’t be certain, so she decided to push a little harder.

“He didn’t suggest you drive with Maren.” Georgie whispered.  “He didn’t invite you to the party. Yet, there you were. You made it very clear that you didn’t want Biff talking to Maren. You stuck by his side and glared at any woman who talked to him, didn’t you? Don’t deny it. I saw you. It must have really made you upset when they disappeared upstairs for a short spell.”

“No. It didn’t.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“It didn’t matter.” She tried to look confident, raising her chin and smirking. Her expression looked a little more constipated than anything else. “Like I said. He came home with me.”

“Was your car cleaned out when you drove Maren?”

“What?”

“Your car. Did you drive her in that filth or was the car clean?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about. You need to leave.” Esma stepped back behind her podium as if that somehow protected her from any more questions.

Georgie nodded. Without another word she slipped her hand through the crook of Aleta’s arm and they walked out.

“Let me guess. We aren’t eating dinner there.” Aleta was resigned as they walked away.

“Would you trust the food that came out of the kitchen now?”

“I should have known.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let you go hungry. We are only a few blocks from a Schoop’s Burgers.”

“You’re lucky I’m starving.” Aleta pulled her keys out of her purse. “So, why were you asking her if she cleaned out the car?”

“Because, if Esma drove Maren there might be trace evidence in her car. She probably cleaned the car for Maren to ride in but trashed it to cover up any evidence. I’d even go so far as to say she smoked some marijuana in order to calm her nerves.”

Aleta considered this, head tilted to one side.  “I guess that’s possible.”

“It’s a theory.” Georgie said cheerfully.  “Hey, since we can’t eat here, I’ll buy your Schoop’s burger. Everything on it?”

“With extra fries and a cherry coke.” Aleta answered firmly.

“You are a high maintenance date, little sister.”
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“IS DATING REALLY THIS complicated?” Aleta asked after the ladies had finished dinner and got in the car.

“It is if you thrive on drama.”

“Really? This makes me very happy that I’m not seeing anyone. In fact, I don’t think I want to dip my toe back in the dating pool for another decade.”

“It won’t matter. When you do you’ll be sad to see the men will still act the same. There will always be jealous ex-girlfriends. I think you are right. Best to just wipe your hands and feet of the whole scene.”

“That Esma is a real piece of work. Nothing says I love you like a false restraining order.”

“Yeah. It’s also starting to look as if nothing says I love you more than poisoning the competition with belladonna berries.” Georgie laughed. “Hey, before we go home. I want to take a detour past Maren’s house again.”

“What for?”

“Just in case she left a window open or a door unlocked.”

“Breaking into Esma’s car was just the start. It’s like a drug with you.” Aleta shook her head. “And I suppose you want me to be the lookout.”

“No. You’re skinnier. You should go in and I’ll be the lookout.”

“I’m not doing it, Georgie.”

“Why? You know if anything goes sideways Stan will bail you out.”

“That is a very big assumption you are making about the guy who you yelled at the other night.”

“I didn’t yell at him.”

Aleta tilted her head to the right like a dog that heard a high-pitched whistle.

“How many times do I have to tell the man to call before he comes over?”

“He’s a man. He’s probably never going to do exactly what you want.”

“Here, this is the street. Stop talking to me about Stan or I’ll lose my focus.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t want you distracted when you are breaking the law.” Aleta looked out the window. “Esma is at work. After you hit Maren’s house why don’t we stroll on over to hers and see what else we can find.”

“Now you’re talking!” Georgie pointed to Maren’s house. “Wait. What is this? Shoot! It looks like someone beat us to the punch! Slow down. Let’s watch what they are doing.”

“They look like they are looting the place.”

“How many of them are there? I only see two.”

“What do you plan on doing?”

“Confronting them.”

“Georgie, you’re crazy.”

“No. I’m focused.”
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Chapter 12 
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The front door to Maren’s house was wide open. One man came out carrying what looked like a crystal vase and a small figurine. He handed them to the other man who was standing at the back of a silver Lexus with the trunk open.

“That guy. Where have I seen him before?” Aleta muttered. “He was at the pool party. I spilled my drink on him, remember?”

“Yeah.” Georgie looked thoughtful.  “So what’s his connection with Maren?”

“I’m not sure. Remember she commented on him. She said it was good he got wine spilled on him.”

“Did she mention his name?” Georgie reached for the door handle.

“If she did I don’t remember.”

“Okay, keep me covered.”

“What? I thought we were just going to observe?”

“You can’t learn anything by just observing. Sometimes you have to take action.”

“We aren’t Green Berets, Georgie. Don’t!”

Before Aleta could stop her, Georgie was out of the car, hurrying toward the two men as they were tucking things in the back of the car. 

“Excuse me.” Georgie whined. “Excuse me. What are you men doing?”

The men both stopped and looked in surprise at Georgie, their faces stone serious.

“I’m sorry.” Georgie broke down in fake tears. “I just... just heard... the news and I... I can’t believe it!” She sobbed while pulling a handkerchief from her purse like a magician pulling scarves from his sleeve.

“You must be... good friends of hers... for you to....” She staggered a few steps in order to lure the men away from the back of the car. It worked.

“Please, be careful, Miss...?” One of the men reached for Georgie’s elbow to steady her.

“Kaye. Georgie Kaye. I met Maren in Tuscany. We had so much in common it was like I’d found the sister I never had.”

Aleta clicked her tongue in the car. “I’ll get you for that one Georgie Kaye.”

“There, there, Georgie Kaye.” the man holding Georgie’s arm patted her back sympathetically.

“Who are you?” Georgie sniffed and looked up at the man. 

“I’m Drake Whedon.”

“Drake, were you at the last event Maren attended? You look familiar.”

“I was.”

Georgie looked at the other man, wiped her nose with the back of her hand then offered it to the other fellow. “Georgie Kaye.” She introduced herself blinking back crocodile tears.

“Joe Ridgely.”

“And how did you know dear... dear Maren?”

“I was her ex-husband.”

“Oh, yes.” Georgie sniffed. “I believe she mentioned you. The love of her life.”

“What? She bled me dry from our divorce. If she wasn’t insulting me or my new wife she wasn’t speaking at all.” Joe protested.

“Right. My mistake. Oh she will be so sorely missed.” Georgie cried some more while holding up the handkerchief to her eyes. “Can I bother you for a drink of water?’

“Sure.” Drake looked at Joe and nodded his head. “Come on in.” 

Georgie cried and sobbed in her handkerchief while looking sideways to make eye contact with Aleta who sat waiting quietly in the car. 

Once inside the house Georgie gasped. From the outside the home was simple. But on the inside it was as if she’d been transported to a villa in Tuscany. The floor in the foyer was covered in blue, white and yellow ceramic tiles. The walls were painted a soothing terra cotta color. The furniture just a few feet away in the living room was rich, tan leather draped with white throw pillows and blankets. And along the walls were spaces where pictures had been hung but now there were only hooks. The closer Georgie looked the more she saw a lot of things were missing. 

There were vacant spots on shelves and bookcases. Curtains were missing. Some pictures on the tables were knocked over and a few magazines had fallen on the floor.

Joe walked further into the house while Drake stayed with Georgie.

“You’re handling her affairs, I see.” She sulked. “Maren had such wonderful taste. A truly artistic spirit. Don’t you think?”

“Well, if it had a big price tag she probably liked it.”

“You don’t sound happy.” Georgie hoped Drake didn’t catch the confrontational tone in her voice. “But, death is not a happy business. Except for the undertaker.” She chuckled and cried.

“I’m just helping Joe. Some of this stuff is rightly his.”

“Oh?”

“Joe is Maren’s ex-husband.”

“Yes. I already knew that. Especially after he said she bled him dry during the divorce.” Georgie dabbed her eyes with the handkerchief. “Things didn’t end well?”

“Not at all. Maren wasn’t going to stop until she had everything Joe had worked for including half his business.”

“I see. Divorce is never good. Do they have children?”

“No. No kids.”

“Then we should be thankful for that.”

Drake nodded as Joe reappeared with a crystal goblet filled with water.

“Thank you so much. And in such a beautiful glass.”

“Part of our wedding gifts.” Joe snapped bitterly.

Georgie was starting to see that perhaps she’d been barking up the wrong tree with Biff and Esma. Maybe this was all orchestrated by Joe Ridgely in order to get what he felt was rightly his. He was obviously helping himself to the contents of her home. 

“I’m sorry Maren didn’t mention you.” Georgie sipped the water. “Were you married long?”

“Ten years.” Joe said proudly. “I wasn’t the one who wanted the divorce.”

Georgie took another sip and watched Joe. He was looking toward Drake. “I should have listened, Drake. I keep telling you that over and over.”

“You loved her. Nothing I said would have made a difference. Stop beating yourself up over it.” Drake clapped Joe on the shoulder before walking into the living room and taking two small paintings no bigger than postcards off the wall.

“I did love her. That I did.”

Just before Georgie was about to ask another question a plump woman with jewelry on every finger, a shiny gold blouse and black trousers came sashaying in the front door. Her hair was in a wavy bob and she wore a lot of make-up. Georgie instantly liked her if for nothing more than her fashion sense.

“Joe.” She gushed as she gave him a European kiss on each cheek. “So good of you to help. Drake. I knew you wouldn’t be far behind.” She walked over and did the same to him as he held the small paintings in his hands.

She turned to look at Georgie who instantly burst into tears again.

“This is a friend of Maren’s. They met in Tuscany. Georgie...”

“Georgie Kaye. I’m so sorry for your loss.” She held the kerchief to her nose while extending her other hand.

“Thank you. I’m Patty Gooch. Maren’s cousin.” She looked around. “It looks like you’ve gotten most of what you wanted Joe?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Patty.” Joe replied sadly. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

“We always liked you, Joe. The whole family.” Patty said as she patted Joe’s arm. “None of us could understand why Maren did what she did. But she always marched to her own drumbeat. You can’t change that.”

“I keep thinking I should have tried more.” Joe mused. He quickly turned away and Georgie felt a twinge in her heart. Her suspicion oozed out of her and pooled around her feet. This guy didn’t have anything to do with Maren’s death. 

“You wouldn’t have been happy, Joe.” Drake said handing the miniature paintings to his friend. “You know it.”

“But I could have tried to be civil with her. I could have tried.”

“You’ve got Kathy now, Joe. Focus on her.” Patty said folding her arms in front of her chest. “These things won’t make Maren’s memory any sweeter. But they might bring you a fair price and if you want to keep any of them, please do. Take whatever you want, Joe. We’ll be having the estate sale in a week. I’d rather you have first dibs. I know you helped pay for most of it.”

Georgie felt terribly intrusive. 

“Thank you so much for the water. I must be going.” She handed the crystal goblet to Patty who took it as if the thing might come to life in her hand. “My sincerest condolences to you all.” 

Before anyone could ask her another question she was out the front door and hurrying to Aleta’s car.

“Start it up.” She mouthed the words. “Start the engine.”

“What?” Aleta gaped at her.

“Start the engine!” Georgie said louder, looking behind her to see Drake looking out the door and pointing. Like a speed-walker in the last leg of a race she hustled toward the car.

Aleta started the engine and began to slowly roll forward.

Georgie grabbed the handle, yanked open the door, dove in and slammed it shut just as Aleta hit the gas and peeled out of there.

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You must have done something. They were all staring out the door. They probably got the license plate number and are calling the cops right now.”

“To tell them what? An old lady asked for a drink of water and once we gave it to her she left? Step aside Dillinger. There’s a new public enemy number one. And she’s thirsty.”

“What in the world are you talking about? You said you were going to go crack some skulls or rattle some cages. Instead I see you crying and sobbing like a toddler being told it’s nap time.”

“I never said either of those things.”

“You acted like that’s what you were going to do.”

“I don’t believe in my entire life I have ever cracked a skull. But, if that is the reputation I have, just leave it alone. I’ll take it.” Georgie stuffed her hanky back in her purse.

“So, if you didn’t scare them with threats of having the police come and search every inch of the house and their persons, what did you do?”

George recapped the entire scene blow-by-blow as if it were a heavyweight title fight. 

“So, when I heard Patty say that Joe could have what he wanted and Drake was just helping the only logical conclusion was that they weren’t involved in Maren’s death.”

“You just turned on the waterworks, huh? They let you in their house and gave you a glass of water.”

“In a crystal goblet.”

“Of course they did.”

“You should have seen the inside of that house. It was like stepping into a Tuscan villa. Gorgeous.”

“You just blubbered all over yourself.” Aleta pulled her lips down at the corners. “And no one asked anything like who is that woman in the car or weren’t you at the pool party? It just took a little emotion.”

“It wasn’t a little. I really bawled.” Georgie said, sucking in her breath and pulling her head back as if she were afraid she might get a slap.

“So, if the ex-husband and his buddy didn’t do it, we are back to square one with Esma and Biff.”

“It looks that way.”

Just then the theme to Rocky came to life from Georgie’s purse.

“You changed your ring tone again?”

“Yup.” Georgie answered as she slapped at Aleta’s arm.  “Oh, hi, Beth. No, I’m not busy. Glasses? What’s that?  Why yes, I did lose my glasses.  I was sure they’d pop up in my house somewhere, but it seems they’ve popped up at your place.”

Georgie clutched Aleta’s arm and continued, “I’m with my sister but we actually aren’t far from your house. Do you mind if we both come by to pick them up? Great. We’ll be there in about twenty minutes. Thanks, Beth.”

“We are going to Beth’s house?” Aleta said excitedly.

“You’ve got to try the bidet.”

“I know what a bidet is. I don’t think I want to. But I do want to see the view in the bathroom that you described.”

“It’ll make you want to use the bidet.” Georgie said confidently.

“Eww.”

“Why is that eww?”

“It just is.”

“Aleta, where is your sense of adventure?”

“Anywhere but in the bathroom.”
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Chapter 13
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The outside of Beth’s home looked different. Neither Georgie nor Aleta could put their finger on it but they both noticed it. 

“It’s like a cloud is over it.” Aleta said, looking up at the sky.

“I agree.” Georgie knocked on the door. “Do you get the feeling we are being watched?”

“No. Why?”

“I don’t know. The hairs just went up on my neck. Maybe it was just a breeze or a chill or something.” 

Within seconds Beth answered the door. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun. Wisps of hair were falling around her face. She didn’t have any make-up on and she was wearing sweatpants that were a wee bit too tight around the thighs.

“Hello, ladies.” She smiled. “Come on in. Excuse my appearance. I’ve been up to my eyeballs in work all day and just when I think I’m finished something else pops up. Have you ever had one of those days?”

“More than I’d care to admit.” Aleta smiled.

“Nope. Not me. Every day is filled with cupcakes and puppies.” Georgie joked as she walked into the house.

“My sister drinks.” Aleta joked. “She’s quite a lush. Better give her something before she gets violent.”

“Well, I’m ready if you guys are. How about a quick Bloody Mary? I’ve already got a pitcher made. Don’t make me drink alone.”

The Kaye sisters agreed and followed Beth to the kitchen. True to her word there was a glass pitcher of the tomato and vodka concoction sitting on the counter. It looked as if it hadn’t been touched yet. There were also half a dozen leftover party supplies stacked next to the pitcher. Flags, streamers, nametags, napkins, paper umbrellas.

“Were you having company?” Aleta asked. “We certainly didn’t mean to impose.”

“Nope. This was for me.”

“Is everything all right?” Georgie asked.

“Well, it’s going to be all over the place soon enough. You might as well know. Sean and I are splitting up.”

Georgie and Aleta looked at each other.

“Not that kind of splitting up. The business. We’re parting ways.”

“From the sound of things at your pool party I thought business was good.” Aleta said as she took a seat on one of the barstools at the island where Georgie had been sitting just a few days ago.

“Business is great.” Beth sighed. “There are just too many problems between Sean and I. Call it irreconcilable artistic differences. Have a seat, Georgie. I’ll get your glasses.”

Georgie nodded and watched as Beth disappeared down the hallway. Her footsteps echoed down the hallway until Georgie and Aleta couldn’t hear them anymore. 

“What are you doing, Georgie?” Aleta hissed.

“Nothing.” Georgie hissed back as she slid off the barstool and walked up to the kitchen table by the window. It was covered with papers. 

“You want to know how much she pays to light this place up, don’t you? Let the woman pay her bills in private.”

“Okay. I promise not to look at her electric bill.” Georgie peeked through the documents, picking them up between her thumb and forefinger. “But look at this. Yikes.” She picked up the printout of an email that was sitting on top of the stack. “I’d read this to you but I don’t think you’ve heard words like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, let’s just say the movie Goodfellas is a kindergarten story comparatively speaking.”

“Beth doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to use that kind of language.”

“Nope. This is from Sean. He’s pretty upset.” Georgie whispered. “From the looks of this Sean isn’t going to be a major shareholder anymore. Not if Beth gets her way.”

“Does it say why?”

“Well, I’m not sure what this is code for but she used the term “major-league screw-up.” Georgie looked at Aleta with a frown on her face. “Not a good thing to see on your annual review.”

“I think I hear her coming back.” 

Georgie put the papers back the way she found them and tiptoed back to the island, quickly easing herself up on the barstool. She casually picked up the stack of nametags and shuffled them absently in her hands. 

“I’m so sorry. I knew I set them someplace I wouldn’t forget and for a moment I forgot.” Beth put her hand to her forehead. “Its tough getting old. Here you are, honey. I hope you weren’t put out too badly without them.”

“I couldn’t read my bills. No loss there.” Georgie took the spectacles and stuffed them in her purse.

Beth chuckled as she pulled two tall glasses from her cupboard and placed them on the counter. 

“Let me salt up the rims and add some ice. Then you pour. I’ll get the garnishments.” Beth turned to the fridge and grabbed some celery, pickles, sliced roast beef and pepperoncini peppers. Within seconds she had skewered the veggies and meat and added them to the drinks.

“This is a real treat.” Aleta smiled at the lovely mixture and took a sip. Before she could say another word Beth had thrown some cheese and crackers on a plate and presented it on a wooden cutting board.

“You certainly didn’t have to go through all this for us.” Georgie said.

“Please. I love entertaining. I’d feel terrible if I drank this entire pitcher and ate all this cheese myself.”

The ladies didn’t talk about the issue with Sean or the business being split up. Instead, Aleta took the lead speaking about her son and daughter as well as Georgie’s three children.

“It was almost like I had five kids since we were always together. My daughter and Georgie’s daughter were the best of friends and are still very close.” 

“Our boys were always getting the girls to go on some adventure or enterprise with them.” Georgie added. “It usually resulted in skinned knees and dirty clothes.”

“But they were good kids.” Aleta patted her sister’s arm.

“They knew if I wasn’t around Aunt Aleta would throw the hammer down just like I would.” Georgie said while flipping through the cards. She stopped on the name Maren Ingrid seeing the vegetarian notation on her tag. As she continued to flip through the cards, smiling and chuckling at the stories about their kids that Aleta was retelling, she saw something that instantly burrowed into her mind. Beth’s nametag also listed her as a vegetarian. 

“Oh!” Georgie shouted out without really thinking. Aleta and Beth stared at her. “I’m sorry. I saw a redheaded woodpecker outside.” She pointed toward the window. “I’m a bit of a bird-watching fanatic.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really?” Aleta whispered under her breath to Georgie.

“Would you mind if I walked your grounds for a few minutes. I’d love to catch a glimpse of him again if possible.”

“Absolutely. Be my guest.” Beth smiled. “I have birdfeeders scattered all over the property. I love having the wildlife skittering back and forth. Sometimes its better than television.”

“I’ll be back in a moment. Mind if I take my drink?”

“Not at all. Just make sure you come back for a refill.” Beth winked.

Georgie went to the sliding doors that were down the hallway in the main dining area where everyone had been eating at the party.

With renewed energy Georgie slipped outside and wove her way past the pool through the beautifully landscaped back yard. It wasn’t actually a yard. It was several acres but Georgie didn’t have to go very far to find what she was looking for.

“I knew it.” Scattered abundantly throughout the property were lush, green bushes with dark purple, nearly black berries cascading down in elegant but deadly bundles. “Belladonna.” Georgie said to herself as she walked up to the nearest bush and studied it. Could she possibly see where berries had been picked? “It could be from animals. Birds. Picked berries don’t necessarily mean anything. But still....” she squinted carefully. She looked over every branch, leaf and berry and although she did see a few places where the little purple orbs were missing she couldn’t prove anything. 

“Ouch!” Georgie had backed up a couple paces right into a crimson pigmy barberry. “Thorny little devil! Let go!” She tried to pull away but hundreds of razor sharp thorns that covered the bush would not release the fabric so easily. 

After twisting and turning as if she were fighting off a swarm of bees in slow-motion Georgie finally broke free.

“Rotten weeds. Look what you did to my shirt.  What’s this?” She started to scold the plant but a piece of white fabric covered with some strange hair caught her eye. It was no bigger than the top of a thumbtack but it didn’t belong there. “I don’t know what you are but you’re coming with me.” She carefully picked the fabric from the thorns and hurried back inside. 

“Did you see him?” Aleta asked.

“Who?”

“The red-headed woodpecker?” 

“I sure did,” Georgie announced triumphantly, “and I also caught a glimpse of an umm... long-necked loon.” 

“Were there mirrors out there?”

“Very funny.” Georgie scolded before turning to Beth. “I don’t know how you keep up with the landscaping. It’s so beautiful and peaceful out there.”

“It is. But if you think this is nice you’ll have to come for my annual winter bonfire. It’s not really a bonfire. I have a tiny fire pit out there but I have the fireplace on for all of us civilized people. I always pray we get a couple inches of snow for that. Everything looks so smooth and calm. The red cardinals come in droves. You’d love it.”

“Pencil us in.” Georgie said. “I’m afraid we are going to have to get going. Aleta, maybe you should use the bathroom before we drive home. You know, your condition.” Georgie raised her eyebrows at her sister and then lowered her eyes to Aleta’s backside. “Like you said, Beth. It can be tough getting old.”

Before Aleta had a chance to protest Beth quickly stepped in.

“Sure. Let me show you where it is.”

Aleta glared at her sister then proceeded to follow Beth down a different hallway off the kitchen that led to the bathroom.

Within minutes they were in Aleta’s Mercedes heading back home.

“So what was the big hurry? Did you find something in the garden?”

“I’m not sure yet. There were belladonna plants back there. Lots of them. And then I found this.” She reached into her pocket and unfolded her hanky to reveal the hairy piece of cloth.

“What is that?”  Aleta asked.

“It might be nothing. But my gut said to snag it. It was out of place.”

“So what are you going to do with it?”

“Take it to Stan.” Georgie said cheerfully.

Aleta didn’t respond.

“What? What is that eye-roll for?”

“I didn’t roll my eyes. I just raised my eyebrows.”

“What for?” Georgie asked.

“Has Stan called you since the other night?”

“No. But that was the whole problem. He never calls, especially when he decides to come over.”

“I’m worried.” Aleta said nervously.

“About Stan?”

“Yes and about you, too. What if he decides he’s had enough and goes his own separate way?”

“Because I yelled at him? I yelled at him more when we were happily married. I didn’t yell at him at all when he took off, Aleta. He’s gotten a better deal than he deserves.”

“So you’re saying Stan knows it’s your way of showing affection when you yell at him.”

“Something like that.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, Georgie. I’m just trying to brace you for a possible fall.”

“I appreciate that, Aleta. I just think Stan can hack it. He’s got thick skin and an even thicker head. He’s probably forgotten all about that conversation already.”

Georgie thought her words sounded confident. She looked out the window and tried to ignore the twinge of guilt that had plucked at her heart.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 14

[image: image]


“I’ll look at it when I get a chance.” Stan said the next day when Georgie stopped by the precinct.

“What do you mean when you get a chance?”

“Exactly what I said.  Look Georgie, this is not the only homicide on my desk.” Stan looked at her the way he used to when he had to work for a holiday or one of the kid’s birthdays. It was a sexy sorry but that’s the way it’s got to be look. 

“But I think it might be something important.” She muttered, unsure how to react to Stan telling her no.

“Like I said, Georgie. I’ll get to it when I get a chance. I’m sorry, but I’ve got to meet with the Chief in about three minutes.”

“About what?” Georgie asked absently. She didn’t really care what Stan and the Chief were going to talk about. It made no difference to her. The strange hairy thing she’d found on the belladonna bush was the only thing she was interested in and Stan was preventing her from learning anything more about it.

“What do you mean about what? Police work. The status of my cases. Same stuff I always talk to him about.”

“Well, you sound like you’ll be busy for a while.” Georgie pinched her lips together. She had been sitting in one of the seats in front of his desk. But like a cat being snapped out of a nap she stood, reached over his desk and snatched the baggie with the hairy cloth out of his hand.

“What are you doing with that? I told you I’d have it analyzed when I got a chance.” He reached to get it back, but Georgie pulled it away.

“Nope. That’s okay.” She stuffed it in her purse. “I shouldn’t have thought you’d just drop everything. You know, I think I know someone who can probably help. Sorry to bother you, Stan. Good luck in your meeting.”

Before Stan could get out from behind his desk Georgie had flung his office door open and stomped out. Once she was out on the sidewalk she felt the tears burn her eyes. Crying was the last thing she expected to do. She’d cried quite a bit over Stan in their life together. She cried when he left, of course. She cried when he signed the divorce papers. She cried when the kids asked about him. She cried when he said he was coming home and she cried when he came to see her, his first stop when he finally got back to town. He looked worn out but not defeated. That was the thing about Stan. He took all his plans in stride. Some of them worked. Some didn’t. Sometimes he was the hero. Sometimes the villain. But right now, Georgie thought he was the villain being strong on her because he knew he could.

With speed she didn’t know she possessed at her age she hurried down the street away from the precinct. With her anger fueling her thoughts she realized she didn’t need Stan. She could find someone who could tell her what that hairy piece of fabric was. 

But had she turned around she would have seen Stan rush out of the precinct and she might have even caught a glimpse of the single tear in his eye.

#
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“WHY AREN’T YOU TAKING this to Stan?” Aleta asked when Georgie told her they were taking a quick trip.

“He’s busy. This isn’t his only homicide, you know.” She didn’t look at Aleta but instead busied herself shuffling things around in her purse. “So, are you coming?”

“Yes. Of course I am. Someone has to provide bail money.” Aleta didn’t pry but her gut told her Stan reacted to Georgie the way she had predicted. Even though Georgie had told him more than once not to just pop in he wouldn’t listen. Now, he was upset with her for telling him not to just pop over to her house whenever he felt like it. Some people might say she could have been nicer. But some people didn’t know Georgie or what she went through when Stan left. 

“Where are we going?”

“To see Van Martin.” Georgie said.

“The dog groomer. Why?”

“I think he might be able to tell me what this stuff is.” She pulled out the plastic bag she had transferred the cloth and hairs to. “I don’t think it’s from a deer because of the color.”

“Good idea.” 

“I’ve got brains I haven’t even used yet.” Georgie winked as they climbed into Pablo, her orange Volkwagen.

Van Martin’s Salon for Dogs was as posh as any day spa for the ladies of the neighborhood. There were pictures of some of his regular “clients”, and silver bowls with fresh water strategically placed along the walls; conveniently out of the way of Van and his three-man staff. There were also a variety of shampoos and skin conditioners displayed on shelves. No pet grooming facility was complete without a steady supply of doggie-doo-doo bags strategically placed next to a crystal bowl of healthy treats Van made himself out of pumpkin and oats.

“Didn’t Bodhi snap at him the one time you brought him in?”

“Yes,” Georgie wrinkled her nose. “Bodhi is a manly dog. This primping isn’t for him. He likes to roughhouse. The only use he has for fluffy satin cushions is to tear them with his teeth to make sure there is stuffing on the inside.”

“Did Bodhi hurt him?”

“I think, well, Van didn’t expect the bite of my flat-nosed friend to be as hard as it was. But the bruise was gone in about two weeks.”

“Are you sure he’s going to want to help?”

“Oh, yes. We actually refer customers to each other. All the high maintenance pets I do portraits of I refer to Van. If he’s got someone who he thinks might like a portrait he sends them my way.”

“That’s convenient.”

“It certainly smoothed over Bodhi’s attack.”

When they walked in the salon a jingle of bells went off and every dog there let out a bark.

“Hello, Georgie!” Van shouted from the back of the store. “Is Bodhi with you?”

“No, the coast is clear. My little man is at home dreaming about chasing cats and the pet groomer.”

Van let out a deep laugh. He was about six and a half feet tall with the body of a linebacker for the Chicago Bears. His tan arms were covered with tattoos. He wore dark pants and a plain white t-shirt, while there were expensive gym shoes on his feet. 

“Lucky for me.” He approached and gave Georgie a gentle squeeze.

“This is my sister Aleta.”

“Hi, Van. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Welcome to my salon. Can I get you guys a cucumber water or should we get right down to business? Tell me, what can I do for you?”

“Maybe nothing, Van. But I was hoping you might be able to identify this.”

Georgie pulled the plastic baggie out of her purse and handed it to Van.

Van wore bright, unnaturally blue contact lenses. He focused on the clump of hair and fabric, squinting, studying. He pulled the bag open and pinched the fibers between his fingers.

“I’ve felt this before.” He rubbed it between his fingers. “Now, I can’t be sure exactly but this is either the hair of a French poodle, maybe a Bichon Frise or it could very well be a Bedlington Terrier.”

“You’re sure it could be a Bedlington Terrier?” Georgie’s voice was quiet.

“There is a good possibility that it is. Does this help you at all?”

“You have no idea, Van.” Georgie took the baggie and held it open for Van to drop the hairs back into the bag. “You know, I’m experimenting on matchbook size paintings for some of my clients. You know, like in the Renaissance, there were small works of art matted in larger ornately designed frames. Why don’t you let me do a freebie for you and Maxwell. On the house, frame and all.”

“I would love that. I’ll take you up on it. Let me check Maxwell’s schedule and I’ll give you a call.”

“Sounds good, Van. Have a great day. We’ll talk soon.”

“Who is Maxwell?” Aleta asked once they were back in Pablo.

“Maxwell is Van’s very pampered bloodhound. He’s as big as Van is but as docile as can be. I never did a portrait of him before. If Van liked it he might hang it in the salon. Free publicity. But, the least I can do. Where is it?”

“What are you looking for? Did you lose your keys?”

“My phone. I need to talk to Beth right away.”

“Why?”

“Sean, her partner, the guy who is putting up a big fight about the splitting of the business, he has Bedlington Terriers. He told me when we first met at the pool party.”

“I don’t follow?” 

“This swatch of hair and cloth was found on the belladonna at the back of the yard. Belladonna was what killed Maren, the only other female getting the vegetarian meal.”

“You’ve lost me, Georgie.” Aleta shook her head.

Taking a deep breath Georgie explained to Aleta her hunch that Sean was more than just a little upset over the split. If it went Beth’s way, he would not only be cut out of all the decision making, but he would lose a significant amount of money. Fighting it would require spending more money. He was the one who slipped the belladonna into the special vegetarian dish.

“But why kill Maren? She wasn’t involved in anything but some really screwy relationships.”

“Don’t you see? He didn’t mean to poison Maren. He meant to poison Beth. The vegetarian plates got mixed up somehow. Maren ate the deadly berries, not Beth. And now, Sean is panicking.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw him when I delivered the banana bread to Beth. He looked like he’d been run over by a bus. Now it makes sense. He was terrified about the press the death was going to cause. He was freaking out and telling Beth they needed to close things down.”

“But she wasn’t worried because to her it was just an accident.” Aleta’s eyes widened. “She doesn’t know Sean is out to get her.”

Georgie nodded and smacked her sister on the knee. “Yup!”

“So what are you looking for?”

“My phone.” She clenched her teeth and growled. “I must have left it at home. Do you have yours?”

“The only person who calls me is you.” Aleta shrugged her shoulders.

“Okay, I’m going to drop you off at home. Do me a favor.”

“Good gravy, what?”

“Call Stan. Tell him all this and tell him that I’m going to go to Beth’s place and keep her company until he arrives.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to call him.”

“I’d like nothing more but my pride is putting its foot down. Besides, I don’t want to risk him not answering just because it’s me. He’ll answer if it is you.”

Aleta agreed and as soon as Georgie watched her walk into her bungalow she sped off in the direction of Winnetka.

Murphy’s Law dictates that when it might be a life or death situation there will be traffic on the highway. One car plowed into the back of another car pushing it into the back of another car. The traffic was backed up for at least a mile, maybe two. Georgie wasn’t close enough to an off-ramp to take the side streets around the trouble so she had to wait. 

As she did she wondered why she didn’t run into her own house and grab her phone. If Aleta got a hold of Stan she could warn him about the traffic. He could find another route. 

“If you weren’t always in such a hurry, Georgie.” She looked behind her to see the long line of automobiles. 

After twenty minutes of sitting in the heat with the engine running it looked as if there was some movement among the cars up ahead. Slowly but surely, inch by inch the cars started to move.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad. Besides, it’s early in the day.” She clicked her tongue. “I don’t know exactly what that means. Killers usually don’t carry out their acts in broad daylight.”

But didn’t Sean kill Maren in broad daylight?

“Come on, traffic. Put the pedal to the metal!”
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Chapter 15
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When Georgie finally got to the exit for Winnetka she loosened her grip on the steering wheel. Pablo was a good car but pushing him too far over the speed limit was not always the best way to get to a destination.

Maybe she isn’t even home. She tried to think comforting thoughts. Shopping, doctor’s appointment, anything could have gotten her out of the house bright and early this morning. There is no reason to think that Sean would do anything today. Why didn’t he do it yesterday? Maybe his plan is for tomorrow? Maybe, after he killed Maren by accident the murder bug worked its way out of him and he’s on his way to the police to turn himself in. It’s unlikely, but it could be possible.

In the final stretch of the journey up Beth’s long driveway, the car started to slow and Georgie smelled a hot metal odor coming from the engine.  The car was overheating so she clutched the steering wheel tightly, “Come on Pablo. Just make it to the top and you can have a nice long rest.”

The car sputtered and lurched. Smoke was coming from behind her, where the engine was. Finally, she made it to the top of the hill. With three swift movements she shut off the engine, popped the back hatch and pulled up the emergency brake. 

“You take a break, Pablo.” She patted the roof while she walked to the back. “Now, don’t be embarrassed. Every Volkswagen bug has its motor in the back. We need to let yours cool off. Your hood will be open for a just a little while.”

Letting out a sigh of relief because there wasn’t a lot of smoke and that she’d made it to Beth’s house Georgie felt everything was going to work out fine.

It didn’t take long for that feeling to drain away.

Before she could knock on Beth’s door she saw it was open. Not wide open but as if someone pushed it shut but the latch didn’t catch. Her instincts told her not to touch the doorknob. If there were fingerprints there she didn’t want to smudge them. 

“Hello? Beth?” She pushed the door open with her knuckle. “It’s Georgie Kaye. Is it okay if I come in?  Your door was left open.”

Nothing. The entire mansion was still.

“I’m coming in.” Georgie held her breath and listened. Something shifted in the kitchen. A single footstep? Maybe a towel fell to the floor. “Beth? I need to talk to you. Just something I was struck with. Hello?”

The foyer echoed her voice back to her so Georgie walked in and shut the door behind her. The snap of the door lock cracked like a whip in the eerie silence.

Without realizing it, Georgie tiptoed from the foyer down the hallway to the room where lunch had been served the other day. Her breathing slowed as she looked around the gigantic room. It was empty. 

Then she heard an unmistakable sound in the kitchen. It sounded like someone was hurt.

“Beth? Are you all right?”

Georgie’s first thought was that Sean had successfully slipped belladonna into something Beth had eaten. She imagined Beth laying on the floor trying to breathe, her face crinkled in pain as the poison went through her body. Without hesitating, Georgie hurried through to the kitchen.

“Beth? Beth?” Georgie found her lying on the floor. “Oh, Beth! Hold on. I’m here. It’s me, Georgie Kaye. Beth, did you eat something? I think Sean poisoned Maren and now I think he’s done that to you. Hang on, Beth. Just hold my hand.”

But Beth’s hands were limp and her body shuddered.

“Where is the phone? Beth, where is your phone? I’ll call for help.” Georgie looked down and saw two small tears in Beth’s blouse. It didn’t register until it was too late. The prongs of a taser made those holes. She’d seen it on one of her favorite crime shows.

“Step away from her.” Sean said. He stepped out of the hallway where Georgie was sure the phone was. There was no getting to it without going through him. Georgie knew she was more agile than many women her age but that would be impossible. Especially when he was pointing a taser gun in his hand.

Georgie raised her hands but stayed kneeling by Beth.

“She needs help. I think she hit her head pretty hard after you sent all those volts through her body and she fell. Do you even know how to work that thing?” Georgie nodded at the taser gun. “She could die.”

Georgie didn’t know if her diagnosis was accurate, but it was the first thing to pop into her mind. If she could just get her hands on a pot or pan she’d feel a little better.

“That would save me a lot of trouble if she did.”

“Sean, you don’t want to do this. You and Beth were partners. You ran a successful business together. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“If you must know, Georgie Kaye Butt-inski, the business means everything to me. It’s mine and Beth wants to take over. She wants to phase me out. I brought her on. I hired her, she didn’t hire me.”

“You were partners. I understand how hard that can be. Why do you think the divorce rate is so high? Working with another person can be hard.” Georgie kept her voice low and sympathetic, watching the jumpy man carefully.

“Shut up. What do you know about it?”

“I know I tried my best to work things out with my husband but he wanted something else. He broke our contract and I was left holding the pieces of our family business. It wasn’t fair. But I recovered. You can too.”

“You sound like an after school special. You can shut up now.”

“No, wait. Look. I know what happened with the berries and Maren.” Georgie realized right then that after all these years Aleta might have been right. She always said Georgie talked too much. It looked like she’d just said the wrong thing at the wrong time.

“You do, do you?”

Georgie swallowed.

“Then I’ll be getting rid of you, too.”

“Hold on. You don’t have to do that.”

“I do. You and Beth will just disappear. I’ll take over the business after the proper mourning period. Everything will be fine.”

Georgie realized Sean wasn’t really talking to her. He was trying to convince himself that his plan was going to work. That no one would ever search for or wonder about Beth and Georgie. It was the thinking of a madman. A desperate man. The worst kind.

“Stand up.” He said.

“Beth is hurt.” Georgie thought about Aleta. She would be frantic if Georgie didn’t come home. Georgie’s breast cancer scare nearly tore her to shreds. She was a basket case and had been with Georgie at every doctor’s visit since. What would she do without Georgie there? Poor Bodhi. The little pug would miss her and not understand why she’d left him. He’d just think she left and expect her return with every opening door. She felt her eyes filling with tears. This was a dumb one. Why didn’t she just call Stan? 

That was the face she didn’t want to envision. What would Stan think for the rest of his life if she didn’t tell him how she really felt?

How do you really feel?

Her conscience picked a fine time to torment her with the truth.

“Stand up, Georgie Kaye. Face the window.”

Georgie didn’t know what else to do. She patted Beth gently. Her body was still warm. With a gulp and no spit left in her mouth Georgie raised her hands and stood up. 

“Sean. I need to tell you one last thing.”

“What.”

“If you’re going to kill me I can’t stop you. But just know that I will return from the grave and haunt your every step until I drive you madder than you already are.”

Georgie wanted to turn around and see what his facial expression was. She preferred to think his eyes became wide and his mouth pulled down into a frown of fear. In reality he probably just rolled his eyes.

“You are just like Beth. You don’t know when to shut your stupid mouths.”

“FREEZE!”
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Chapter 16
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Georgie heard the voice but wasn’t sure if she was hallucinating or not. She’d read articles about people who, when under extreme duress, hallucinate their escape. But when she turned her head and saw Aleta with her back pressed against the wall she knew she wasn’t hallucinating.

Quickly, Georgie went to join Aleta. 

“Don’t do it, Georgie!” Sean yelled. “You don’t think I’m not willing to waste you all? This is a small sacrifice.”

“Put the taser down, Sean.” Stan ordered. He’d come in with Aleta, who had obviously told him about the hallway leading from the bathroom to the kitchen. “Just put it down. We know you’ve got some things that are bothering you. We can talk. We can find a solution. But you have to put the taser down.” 

“No I don’t.” Sean turned and raised the taser at Georgie. Before Georgie knew what was happening Aleta charged in, Stan pulled the trigger of his gun, and somehow Georgie landed on the floor.

She’d hit her head against the stove and momentarily saw stars. The room wavered in front of her as if she were looking through water. When her eyes finally focused she saw Aleta lying on the floor.

Aleta?” Shaking the confusion from her head Georgie crawled over to her. “Aleta?” Her eyes filled with tears. “What did you think you were doing?” She took her sister’s hand in hers and stroked it gently. “You are the sensible one, remember. I take care of you. I’m the oldest. Not the other way around. Aleta? Please answer me.” Georgie was trembling. “Stan!”

Nothing else that was happening around Georgie registered. She had no idea Stan had shot Sean in the arm intentionally to get him to drop the taser gun. He did. But not before Aleta got in the way. The wires attached to the prongs tangled her steps. She tripped and fell, knocking Georgie and herself to the ground. 

Georgie was sure Sean had killed her. She took a bullet or ten thousand volts or whatever it was to save her. Now she was lying on the floor, slipping away? Dying? Bleeding internally?

“Stan!” Georgie wailed again.

Within seconds the paramedics were there, hoisting both Aleta and Georgie in separate gurneys into the back of the ambulance. Sean and Beth were taken separately since their wounds were more serious.

“Aleta?” Georgie said in the back of the ambulance. “Aleta, it’s time to wake up now. Would you wake up?”

“She’s going to be fine, Georgie. Right now I need you to relax.” the calm voice of the technician irritated Georgie and she ignored the request.

“Aleta, we’ve held hands since before we were born.” Georgie cried loudly. “Don’t let go now.”

“Georgie, I don’t want to have to restrain you but I will if I have to. You’ve hit your head. You need to lie still.” the ambulance attendant requested in a firm voice.

“Aleta? Do you hear how they are talking? I’m scared, Aleta. Please hold my hand.” Georgie cried outright. The tears flowed down her face in waves of grief and regret. What would she do without Aleta. They were part of each other. There was no other way to say it. Life would constantly feel like a huge part of it was missing. “Aleta? Please hold my hand. I’ll do anything. I promise. If you want me to make up with Stan I’ll do it. I’ll stop getting into trouble. I promise. Just don’t leave me all alone. Please. Aleta. Hold my hand.”

“I’m sorry, Georgie, you are leaving me no choice.”

“No. Don’t.” Georgie scowled at the annoying EMT. “You keep your hands off me.”

“Georgie. I need...”

“Just keep your hands off me. I need to touch my sister.”

“You’ll be all right if you’d just calm down.”

As Georgie was getting ready to launch a tirade of insults and even obscenities at the poor technician who was trying to help, Aleta moved her hand. Like she were feeling for an alarm clock she stretched and reached until Georgie saw it. 

“Don’t let go, Aleta.” Georgie stopped fussing, clutching Aleta’s hand tightly. “Don’t let go.” She sniffled and let the EMT do what she had to do. When they got to the hospital the staff kept the two women together as best they could in the emergency room. They waited for a while in a stall with the dividing curtain pulled out of the way. Georgie never let go of Aleta’s hand once during the ride to the hospital.

“You’re squeezing too tight.” Aleta muttered.

“What?”

“My hand. You are squeezing it like you fell out of a boat and there are sharks circling and my hand is your only hope.”

“Well, I’m sorry.” Georgie let go. “I thought you were dying.”

“I’m not dying. I really cracked my head though. I’ve got a headache. I don’t want to open my eyes.”

“Your head hurts?”

“Yes.”

“Your face is killing me.” Georgie giggled as tears of relief fell down her face.

“You are a real pip, Georgie.”

Georgie was already feeling better and scooting up in the gurney when the doctor came to look at Aleta.

Aleta explained her pain in a low voice and slowly blinked her eyes open. Georgie watched quietly then waved as the nurses wheeled her away to get a couple of x-rays taken.

“Stan.” Georgie wiped her eyes as she saw her ex-husband approaching. “Thank you.”

“Sorry I didn’t call first.”

“You mean right now? Call before you came to save my life? Are you being sarcastic?”

He started to chuckle as he strolled to her bedside.

“No, you stubborn old woman.” He smoothed her hair from her forehead. “The other night. All those other nights. But you know me, Georgie. You know I’ve never done what I’ve been told.”

“If that isn’t the truth. Did you kill Sean?”

“No. He’ll be fine just in time for trial.”

“Stan, what is it you miss about being married?”

Stan looked shocked at Georgie’s comment. 

“Well, there are a lot of things. Mostly, I miss the talks we used to have. When we’d reminisce about the kids when they were babies or some of the cases I was working on.”

Georgie nodded earnestly.

“Why do you ask?”

“I liked those things, too. I just don’t need it every day.” She took his hand. “You don’t have to call first, Stan. You can just come by. But, I’m going to tell you that there might be times I have company. I can’t have you profiling every one of them. They are my friends.”

“Speaking of which.”

“Georgie Kaye? I’m looking for Georgie Kaye?”

“It’s Obby.” Stan said. “I called him.”

“How did you get his number?

“I’m a detective, Georgie.” Stan winked at her then turned and waved Obby over.

“Good heavens, what happened to you?” Obby came up to the other side of the gurney Georgie was laying on.

“You should see the other guy.” Georgie replied. “Aleta is getting some x-rays.”

“Will she be all right?”

“I think so.”

“What on earth were you doing?”

Georgie gave Obby the condensed version of the day’s events. He stared at her with his mouth open as if she had suddenly started speaking fluent Latin.

“Is this your idea of a good time? Because if it is, I’ve been going about winning your heart all wrong.”

Georgie blushed. When she looked around she didn’t see Stan and was thankful. She knew he understood what she meant. But she certainly didn’t want to rub his nose in her friendship with Obby, either.

“Well, I can’t promise you that I can stumble on a murder for you. But, if excitement is what you are looking for, I might be able to accommodate.”  Obby took Georgie’s hand gently in his own.

“That’s not it, Obby.”

“Is it Stan?” Obby asked seriously. 

“No. I’m being honest with you when I tell you I just don’t want a serious relationship right now. I love my freedom. My house. My dog. My business. My sister living next door. She is the only person who I really want to see every day. Not because she’s better than you or Stan. But because she was with me when I was just a cell. Do you realize how long that is? We were together as tiny, miniscule cells.”

“I can’t really compete with that.” Obby smiled. 

“It’s not a competition, Obby. She’s family. You are my friend and I hope that I am still yours.”

“Of course.” He took her hand and kissed it gently. “I guess I should stop with all the flowers and such. I still believe in those old-time traditions of courting and wooing. Flowers. Candy.”

“Oh, no. That’s not necessary. I like presents. In fact, the more candy the better. I’ve heard that friends who buy other friends candy and sweets are one-hundred percent more likely to remain friends than friends who don’t buy candy.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”




THE END

[image: image]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Letter from the Author

[image: image]


[image: image]

THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR purchasing this early-release book made available exclusively to my readers group, Sandi’s Sleuths, before the book was made available on any other retailers. 

You are probably already subscribed to my group, but if you ended up here and are not subscribed, head over to my website and join us.  That way you will be the first to hear about other exclusive opportunities like this one.

www.SandiScottBooks.com.

I love to stay in touch with readers and periodically give out free books, advanced copies, and other fun stuff. 

Email me at sandi@sandiscottbooks.com

Stay cozy,

Sandi
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I am so grateful to my readers every day for reading my books, making it possible to keep writing. As a gesture of appreciation (and because it is really, really fun) – I feature a reader’s pet on the cover of each book in this series! 

For each book, I host a contest where you can enter your fur baby to be the next cover model. I love seeing all your fur babies and reading their stories.  The prizes of winning the contest are digital images of any artwork done of the winning pet, a free paperback copy of the book, and the opportunity to write the dedication to the book.

Ursula Hiratsuka is a photographer who submitted this month’s portrait. I loved Urusla’s story because she volunteers her time to take pictures of rescue pets to help them get adopted.  She also does before and after adoption photos and it is magical to see how love can transform a creature. 

Here’s more from Ursula about her work and the cover model, Kit.

My favorite photography gig is my volunteer work in dog rescue.  I am proud to join a huge group of dedicated volunteers that fundraise, drive transports, volunteer at humane societies, foster, and facilitate adoption.  Often the rescue dogs are in rough shape when they come in, and the change in them once they experience kindness and gentle hands is amazing.  I have attached a before/after of one of the sweet pups that I fostered myself. The challenge when I photograph the dogs is to figure out their personality, and get the photos that demonstrate that, all in 20 minutes.  No sense showing a dog as sad and sleepy when they are actually a wild bundle of energy!  The effort that goes into contorting myself and poring over the images pays off a hundred times over when the adoption coordinator calls me to say that the instant the adopter saw the photos, they knew they wanted this dog!  Now that my kids are grown, working in dog rescue is my way of giving back, and it lets me meet all these beautiful animals and volunteers – lucky me!

Kit’s story is all too familiar. Family buys cute puppy, nobody trains puppy, family gets tired of puppy, puppy is dropped off at the shelter. Kit was one of the fortunate ones who passed his animal shelter temperament test with flying colors, so he found a foster family with Minpinerie Dog Rescue. They taught him some manners, and he was adopted to a loving home. Yay for Kit!
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The following is a preview of Murder at the Bonfire by Sandi Scott, part of the Pet Portraits Cozy Mystery series.




Chapter 1

“THIS IS A REALLY GREAT idea, Georgie.” Aleta Kaye gushed to her sister. “I’m surprised you went for it. I’m proud of you for breaking out of your comfort zone.”

“What are you talking about?” Georgie looked at her twin who had only the slightest resemblance to her. “A chance to spend a weekend at a cabin? Who wouldn’t want to do this?”

“Normally, I’d say you.”

“You’re crazy. Look, I’m wearing a plaid shirt with my favorite bib overalls and hiking boots. I’m an adventurer. I’ll try anything once.” Georgie smirked as she drove down a smooth road protected on both sides by tall, majestic trees and patches of long, thin reeds of cattails and thistles. 

“Your plaid shirt and boots are hot pink, and your bib overalls have never seen a hiking path or even dirt for that matter. Sure, you’ll try anything once. Except where there might be spiders or bugs.”  Aleta countered.

“Well, I also know my limitations.”  Georgie changed the subject quickly.  “What does that sign up ahead say?” She tapped her sister on the shoulder and pointed with one hand while holding the steering wheel with the other.

“Welcome to Brown County. Fallen Oaks Lodge two miles ahead.” Aleta replied with a smile. “I am really looking forward to this. Tell me again how you managed this sweet deal?”

“You remember I was painting the portrait of Lance, the Great Dane?” Georgie said as she quickly glanced at her watch. 

“Yeah. You said the dog was very well behaved.”

“He certainly was! Whoever their dog whisperer was. I wish I would have known them when the kids were growing up. Lance posed like a statue and was so relaxed, painting him was like visiting a spa.”

Aleta chuckled.

“You know, after painting Candy the cockatoo that liked to dance to AC/DC music I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to paint another pet in my life.”

“Birds can be a challenge.” Aleta said with a grin.

“They can. I never understood the attraction to having them as pets. They poop while they fly. Uhm...the upside to that? Anyone?”

Aleta reached over and squeezed the arm closest to her, laughing along with her sister.

“Oh well, to each his own.” Georgie continued as she shrugged. “I just paint beautiful portraits of all creatures great and small, right? Anyway. Lance’s owner was taking him to a service dog competition this weekend and wasn’t going to be able to use the reservations. They were already paid for, so in lieu of payment for the portrait we get a free weekend at the Lodge.”

“I think you should get paid in trips and restaurant coupons from now on.” Aleta nodded and pointed straight ahead. “There. That looks like the entrance.”

A small wooden booth designed to look like a miniature log cabin stood at a wide, paved “V” that was the entrance to the lodge.

“Mornin’, ladies.” The attendant at the booth was a full-figured woman crammed into a tight-fitting green uniform with “Brown County Wildlife Preserve” stitched on the pocket of her shirt. Beneath that was a nametag that read “Sheila”. She had a cherubic face and curly red hair sticking out from a green hat with the same “Brown County Wildlife Preserve” stitched across the front.

“Good morning, Sheila.” Georgie said. “We’re staying at one of the cabins at the Fallen Oaks Lodge for the weekend.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. Welcome.” Sheila gave the ladies a couple of flyers that included a map of the wildlife preserve and rules for parking; there were also directions for finding local restaurants, antique shops and the nearby Walmart so they could pick up any necessities that might have been forgotten. “Just follow the signs to the lodge and enjoy your stay.”

They pulled away from the cabin and began the long journey further into the nature preserve grounds that surrounded the lodge. 

“Are you reading the map?” Georgie asked.

“Yes, I’m reading the map. Take a left at this fork.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Georgie.” Aleta was firm, “See the arrow says left.”

“But it looks like it is right on the map.”

“You pay attention to the road and I’ll maneuver the map.”

“I have to go to the bathroom. I don’t want this to take any longer than it has to.” Georgie grumbled.

“What? Just pull over. There are plenty of trees and shrubs. No one will see what you are doing. You can hold my camera while you go.” Aleta laughed. “Anyone driving by will think you are a birdwatcher.”

“Don’t make me laugh, Aleta!” Georgie squealed. “We could have a real problem on our hands!”

“Not we.” Aleta laughed some more.

By the time they made it to the entrance of Fallen Oaks Lodge Georgie was complaining she was about to burst. They double-parked Pablo, Georgie’s orange vintage Volkswagen then Georgie ran inside the lobby, leaving Aleta to handle the check-in. 

“You’re staying with us for the weekend?” The girl behind the counter was wearing an outfit not much different from Sheila’s. It was green slacks with a lighter green blouse and a gold scarf around her neck. Her name tag read “Carol”.

“Yes. It’s actually under my sister’s name. She’s in the ladies room.” Aleta replied as she looked around the cozy lobby. It was decorated like a log cabin complete with a large fireplace, moose and deer heads mounted on the walls, a stuffed grizzly bear that stood at least eight feet high, and half a dozen wood carvings of Indian chiefs, bald eagles, and howling wolves. The entire place smelled like burning leaves.

“Well, we’ll get you all set up and she can sign the paperwork.” Carol said pleasantly. While they waited the young lady told Aleta about the kitchen that was open from six-thirty in the morning until ten for breakfast. Then it didn’t re-open again until five-thirty and remained open until eleven for dinner. From nine to eleven the menu was limited to just a few items and those changed every night.

“What about desserts?” Aleta asked.

“We have a maple ice cream that is known throughout the region. It is amazing with a slice of pecan pie!” Carol had obviously been working at the lodge for a long time. She typed on the computer, pulled papers from the printer, recited a few more things from the menu and maintained eye contact with Aleta through it all.

“That was close.” Georgie said as she swaggered up to the counter. “Are we all settled?”

“You just need to sign these. It looks like you are all paid up through Sunday. You’ll be staying in cabin number seven.” Carol handed over a set of keys with a huge, bulky green and yellow Fallen Oaks Lodge keychain attached to it.

“You can park your car in the south lot and your cabin is just a quick jaunt over the bypass right outside here.” She pointed out the front doors. “Here is a map of our grounds. If you are interested in taking a hike, which I would highly recommend now that the leaves are starting to change, there are several trails you can follow depending on your experience.

“We also have a bonfire every night at dusk.” Carol continued with barely a pause for breath.  “We provide wine, cider and water. It is for twenty-one and older. That makes the gathering a little more relaxing for our grown-up visitors.”

“Good to know.” Georgie whispered.

“The swimming pool is still open in case we have an Indian summer day but last I checked the forecast we are looking at beautifully cool temperatures for your stay.”

“Thank you so much, Carol.” Aleta jingled their keys.

The sisters turned and walked out the sliding lobby doors, arms linked as usual.  As they walked back to Pablo, Georgie whispered in Aleta’s ear, “I’m so excited. If the cabin looks like the lobby this is really going to be fun.”
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THE LADIES WERE NOT disappointed as they unlocked the front door to cabin number seven. It smelled of burnt wood from the fireplace along with fresh linens. 

“This is as cozy as can be.” Georgie smiled as she walked further inside. There was a bedroom with two full size beds, and the bathroom door had a half moon emblem on it with the word “outhouse” written beneath it. There was a small kitchenette that consisted of a mini-fridge, a two-burner stove and a small square of countertop.

“We won’t be cooking but this is sweet, isn’t it?” Aleta said as she ran her hand across the counter.

Georgie nodded and set down a small cooler they had brought with them filled with bottled water, some oranges, crackers and cheese and half a dozen Hershey bars.

The windows allowed a good bit of light in when the rustic burlap curtains were pulled aside and the plaid couch pulled out into a bed. There were paintings of mountains, lush forests and mallard ducks on the walls.

“I think this will do nicely for the next two days, don’t you?” Georgie slipped her arm through Aleta’s as they stood looking around.

“Yes,” Aleta agreed, “now let’s go check out the rest of the place.”




Chapter 2

WITH THEIR MAPS IN hand the Kaye sisters followed the paths that wove their way around the Lodge. There was a swimming pool with a couple of children bobbing up and down in it as their parents sat poolside reading.

“That is probably the most peace those parents have had in months. Remember when we’d take the kids to a place that had a pool?” Aleta reminisced. 

“There was no reason to take them to a place that didn’t have a pool. I’d have lost my mind if I had to entertain those savages when we went camping.” Georgie said, grinning at the memory. “It was bad enough we always had to fight over who got the cot. Remember how they’d roll in a cot for the one extra person. Oh, my gosh. You’d think the kids were deciding who was going to be sacrificed to wolves the way they argued.”

“I can tell you miss those days.” Aleta teased as they left the pool area and began their journey down one of the easier trails. 

“Yeah, like I miss hemorrhoids.” Georgie pointed to the map. “This says up ahead there is a man-made lake.”

“What’s it called?”

“Lake Find-a-Hunk.” Georgie said with a straight face.

“What? Oh, you liar.” Aleta laughed and swatted at her sister’s arm. 

The trail was wide and well worn by hundreds of feet that had traipsed over it over the years. Georgie and Aleta gasped as they saw bright cardinals and blue jays flitting back and forth among the thick branches of trees overhead. 

“Carol was right.” Aleta pointed down the path. Look at the beautiful colors coming through the green leaves.  Living in the city really makes a person forget what the seasons look like.” 

Georgie shrugged. “We can tell by the decorations in the windows of the stores that school is starting again and Halloween is right around the corner.”

“We’re pitiful.” Aleta said.

“How so?”

“You’re an artist. I’m, well, for lack of a better word, financially secure. We should be visiting places like this all the time. Seeing the autumn colors. Then the white blankets of snow. Finally the buds of flowers as spring arrives again and the birds build their nests.” Aleta shook her head. “What’s wrong with us?”

“I couldn’t agree more. I‘m so glad I brought my sketchbooks.”

“You are going to draw until your hand falls off.” Aleta smiled.

“I think I might. What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to be sitting nearby listening to the birds and thinking of anything but work or home.”

“That reminds me. We should call Emily to let her know we arrived and check on Bodhi and Freckles.” Georgie said.

“Yes. Although I hate to say it, your pug and my cat have probably forgotten all about us with Emily there.”

“Isn’t that true? She spoils them something awful.” Georgie pouted her lips.

“No discipline.”

“None, whatsoever.” Georgie took hold of Aleta’s arm and pointed straight ahead. “Will you look at that?”

A couple yards ahead the trees opened to reveal the manmade lake they saw drawn on the map. It was a perfectly calm sheet of glass reflecting the blue sky above. Along the shore there was a wooden pier with a few weathered and worn dinghies tied to it. 

“Can anyone take those boats out?” Georgie wondered.

“I don’t know. But you know who would love this?”

“Who?”

“Stan.”

If she were to be completely honest with herself, Georgie would have admitted to Aleta that she had already thought about her ex-husband. This was the kind of place he would have enjoyed.

Instead, she pretended as if he hadn’t even crossed her mind.

“You’re right. He probably would enjoy this.”

“You guys would probably have a good time if you came together.” Aleta nudged her sister with her elbow.

“Aleta, that dinghy has sailed.” Georgie said firmly. “Besides, we still see each other a lot. You know how nice it is to have the house to yourself. I’m not ready to give that up. I might never be ready to give that up.”

“I’m just always hoping.”

“I know. Sometimes I really wish he would have just bought a sports car and had an affair instead of packing up and heading out to discover gold ‘in them thar hills.’” Georgie chuckled. “At least he would have been home and after I beat the tar out of him we could have worked things out, maybe.”

“Yeah, you’d have to work things out since I believe if he had an affair he’d be eating through a straw.”

“I don’t want to talk about Stan anymore. Let’s just look at this view.” Georgie quickly changed the subject away from her ex-husband.

They stood there in silence and although the lake was beautiful and rich, rustic colors of fall were creeping up over the trees complimenting the bright, blue sky, Georgie’s mind insisted on wandering back to Stan.  Aleta was right, this kind of place was right up his alley. 

Why did he have to leave her like he did? No notice. No discussion. Suddenly one day he was gone, leaving behind a note saying he was heading off to California in search of gold. Prospecting, in this day and age. Who did such a crazy thing? Stanley Toon, that’s who. 

They had had a good life together raising their three kids. It was no help that the kids loved their father, with all his flaws, and would also like to see a reunion. Thankfully her children were all grown. Georgie could easily tell them that yes, she loved Stan but wasn’t ready to be Mrs. Toon again. 

“Someday, Mama?” Andrew would ask. She never saw any of her kids as the professional adults they were. She would forever see them as her babies. Andrew being the real baby of the babies, her youngest, would always ask if she were softening up to his dad.

“Someday, Andrew, just not today. I’ve got too much work to do and the house is a mess.”

They were such good kids sometimes Georgie wondered if she didn’t owe them that peace of mind that comes with two parents that are together. None of them gave her any real trouble. In return for a lifetime free of calls from the police or unwanted pregnancies maybe it was time she settled down and made things simple for them. 

Then she remembered the stubble in the sink and the undressing in the living room after work and leaving one gulp of coffee in the bottom of the coffee pot, all the things she had hated during her marriage.  As quickly as it had come the idea of settling down again with Stan blinked away.

“I can’t believe there aren’t more people out here.” Aleta snapped Georgie out of her daydream.

“Want to go put our suits on and come back?” 

“Let’s eat something like that maple ice cream and a slice of pecan pie and then come out here.” Aleta suggested.

“We’ll have to lounge for half an hour.” Georgie reminded her, “Don’t want to cramp up in the water.”

“Oh, dear. Lounging by the lake. If we must, we must.”

The ladies headed back to the lodge, chattering just like the birds in the trees.
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AN ANGRY VOICE FLOATED towards the twins as they entered the front foyer of the lodge. “I don’t care what you say, Merv. Even if it is a utility closet, we have standards here.”

“Joyce, I’ve been the custodian for longer than you’ve been alive and...”

“That might be so. But I’ve got a job to do. If we get a surprise inspection by the fire chief and he finds greasy rags or bottles of chemicals strewn around like beer cans after a frat party, it’ll be my hide. And you can bet I won’t go down alone.” 

“In all my years here there has never been a single complaint or...”

“Merv, do you like your job here?”

Embarrassed Georgie and Aleta looked down at the floor as they walked past the two staff members in the hallway leading toward the restaurant.

They didn’t hear the man, Merv, reply. But they heard the woman, Joyce, continue as if she were scolding a student in the hall outside a classroom.

“If you think the Lodge has become too much for you then maybe it’s time you move along.” Joyce’s voice was shrill.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“Then I suggest you get used to doing things the way I say. Now clean up this room and when you are done with this there are two loose stone slabs by the pool. And don’t forget to get the wood for the bonfire tonight. I don’t want the guests waiting like they had to last Tuesday.”

“Yikes.” Georgie whispered. “I wouldn’t last five minutes working with that woman.”

“You wouldn’t last five minutes working for anyone.” Aleta whispered back.

“What are you talking about? I am the easiest person to get along with.”

“Ha!” Aleta burst out. “Right. I’ve heard you say this before. Just because you repeat a thing doesn’t make it true.”

“Well, I still wouldn’t work for a woman like that. Take the poor guy in your office or something. You don’t do it where people can see and hear.”

“You’re right about that.” Aleta pointed to a sign that said Please Seat Yourself. “Should we take a seat by the window?”

“That looks perfect.”

Before long they each had a slice of pie and a scoop of maple ice cream in front of them and two steaming cups of coffee.

“I feel like we are in a completely different country and not just off in the suburbs. This is really nice.” Aleta said as she looked out the window to yet another stunning view.

“I’m going to bring my sketchbook to the lake.”

“Good idea. I’m going to bring some candy bars.”

“Aleta, sometimes your brilliance is blinding.”

After their snack they went back to the cabin to change clothes. 

To keep reading Murder at the Bonfire, get it online.
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PREVIEW: Crêpe Murder
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The following is a preview of Crêpe Murder, the prequel to the Seagrass Sweets Cozy Mystery Series.




CHAPTER 1

ASHLEY ADAMS LEANED back in her computer chair and stretched out her arms. “Hooray!” she exclaimed. She’d been on the computer for hours—lots of hours. Her eyes burned, and her legs felt like she had forgotten how to use them—but she was done. She had been working on one of her boyfriend Serge’s white-hat hacking projects since—hmm, just how long had it been? 

The couple had come all the way from Texas to Paris-oh my gosh-France to work on a bunch of security jobs across the city. Now they were testing out the security protections for a real estate management company named L’Ancien Chêne, which translated to “The Old Oak.” The goal was to hack into the company’s computer system a multitude of different ways, find out what was vulnerable and what wasn’t, and then try to sign up with a fake ID to rent one of their apartments for about a tenth of what it was worth. 

Ashley had not only managed to do so, and she had finished all her reports about the loophole as well.  Although it was unlikely anyone else would discover what she had, it was divulged in the report anyway. Serge had promised to take her out to her favorite restaurant—an expensive treat—if she could find and document a novel way past the security. Serge didn’t think I could do it, Ashley thought. Why? Because he couldn’t! Chuckling to herself, she emailed the report to Serge, cc’ing it to his boss and to the owner of L’Ancien Chêne as well. 

“Ooh la la”, she said to herself, “I think someone owes me a dinner at L’Oiseau Bleu!”

Careful not to bonk her elbow into the countertop, Ashley slowly stood up, stretching her legs and arms. Their Parisian apartment in the 14th Arrondissement was cozy, which, in Texas, would have meant tiny and possibly even a little bit cramped—but that view! Her front window faced the area behind the buildings surrounding her block. That area had its own little courtyard and a whole extra row of houses tucked between the buildings.  It was likely that the houses must have been carriage houses or servants’ quarters back in the old days but now they were separate apartments. Everyone had flower boxes on their windowsills and all the patios and balconies had wrought-iron railings. The tiny folding wood table on which she had her laptop was in front of the French doors leading to the balcony, and every time she looked out, no matter how gray or dark it was outside, she had to pinch herself. She was in Paris!

Whether she and Serge would stay there was another question. He didn’t seem to like the apartment any more.  “Too small and not the best neighborhood.”  Ashley didn’t know what he was talking about. She loved it here. Okay, the apartment was small. The fridge was only a little larger than a college dorm fridge, and the kitchen also contained the washer/dryer in place of a cupboard. There was no oven, only a ceramic range top and a microwave. Counter space was nonexistent, they had room for a tiny electric coffee pot but nothing else. As well, there was nowhere to sit other than at the kitchen table or on the bed, no living room at all. If they were both going to work at the same time, Ashley had to sit cross-legged on the bed with her laptop. The sink was built into the back of the toilet. To wash her face, she had to close the toilet lid and straddle it—so weird—but she was in Paris! 

Ashley’s one grumble about the apartment was not being able to bake. A baker by nature she delighted in creating baked goods of all types.  Bread, cookies, pastries, pies, cakes—oh, how she loved to make cakes—macarons, and Napoleons, Ashley’s first vision of moving to Paris with Serge had entailed herself piping rows of macaron shells onto sheet pans. When she was a little girl, she’d dreamed of making wedding cakes as tall as the Eiffel tower—not getting married, just making the cake. Instead, all she was making was lines of code. Although it wasn’t her life’s dream to be the world’s best programmer, she was good at it, and it paid well. 

Sighing, Ashley took a shower and put on real clothes—black jeans and a mauve peasant blouse—rather than the scruffy sweats she’d been wearing for three days straight. She put on lipstick and grabbed a string bag in case she found something at the market that she had to have. The best cure for feeling sorry for herself while she was in Paris ... was experiencing Paris!
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BY THE TIME ASHLEY returned to the apartment, there was a receipt in her pocket and a smile on her face. She had just signed up for a cooking class at L’Oiseau Bleu. It was expensive and intense, almost five hundred Euros for two weeks of eight-hour classes. She would be with a small group of five students, though, making real food. Okay, the food wouldn’t be served at the restaurant unless the owner, Monsieur Lemaire, gave them permission, but it would be eaten by the staff on duty, and the second week would be all baking. 

The class started tomorrow. I am so excited, and I can’t wait to tell Serge! 
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“YOU DID WHAT?” SERGE demanded angrily. 

Ashley’s heart sank. “As a treat, I signed up for a cooking class at L’Oiseau Bleu,” she repeated. “It’s a two-week class, eight hours a day, costing five hundred Euros, which is going to come out of my pay for this last job. I need a break, Serge. I can’t stand the sight of code anymore, and frankly, I did a great job. I deserve this.”

“I’m not saying you don’t, babe. I’m just saying ...”  There was a brief pause before Serge continued more calmly, “That’s two weeks that I don’t have you to cover projects for the company.”

“Which hasn’t actually bothered to hire me on as anything other than a freelance contractor.”

“I was counting on you.”

Just then, Ashley’s phone rang. She picked it up to check the number and froze, an American number but not her parents. She let it buzz and go to voice mail. “You could have said something,” she said.

“You could have asked for permission.”

“Your company could hire me as a full-timer,” she said. “Until then? This is supposed to be a vacation. A chance to try something new. Not to be cooped up in an apartment when all of Paris is outside, waiting for me. I’ve barely left the neighborhood. I haven’t even seen the Catacombs yet, let alone the Louvre or the Eiffel Tower or the ...”

“Okay, okay,” he said. “I get it. But why two solid weeks at a café? Shouldn’t you be, I don’t know, out having fun?”

“I wanted you to go with me when we see the big things,” she said. “Trying to see the Louvre on my own sounds lonely.”

“And we will — just not now, now is too busy.”

“That’s what I figured.”  Ashley grinned in excitement, “So, I’m going to take two weeks and learn how zee French really cook, no? And if you’re still too busy when I get done, we’ll talk about it.”

“You really want to do this?” he asked. 

“I do. I really, really do.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, ASHLEY showed up at L’Oiseau Bleu with three other students. The fourth had already dropped out. The students included one American couple, Jack and Jill Smith, and one very intense young Paris-born Frenchwoman named Marie Prieur, whose goal was to learn the ins-and-outs of running a small restaurant business and open her own café. They would not be taught full-time by Monsieur Lemaire, but by his sous chef, a woman named Patty LaFontaine. She wore a striped blue-and-white Breton shirt, black pedal pushers, blood-red lipstick, and a disdainful smirk.

After talking to Jack and Jill Smith, and then Marie Prieur, Ms. LaFontaine turned to Ashley and said, “What about you, ma chère? What brings you here?”

“I’m on vacation,” Ashley said. “I’m a programmer.”

“And you’re taking two weeks out of your vacation to learn how to cook the Parisian way, is that it?”

“Yes.”

Ms. LaFontaine rolled her eyes. “Americans — as if it were that easy — this will be the hardest two weeks that any of you will ever spend in a kitchen, and you still won’t have learned how to cook like a Parisian when you’re done here because that accomplishment requires years of dedication! Personally, I don’t think any of you are going to make the whole two weeks.”

Ashley quailed inwardly. She just met her first real French chef – and was completely terrified of her.  Gulp!
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THE FIRST DAY WAS NOTHING but prep work and knife skills, something that Ashley had never really been interested in. She was a baker at heart — not a cook. She struggled not to let herself get discouraged as she chopped her way through onions, onions, and more onions. Chef Lemaire walked through their area, praising the work that Ms. LaFontaine had just been criticizing. “Très bien, très bien.” 

Ms. LaFontaine rolled her eyes at him the second his back was turned. “The pieces of onion are not even and will not caramelize properly.”

Ashley repressed a smile. Seeing that Ms. LaFontaine’s standards were above even that of the chef made her feel about a thousand times better already. If she could survive the mean sous chef, she could survive anything. 

Next, they roasted bones and vegetable scraps for broth and then simmered and skimmed the broth, in between practicing their knife skills. Now, the onions had to be caramelized for soup. Soon, Ashley felt like she was sweating onions out of her pores as she stirred. “No, no, not like that!” was the constant refrain she heard from Ms. LaFontaine. 

Will I ever pass the sous chef’s scrutiny? Ashley felt glum as she looked back into the pot she was stirring.

By the end of the day, the Smiths were looking daggers at Ms. LaFontaine’s back. Marie Prieur leaned over to Ashley and whispered, “I heard them telling Chef Lemaire that they wanted a refund!”

“I can’t blame them,” Ashley whispered back.

“What? Are you leaving, too?”

“If Ms. LaFontaine thinks that all it takes to drive me off is a few sarcastic comments, she’s going to have a surprise first thing tomorrow.”

“Good,” Marie said. “That’s the way to do it.”

The bread had already been made, fortunately. The onion soup, now carefully seasoned, was ladled into crocks, topped with toasted slices of baguette, and sprinkled with Gruyère.

“Ma chère,” Ms. LaFontaine told Ashley, “I am ashamed of you. That is an entirely insufficient amount of cheese. If I were to send that bowl of soup out to one of our customers, do you know what they would say? Où est le fromage?” 

“Sorry.” Ashley sighed and looked at the floor.

“Don’t be sorry. Be wonderfully excessive, especially with cheese. When all is said and done, people come to France for two things:  cheese and pommes frites.”

“Not the Louvre?”

“Mais non! You cannot eat La Joconde!”

“What’s that?” Mr. Smith asked.

“The Mona Lisa. Sacré bleu! Stir those onions before they burn.”

After all that drama, however, the onion soup proved to be the most delicious that Ashley had ever tasted. 

Is Ms. LaFontaine and her unending pickiness worth it? Ashley thought to herself as she quietly sipped her portion.
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THE SMITHS DIDN’T THINK so. The next day, they were gone. When Marie and Ashley arrived for class at dawn as requested, Ms. LaFontaine was sitting outside the front door smoking a cigarette while she waited for them.

“The tourists are finally gone,” she said, apparently ignoring the fact that Ashley was essentially a tourist too. “Now we get down to the real business. Come with me.” She took them down to the far end of the street with wire carts to shop at the markets for the restaurant. “In America, restaurants have all their produce delivered from the back of a truck. All their meat, everything—even fish!”

“You’re not serious!” Marie said.

“No, it’s true,” Ashley said, “but how did you know, Ms. LaFontaine?”

Mumbling behind her cupped hands as she lit another cigarette, Ms. LaFontaine said, “Because I’m originally from Manhattan, ma chère, and stop calling me Ms. LaFontaine — it makes me feel old — my name is Patty.”

“Wait, where did you say you were from?”  Ashley was incredulous.

“I’m from Manhattan. What of it?”

Ashley shook her head. “I don’t know if I would have ever figured that out, um, Patty.”

Patty let out a laugh. “All right, let’s see if your fish observation skills are better than your people observation skills. What kind of fish is this?”

“Um ...”

“Sole,” Marie inserted quickly. 

“Correct. What are the classic methods of preparing sole?”

Marie rattled off several in rapid-fire French.

“Good. Today, we’re going to be doing sole meunière—très simple if the sole is good, and this is very good, so we’re going to be serving it to customers! The two of you are going to handle every sole meunière order that comes up for lunch today. And guess what? Today, L’Oiseau Bleu is having a special on sole meuniere! Are you up for it?”

They both assured her that they were. Ashley’s guts clenched. She hoped she wasn’t lying to both herself and the formidable Ms. LaFontaine.
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THAT AFTERNOON ASHLEY went home exhausted but happy. Not only had she made sole meunière all day, but after a while, Patty had pulled Marie off the station with her, “Too crowded for two, non?” and had Marie cooking steaks for steak-frites orders. Thankfully, the day was slow because a few times they slowed down and ran behind, or dropped things, or overcooked something – but mostly it was a good day. Ashley climbed the stairs to the apartment, let herself in, and threw herself on the bed. Serge was out. She looked around for a note, but didn’t find one, so she texted him. 

Home soon? Ashley got up, took a shower, and then sat cross-legged in her bathrobe on the bed. 

Sorry, working late. Big project.

She knew he wasn’t trying to make her feel guilty, but she felt guilty anyway. 

Supper?

No, all good.

Serge had been staying out late for a while now, working on projects for his company. He had an office cubicle that he could use at the company and had been spending more and more of his time there. So much time that Ashley was starting to wonder.  Is he losing interest in me? Cheating on me? Nah, she’d never seen him so much as look at another woman. All he ever talked about since they had come to Paris was work – and money. As a working couple, they could easily afford a bigger apartment if the size of this one was really bothering Serge that much.

So, the big question now had to be, what was for supper? Ashley was tempted to go back to L’Oiseau Bleu to eat; on the other hand, that might seem just a bit too obsessive.  Instead, she went downstairs to the little cheese shop just two doors from her apartment and bought a Brillat-Savarin cheese and some crusty bread.  Belgian chocolate truffles from the chocolate shop next door to the cheese shop had somehow found their way into her shopping bag as well by the time she returned to the apartment.  Hiding in the fridge were some greens for a simple salad and a bottle of Alsatian Pinot Blanc wine. 

Ashley ate her supper sitting on the bed while she watched an episode of Poirot on her laptop.  Eating along could have made her feel lonely, but she was content, at least until her phone rang. She jumped up to grab it, almost knocking over the bottle of wine that was on the table beside her, then stopped – another call from the U.S. that wasn’t her parents. Who was it? A bit long-distance for a telemarketer—the number was area code 361, so whoever it was lived near her Texas home. 

Wait?  Could it possibly be Ryan Brady?  Although she had switched to a phone that would work in Europe, Ashley hadn’t figured out how to import her contacts yet.  The Texas area code made her wonder though, could Ryan be trying to call? 

Ashley had met Ryan at the computer software company, Smith Corp, where they both worked as programmers. He was a nice guy, and she’d considered dating him a couple of times, but he’d always ended up dating someone else – one of a series of super-tall, blonde leggy women from Dallas with long, straight hair and perfect makeup. Ashley was obviously not his type although they had fun just hanging out together. 

Then Serge had come into her life on a motorcycle and wearing a black leather jacket, the first genuinely hunky geek that she’d ever met.  Ashley was enchanted at first sight. The phone continued to ring. Maybe she should answer, then again, maybe she shouldn’t. She and Serge were serious about each other, far more serious than Ryan would ever be about any of his girlfriends. 

Ryan was a classic geek that way, Ashley was sure his love for computers would forever outstrip his love of any woman. Conversely, Serge seemed like a bad boy, but he was really a softie. Ashley wanted nothing more than to settle down, get married, and live the rest of her life with Serge and she was sure he felt the same way, too. She knew they were on the same page, at least they had been, until this past week when he had started ignoring her in favor of work. Ashley sighed. 

No, tonight was absolutely not the night to talk to Ryan, regardless of what he wanted. She’d be too tempted to pour her heart out to him instead of working through things with Serge, and if Serge found out, he might go haywire. Tonight, it was just her and the man with the magnificent mustache, that funny little Belgian, Hercules Poirot.



CHAPTER 2

THE DAYS FLEW BY. NOT only were the classes taking up most of Ashley’s time and energy throughout the day but she, Marie, and Patty were spending time together in the evenings. The restaurant was presided over in the evening by Chef Lemaire without fail—which left plenty of time for the three of them to start exploring Paris by night, which mostly meant restaurants, cabarets, and dance clubs. They even went to the Moulin Rouge, the famous cabaret where the entire interior of the main floor was red. Atop the front door, there was a neon-lit red windmill that turned all night. The dancers looked like Vegas showgirls—or maybe it was the other way around—Vegas showgirls all looked like Moulin Rouge dancers!

Serge continued to be AWOL. When he did stop back at the apartment after Ashley returned from the cooking class, he was cranky and irritable and snapped at her if she said two words to him. Her romantic interlude in Paris wasn’t very romantic anymore! But she didn’t let it get her down, at least not too much.

The cooking segment had gone very well.  Ashley now believed she could handle any of the stations at the restaurant except, ironically, being a prep cook. She just couldn’t cut things fast enough. Patty promised her that more speed would come with time and that she just needed to think of herself as a ninja. Marie, of course, had the knife skills of a ninja assassin-swashbuckling pirate chef. Even Patty was impressed. Ashley wasn’t bothered, she had always maintained that her true chance to shine would be during the baking week. “I’m no ninja. Je suis une pâtissièr!” 

“We shall see,” Patty said, chuckling wickedly. “Cooking is easy. Baking is hard.”

“You’re wrong,” Ashley couldn’t be swayed, “it’s the other way around.”

Patty snorted, but when it finally came to baking week, Patty had to admit that Ashley was correct. The first day Marie had broken down hopelessly in tears while trying to make croissants with Ashley humming happily to herself. Chef Lemaire himself had come in early to help ‘finish’ Ashley as a baker. “By rights, ma chère, you should have a world-class pastry chef teaching you tricks. Alas, only I, Chef Lemaire, is here to show you what I know of the secrets of the French flours and sugars and yeasts and leavenings, along with the secrets of le beurre. The butter.”  He lowered his voice and looked at Ashley with a secretive smile as he finished speaking.

Chef Lemaire was a man who loved his butter. Not only did he take her around to several professional flour shops and introduce her proudly to the owners, but he also coached her on how to judge cream and make butter; sharing his secrets how to make of European-style cultured butter. They worked on French buttercreams and pastry creams, macarons, petit pots, cream puffs, gateaux basque, Napoleons, and every sort of crepes imaginable! The only thing that everyone had difficulty with was the crêpes. 

Customers seemed to think that the L’Oiseau Bleu crêpes were perfectly fine, because they were, but Ashley knew that the crêpes could be better. That week, a lot of crêpes were passed out to the customers, free of charge, to keep the results of her current obsession from going to waste.

The end of the week came too quickly and then it was time for Ashley and Marie to say goodbye. On the last day, they both received certificates saying that they had completed the L’Oiseau Bleu training for French cooks, which meant exactly zero as a professional certification but made them both glow with pride.

“I knew if I could last through baking week here, at L’Oiseau Bleu, I could survive anything,” Marie said with tears in her eyes. 

“You have greatly improved your skills as a baker,” Chef Lemaire said generously.

“I have, but my real love is in cooking traditional French dishes.”

“And at that, mademoiselle, you are superb!”

“Thank you.” Marie embraced the chef around his enormous stomach in a fond embrace. He patted her on the back, looking around to Patty with a panicky look on his face. He was not an expressive man.

“And you, ma chère, Ashley,” Chef Lemaire said once Patty had helped Marie to a chair and given her a glass of red wine to fortify her, “could bake anywhere you like in Paris.”

“Thank you.” She restrained herself from embarrassing the chef with another hug, but she still felt the emotional impact of the words. 

Patty gave them both hugs and kissed them on both cheeks. “If ever either of you needs a job, come and see me. I’ll find you one. Either here, or with a good chef who speaks some English, non? And not bad pay for the wages either.” She named an amount that, when mentally translated from Euros to dollars, was less than what Ashley made as a programmer or doing white-hat hacking jobs but still was nothing to sneer at. She could live on that easily in Paris, and that was saying something.

Marie thanked her and said that she planned to get more training at the big Paris cooking school, Le Cordon Bleu.

“Wow!” Ashley said. She was truly impressed.

Patty and Chef Lemaire both smiled. “You will not only get the best training but also the instructors and the certification itself will open the highest doors in your favor,” the chef said.

Patty added, “You’ll do fine. They’re nothing compared to some of the things I put you through. They spend half the time trying to teach knife skills that you’re already better at than many of the staff.”

Ashley wasn’t quite ready to take that huge step even if it was for just the Diplôme de Pâtisserie and not cooking and baking. For one thing, what would Serge say? She sighed. She had no idea what Serge would say because he had barely been around at all in the last two weeks. “Are you all right?” Patty asked, as the three of them walked out of the restaurant, their elbows linked. They were on their way to an Algerian restaurant near the Varenne stop on the Metro.

“Boyfriend issues.” 

Ashley had talked about Serge before. Every time she’d done so, Patty would always go very quiet as if biting her tongue. Finally, though, she said what was on her mind.

“Are we friends,” Patty asked, “or am I just the terrible sous chef who makes you do all the work while she steps outside for a smoke break?”

“Yes,” Ashley said without hesitation, “we’re friends.”

“Then, as a friend I have a few words of advice, Serge will never be good for you. If a man only acts as though he loves you when you are at his beck and call, especially when you’re working for him, then it won’t last.” Ashley tensed up. She had a feeling that Patty would say something like that.

“We’ll see,” Ashley said.

Marie squeezed her arm. “Don’t worry about it tonight. We’re eating spicy food and drinking a lot of wine and going dancing. You can think about it tomorrow or the next day. No rush.”

“No rush,” Patty repeated. “To wine, tagine, and song!”

They all laughed. “To wine, tagine, and song!” Ashley chanted. “Wait! I need pictures of this.”

The three of them rushed back to the restaurant then stood together as Chef Lemaire took their photo, then Malik, the pastry chef, took their photo with Chef Lemaire, then finally Chef Lemaire took their photo with Malik.

#
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AFTER A WONDERFUL NIGHT, Ashley did think what Patty had said about Serge.  She knew it was true but only since they had come to Paris. Once she had finished her job for the company Serge was working for and started going to cooking classes, he hadn’t wanted to have much to do with her.  Still, she didn’t think it was fair to place all the blame for that on Serge. He was busy, but then again, he would have been a lot less busy if Ashley had been helping him with his projects. 

On the other hand, he hadn’t really warned her that it would be like this when she had agreed to come with him to Paris. Serge had mostly talked about going on vacation together, saying that he would only have a little work to do for his company. Was it her fault that it had turned out to be the reverse? Did it mean that their romance wouldn’t last, though? Ashley was confused and didn’t want it to be true. She wanted to feel the same wonderful rush of emotion every day that she had felt when she was falling in love with Serge, or maybe just a notch down from that. What she had felt had been almost exhausting at first. 

Serge had made her feel like a queen, even a goddess, and that got kind of overwhelming after a while, especially when she wanted to put on sweats, eat an insane amount of ice cream in front of the TV and veg out after a big programming job. All he wanted was for her to dress up so he could show her off to his friends. 

Vegging out after a big job had always been one of Ashley’s traditions while working at Smith Corp. She and Ryan used to celebrate that way all the time, either watching movies or playing stupid video games together, the stupider the better.  After one such celebration she had even been accused of having an affair with him by one of his girlfriends. Ryan and Ashley had looked at each other in shock and then burst out laughing. “I could never date someone who could kick my ass at Madden NFL,” Ryan said. “Come on. I’ve smelled her after a week of not showering. There’s no romance there.” Yet, the more she thought about it, there was nothing but romance with Serge. They’d gone out on dates. They’d sneaked off to secluded corners together. He’d driven her around on his Harley, without a helmet, her hair flying behind her while she laughed ecstatically.

Ashley couldn’t imagine Serge playing Madden with her. As for movies, he only liked the big action movies where everyone pretended to be ten times more serious than necessary. He couldn’t stand anything else, not even The Fast and the Furious. “Too silly.”  He read business books, not novels.  When she’d talked about getting a pet together, she had been ready to compromise and get a cat or a bird or a lizard or a gerbil if he didn’t want a dog, he’d looked at her like she was crazy. 

“A pet?”

“A dog.”  Ashley had said firmly.

“Why would we want a dog?”  Serge wasn’t giving in.

“I want a dog.  We could get a puppy and train it to find electronics like Ryan and I were doing with Dizzy at the office before I left.”  Ashley knew right away that was the wrong thing to say.  Ashley had convinced Smith Corp to adopt the rescue puppy from the pound that the Seagrass vet had asked her to foster.  She loved having Dizzy underfoot, until Serge came into her life and made it clear pets were not part of his agenda.  Any mention of Ryan and her work completely turned Serge off.

“But why does that mean we need to get a dog?” Serge had shaken his head. “No, I’m not ready for a pet yet, Ashley. I have too much to do, too many places to go.” Then, he’d brought up the possibility that his company might send him to Paris. They had a branch there, and a bunch of interesting projects had come up so she had put off getting a pet, telling herself that they’d talk about it when they came back home.

When are we going home to Texas? Ashley felt a wave of homesickness hit her. Paris wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t home. She wouldn’t mind staying here for a couple of years, especially if—forbidden thought—she could find a way to convince Serge that she needed to work at L’Oiseau Bleu instead of doing more projects for him, but Paris wasn’t, and would never be, home. Why? She wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like her part of Texas was famous for anything but its beaches and its barbecue. Still, it was home. Maybe her heart was just too stubborn for anything else.
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ASHLEY WALKED DOWN to Rue Daguerre to pick up a pint of ice cream from a nearby market, hoping against hope that she could find some peanut butter, Parisians seemed to think she was crazy whenever she asked if they had any, then went back upstairs to put on her sweats and relax in front of her laptop screen.

About halfway through the pint, Serge came back to the apartment. He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes, and he hadn’t showered for a couple of days. 

Ashley covered him in kisses and got him in the shower. “Are you hungry?”

“No, I ate.”  He was morose.

“How’s the project going?”

“I’m stuck on something.”

“Oh, no! Tell me about it.” Ashley was refreshed after her break from programming and she yearned to help him.  He described the problem, sounding down and depressed about it. No solution immediately presented itself, but she promised herself that she would take a look at it later and see if she could surprise Serge with a solution. 

Later came when Serge was asleep and snoring loudly.  Restless, Ashley got out of bed and booted up her laptop to start going over the data that he’d sent her.  It was another white-hat hacking job, this time for an online company named Cubiste Internationale that sold cheap imported manufactured goods from China and Indonesia. 

The problem in this situation wasn’t that she couldn’t hack into the site and start messing up online transactions but that the company had been subjected to a very particular hack in the last month, and Serge couldn’t work out how it was done. Obviously, it was possible, it had already happened! But Serge just couldn’t seem to get a handle on how it was done.

Ashley sank into the deep, almost hypnotic mindset of working on a programming problem. Not that she didn’t like programming, she did, she just liked baking better. The keys flew under her fingers as she tried one solution after another, narrowing down the field of possible approaches until the number of solutions was exactly one – bypass the website itself and go through the credit card provider. Which, ouch Ashley winced mentally, would go way beyond the scope of a white-hat hacking project. Getting into a second site to get at the first one was a technique that a uneithical hacker would use, and she didn’t have the authority from the credit card company to do it. 

The next morning when she told Serge and showed him the details from her report, he laughed hysterically and mimed ripping his hair out. “I thought I was going crazy! I just couldn’t find a way, I thought I was losing it. Completely losing my touch.” Once again, she was covered in kisses and praised up to the moon, and he insisted on getting her paid through his company again for her freelancing hours, along with a huge bonus.  

Then Serge was out the door, anxious to get back to work – completely ignoring her. His actions chilled Ashley, Patty’s observation was true. Serge only loved her when he needed her to do something for him. When he didn’t need her, she didn’t seem to exist.

KEEP READING Crêpe Murder—find it at your favorite retailer here: www.SandiScottBooks.com/crepe
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RECIPES
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Pineapple Pie With Praline Topping
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Ingredients

	1 9 - inch Double Crust

	3 tablespoons cornstarch

	1/2 cup sugar

	1/4 teaspoon salt

	8 ounces cans pineapple in own juice

	1 tablespoon lemon juice

	1 tablespoon butter

	1/2 cup firmly packed brown sugar

	4 tablespoons butter

	2 tablespoons corn syrup

	1 cup chopped pecans



Preparation

	Preheat oven to 425 F.

	Prepare crust according to your favorite recipe (or use a prepared crust – which I do when I’m feeling lazy!)

	PINEAPPLE FILLING: In medium saucepan, combine cornstarch, sugar and salt mix well. Stir in pineapple. Cook over medium heat until mixture thickens and starts to boil, stirring constantly. Boil for 1 minute. Remove from heat, stir in lemon juice and butter. Pour filling into unbaked pie crust. Moisten pastry with water and cover with top crust. Flute edges and cut slits in the top crust to allow steam to escape.

	Bake for 15 to 20 minutes. or until crust is lightly golden brown.

	PRALINE TOPPING: Meanwhile in a small saucepan combine all the topping ingredients. Cook over low heat until sugar is dissolved, stirring constantly. Set aside.

	After pie has bake and lightly golden brown, remove pie from oven. Spoon and spread warm topping mixture evenly over top of pie. Cover the edges of crust with strips of foil to prevent excessive browning.

	Bake for an additional 10 to 15 minutes or until crust is a deep golden brown.

	Cool and serve with whipped cream.

	Yields: one 9 - inch pie.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Caramel Sundae With Toffee Praline Cookie Crumble
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Ingredients

	Crumbled up Cinnamon Toffee Praline Cookies

	Vanilla Ice Cream

	Caramel Sauce (purchased or home-made)



Preparation

	Warm up the caramel sauce (in the microwave, it takes about 45 seconds).

	Scoop out the vanilla ice cream onto plates or in bowls.

	Crumble the cookies on top of ice cream.

	Pour the warm caramel sauce on top of everything.

	Serve immediately.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Summer Stone Fruit Carpaccio With Vanilla Bean Syrup and Ginger Cream
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Ingredients

	4 red plums

	4 black plums

	4 pluots

	4 apricots

	Vanilla Bean Syrup

	1 cup raw organic honey or raw agave

	1 vanilla bean, cut down the middle lengthwise and scraped with a small paring knife

	Ginger Cream

	1 cup organic whipping cream

	1 tablespoon ginger juice



Preparation

	Combine ingredients for the syrup and set aside, covered.

	Place ginger juice in a large bowl and add cream. Honey or agave may be added to sweeten, if desired. Beat until semi-stiff peaks form. Set aside

	Slice thinly around the pit of each piece of fruit and arrange on a large platter in layers. Drizzle with desired amount of syrup and spoon a dollop of cream on top. Garnish with lavender buds and a sprig of fresh mint.


Recipe from Foodista.com
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Frozen Kiwi Coconut Margarita
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Ingredients

	2.5 cups of ice

	4 ounces tequila

	2 ounces triple sec

	½ lime

	1 ounce of simple syrup

	2 ounces coconut milk

	2 whole kiwis, deskinned

	Sugar to rim



Preparation

	Add ice to blender

	Add tequila, Triple Sec, juice from the lime, coconut milk, kiwi, and simple syrup to blender

	Blend

	Using the spent lime, moisten margarita glass rim and rim with sugar

	Pour contents of blender into margarita glasses

	Serve


Recipe from Foodista.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




MORE BOOKS BY SANDI SCOTT


[image: image]


SEAGRASS SWEETS COZY MYSTERY SERIES

	Crêpe Murder —The Prequel

	Cream Puff Murder

	Tarte Tatin Murder

	Madeleine Murder

	Praline Murder

	Souffle Murder

	Crouquembouche Murder 

	Charlotte Murder (Coming soon!)


PET PORTRAITS COZY MYSTERY SERIES

	Murder at the Art Gallery

	Murder on the Great Lake

	Murder on the Movie Set

	Murder at the Cabaret 

	Murder at the Car Show

	Murder at the Makeover

	Murder at the Pool Party

	Murder at the Bonfire (Coming soon!)
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If you liked this series, check out my
Seagrass Sweets series. You can get
the first two books free by joining my

readers’ group, Sandi's Sleuths.

www.SandiScottBooks.com/freebooks
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