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For Adari - Who is a better person than I am, even while (or because of) being a special duck. Thanks for enriching our lives and attempting to nurse the better parts of us being human!

From Ilze
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Chapter 1
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“Where is it?” Georgie scolded as she crawled further into her closet. “How can I have lost a left shoe? It’s impossible! I’d have noticed that a shoe was missing as I walked, wouldn’t I?” Her pug dog, Bodhi, watched with interest as his mistress rummaged around. He tried to help, pushing his flat nose into the blouses and skirts that had fallen to the floor, but he only succeeded in getting in Georgie’s way. 

“Bodhi, none of this is for you,” she said, “unless you know where Mama’s shoe is. I have to find it; it must be in here.” Georgie Kaye had a wardrobe that would make Lady Gaga jealous. Right now, the search for her missing shoe—a red Mary Jane style with a modest heel—was top priority. That shoe was the key to the perfect outfit.

“Ah-ha! There you are you red devil!” she pounced on the missing shoe that had cunningly concealed itself under a long feather boa. Slowly, she backed out of the closet until she could stand up. “Whew, that was a close one! I almost had to cancel everything due to this shoe!” Georgie sat down on the corner of her bed, slipped the shoe on and fastened the strap over the top of her foot. 

“How do I look, Bodhi?” she asked the pug who was lying with his head between his paws. Checking her outfit in the full-length mirror, Georgie squealed with delight and clapped her hands. Quickly walking through the house—Bodhi hot on her red heels—she grabbed her vintage purse that looked like a mother-of-pearl miniature tackle box and headed out the door.

“I sure hope the weather holds up,” she muttered more to herself than to the dog that was proudly prancing behind her. Bodhi knew where they were going. “It’s not supposed to start raining until after ten o’clock tonight; but then again, you can’t always trust what you hear on the news.”

Bodhi yipped his agreement. He passed Georgie and bounded up the steps to the neighboring house. Before ringing the doorbell, Georgie smoothed her skirt, adjusted her blouse, and peeked over her shoulder to make sure the seam was straight up the back of her nylon stockings. Finally, she pressed the button, giddy with excitement.

When her twin sister, Aleta, opened the door, Georgie got the very response she was hoping for.  “Oh, my gosh! Georgie, what are you thinking?” Aleta gasped, one hand covering her mouth, “You can’t go out in public like that!”

“What do you think?” Georgie did a quick twirl.

“Get in here before someone sees you.” Aleta Kaye took hold of her twin sister’s hand and pulled her inside the house. Bodhi had already snuck in and taken his usual place on Aleta’s couch. “What in the world has gotten into you? Why are you dressed like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like a pin-up of Bettie Page in her senior years.”

“Just because it tans your hide that I’m older than you, doesn’t mean you get to insult my more mature standing in the community.”

“Georgie Kaye you are two minutes older than me” Aleta stood back and looked her sister up and down again.  “And if you call dressing like a pin-up girl a more mature standing in the community I think we’ve got some big issues to address!”

“I’m not showing anything but a little cleavage.” 

“Georgie, you don’t have a little cleavage.” Aleta shook her head.  “At our age any cleavage is a lot of cleavage—it’s just how you’re built.  Is that a skirt you’re wearing or did you just use black paint?”

“It’s called a pencil skirt, Aleta, as you very well know.  And this is just a V-neck cardigan.”

“A leopard print V-neck down to your navel!”

“Oh, it’s not down to my navel. Stop being such a prude.” Georgie giggled. “Want to go get some coffee?”

“With you dressed like that? A walking traffic violation?” Aleta walked into the kitchen and pulled a box of Entenmann’s chocolate doughnuts from the cupboard. “I don’t even think I’m going to let you out of the house. I do like your purse, though. Where did you get that?”

“Isn’t it cool? I picked it up for two dollars at that thrift store over on Baker Street; the one by the bowling alley.”

“You mean the one next to that bar where the motorcycles are always lined up outside? Where the cops are making arrests every weekend?”

“That’s at night. I was there at ten in the morning. Besides, no one from that bar is going to bother me. I’m too tough, sista.” Georgie cracked her knuckles, making a gangster face at her sister before daintily picking out a doughnut for herself.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re dressed this way? I know you didn’t do it just for me.” Aleta picked a doughnut for herself, poured each of them some coffee, and took a seat at the kitchen table, waiting for her sister’s response.

“Is it too much?” Georgie joked.

“Not if you are going to a Halloween costume party,” Aleta replied.
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A FEW WEEKS EARLIER Georgie had attended the second official exhibit of her paintings. Lori and Steve Friedman made all the arrangements for the event after Georgie completed a large canvas of their two chow-chow puppies, Stanley and Stella.

“Your exhibit will be at the Abbiocco Gallery,” Lori gushed when she told Georgie about what had been arranged. “Our friends, the Colesteins, own it. When they saw Stanley’s and Stella’s portraits, both of the Colesteins just demanded I speak to you and get you to agree to a showing.” 

Georgie had agreed on the spot and included every painting she had done over the past six months.  Naturally, the diverse collection on display included her favorite subject—Bodhi.  His black mask and bulging eyes looked up nobly from a soothing blue-gray background, on a canvas the size of a TV tray. Georgie had used acrylic paint for this design giving it a wonderful blocky texture. 

One portrait that was popular with the art aficionados at the showing was an oil painting of Tico, the macaw. Tico had a unique helmet of red feathers. His blue wings and back looked like a feathery cape, fastened by a thin but distinct chain of bright yellow feathers. Georgie had thoroughly enjoyed working with him because he sang the entire time she painted him.

Rocky, the lop-eared rabbit, was also an oil painting that Georgie loved. Unlike Tico whose feathers looked soft but stiff, Rocky’s fur jumped off the canvas. Georgie saw more than one person look at the painting and reach out as if they could pet and feel the softness of the fur. 

Sushi, the guinea pig, was done in watercolor paints. Many people liked the painting but not Georgie. Naturally, the technique was correct, and the overall design was good. The client was thrilled with the result and pleased to have Sushi included in the show—but all Georgie remembered of her time with Sushi was the smell.  “The monkey house at the zoo smelled better than that thing,” she had told Aleta. “Any time I get hired to paint anything that lives in sawdust, I’m requesting a photo. Painting from the live creature is too hard on my nose.”

On an impulse, Georgie had included an acrylic abstract painting of Charlie, Joe and Max, three kittens from the same litter. Instead of painting them in their realistic colors of black, white, and gray, Georgie used almost every color in her arsenal to create a psychedelic composition and was pleased to hear people mentioning Jackson Pollocks name when they looked at her work.

Of course, the large canvas of Stanley and Stella was also featured. The painting of the two of them was so big it almost took up an entire pillar wall.  Since the Friedmans were the people responsible for coordinating the event with the Colesteins, Georgie was happy to put their chow-chow puppies front and center.

As a couple, the Colesteins were the polar opposite of the Friedmans. Stoic and observant, the Colesteins complimented Georgie on her beautiful paintings but said little else as they sipped wine and mingled among the guests.  Nevertheless, Georgie was happy with the turnout, and she thought the gallery director had arranged her work beautifully.  However, Georgie didn’t think any of the Colestein’s friends were all that interested in commissioning her to do a portrait of their pet—until Lori introduced Georgie to Errol Barr. 

“You’ve got to meet him,” Lori said as she slipped her arm through Georgie’s. “I just have the feeling you’ll get along famously. I’ll warn you up front, though,  Errol is a little eccentric. His topics can sometimes be a bit avant-garde, but he is a genius.”

Georgie was thrilled to meet Errol and quickly discovered that Lori was correct.  She and Errol hit it off immediately, as they began to discuss the sources of their creative ideas. 

“I’m a photographer,” Errol boasted. “I can take beautiful pictures, but I could never put paint on a canvas like you. How hard is it to get the animals to sit, or do you use photographs?”

“It really depends on the animal,” Georgie said. Her first thought was of Sushi, the smelly guinea pig, but she refrained from talking badly about one of her models. “Maverick, the bulldog whose portrait is over in the corner there, sat completely still in the same pose every time I came to paint her. She might have yawned a couple times, but she was a dream. Those kittens, though,” Georgie said chuckling, “were impossible to corral, much less get them to sit still. A photograph was absolutely necessary in their case. Babies, human or animal, cannot sit still. It’s impossible—unnatural, really.”

Errol laughed. “Right now, I’m working on spontaneous pictures that I notice—you know, odd cracks in the sidewalk, reflections in puddles of water, close-ups of everyday materials. They may not be perfect, but I’m trying to stretch my limits—and at least those things keep relatively still.”

“That is fantastic! We all have our special gifts. It’s wonderful that you are pushing yourself; discovering new avenues to express yourself in the process,” Georgie replied. She couldn’t help but notice the elaborate tattoos on his arms:  a deck of cards, an eight ball, and a sexy pin-up girl changing a tire. “That sure is a fancy tattoo.” She pointed to his bicep.

“Thanks. I’ve got her sister on the other arm.” Errol flexed that arm, showing another buxom beauty pumping gas into a vintage car. 

“I love the car. Is that supposed to be a 1956 Chevy Bel Air?” Georgie stretched Errol’s arm out to get a better look.

“It is.” He smiled.

“My ex-husband used to pick me up in one of those. I’ll never forget it.”

“You really know your cars.” Errol winked at Georgie before continuing, “Hey, I just had a great idea!  I’ve been doing the photography at the Tri-Local Antique Car Show for the past several years. Would you like a free ticket?”

“Could I get two?” Georgie asked eagerly.  “I’d love for my sister to come along.”

“I can do you one better. The organizers are always looking for pretty girls to model with the cars. The publicity is great, and you get a write-up in the program, so you can do a little self-promoting.  I don’t know if it’s your style but judging by what I see here”—Errol looked Georgie up and down with a smile—"I think you’d fit right in.”

“You think so?” Georgie grabbed Errol’s arm and squeezed. “I’ve wanted to be a car model ever since I was a little girl. There was something so glamorous and mysterious about them, but ... you don’t think I’m too old?”

“Are you kidding?” Errol laughed. “You’d be perfect. Do you have some rockabilly style clothes? Even just blue jeans and a white T-shirt would have you fittin’ right in.”

“Of course, I do, Daddio. I’m no square.” 
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Chapter 2
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“You didn’t really say that.” Aleta shook her head as she listened to her sister’s story. “Daddio?”

“You’re all wet.” Georgie waved at Aleta. “Now get dressed. We have to be there before the show starts so we’ll know what to do.”

“Oh, no. I’m not dressing up like a harlot for some car show.”

“Of course, you’re not, but you can’t go to an antique car show dressed like a flat tire.” It was Georgie’s turn to stand back and look her sister up and down appraisingly, “Just put on a pair of blue jeans. You do own a pair of jeans, don’t you?”

Aleta looked at her sister and squinted as if she didn’t understand the question. 

“I should have known.” Georgie sighed, “You don’t have a pair of jeans. The only woman in the world who doesn’t own a pair of jeans, and I’m related to her—shared a womb with her!  That’s okay, I’ve got a pair that will fit you.”

“They’ll be too big,” Aleta snapped.

“Yeah, so for once you’ll look like you’ve got some junk in the trunk.”

Georgie took her sister by the hand and led her back to Georgie’s house. Within twenty minutes, she had Aleta wearing a pair of blue jeans cuffed over her ankles and a crisp white blouse. “I’ve got a leopard print scarf that we could put in your hair and—”

“Absolutely not!” Aleta huffed. “I hate these pants. They don’t feel right.”

“When was the last time you wore denim?”

“High school, probably.  I didn’t like how they felt then, and I don’t like these now. I’m going to put my clothes back on.”

“But, you’ll stick out like a sore thumb,” Georgie complained.

“Right, because all these years when we’ve gone out together, you’ve just blended seamlessly into the crowd!  I’m putting my clothes back on,” Aleta called back over her shoulder as she headed to Georgie’s room. Before Georgie could get to work on changing her sister’s mind, the doorbell rang. She looked down at her watch and sighed. If they didn’t get going soon, she was going to be late. When she pulled the door open, Georgie was exasperated to see the stunned face of her ex-husband.

“Georgie?” he stuttered.

“What are you doing here, Stan?” she asked. The days of pretending he didn’t annoy her were long gone. 

“What are you wearing?”

“What does it look like?”

“It looks like you’re wearing something to get someone’s attention. Well, you’ve got it, honey!” Stan stepped past her into the house.

“I asked you a question.” Georgie put her hands on her hips, but her anger just made Stan laugh.

“Yes, ma’am. Well, my office supplies were delivered to my house. You asked me to get you some sketchbooks with my senior discount. They arrived. I thought I’d be a gentleman and run them over for you. Aleta said you wouldn’t mind.”

“Aleta doesn’t know me very well.” 

“But,” Stan winked at her, “I do. I knew you still had that figure I spotted all those years ago. C’mon, Georgie, let’s play The Postman Always Rings Twice.” Stan was forever trying to win her back. If he weren’t so handsome with his wavy salt and pepper hair and those snug fitting jeans he liked to wear, Georgie would have killed him and buried his body in the backyard years ago. 

After he left in search of gold and the perfect fishing hole while she was still rearing their three kids, Georgie didn’t think she’d ever see him again. Unfortunately, Stan returned to Chicago with no gold and a heart full of remorse, vowing to get Georgie to forgive him and take him back. So far, nothing had worked. 

“Aleta! If we don’t get going we’re going to be late!” Georgie took the sketchbooks from Stan and dropped them on the coffee table in her front room.

“Where are you going dressed like that?” Stan asked.

“None of your business,” Georgie said.

“We’re going to the Tri-Local Antique Car Show. Georgie will be modeling in front of the cars.” Aleta joined them, pulling on her plain, tan colored sweater.

“They aren’t even going to notice the cars.” Stan licked his lips and rubbed his hands together. “I might have to go with you and make sure no one tries to birddog my sweetheart.”

“There’s no room for you in the car.” Georgie grabbed her purse. “Come on Aleta. Let’s make like a banana and split.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk that way.” Aleta rolled her eyes at Stan as she followed her giggling sister out the door.
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU left Stan just standing there in the driveway!” Aleta scolded. “You really are terrible to him!”

“Well, if I didn’t have my sister constantly butting in and throwing us together, I would have given him a lift to the curb instead of letting him walk there alone.” Georgie grimaced. “Why did you tell him it was okay to stop by with my stuff? I could have picked it up from the station.”

“I didn’t think it would be a problem.” Aleta waved Georgie’s question away.

Georgie squeezed the steering wheel tightly. “I’d much rather conduct my transactions with Stan at the police station. At least there, with all the police around, he keeps a more professional demeanor.”

“Plus, while you’re there, you can snoop around and see if there are any new mysteries you might be able to catch sight of.” Aleta looked out of the corner of her eye at her twin. “I know how your mind works.”

“Is it my fault that the best detective on the North Side of Chicago just happens to be my ex-husband? I can’t help that.” Georgie fixed a curl on her forehead in the rearview mirror.

“I still think you should be a little nicer to him.”

“I’m not mean to him, Aleta,” Georgie said. “I’m just not falling for those big blue eyes and those pretty words—if telling me my butt reminds him of an onion because it makes him want to cry is using pretty words.”

Aleta laughed. “I wonder how big a turn out there will be for the show? The weather is supposed to be a scorcher—ninety degrees in the shade.” 

“I’m ready,” Georgie replied, “I’m wearing waterproof, sweatproof makeup. I should be able to keep this look for—I don’t know—at least a week.”

The twins chatted as they drove in Pablo, Georgie’s orange Volkswagen Beetle, toward the Tri-Local Fairgrounds. The Fairgrounds was three-hundred plus acres of land that included lush trees, a good-sized creek that flooded almost every spring, a nature center, and an old-time homestead and barn.  People flocked to visit the wildflower gardens in summer, and the Christmas tree farm at the back of the property was busy as soon as folks got finished digesting their Thanksgiving turkey. 

There were fireworks every Fourth of July with a couple of hundred vehicles parked in casual rows and people having picnics on the hoods of their cars. Children would run around playing until the sun went down then the sky would become a kaleidoscope of colors and patterns with stirring music blasting from speakers in the background. In the fall, the fair incorporated a haunted house attraction, pumpkin carving contests, and lots and lots of arts and crafts by local residents. There was also a beer tent accompanied by food vendors that made the air smell like an open barbeque.  Adults and little kids sported some amazing costumes, adding to the excitement.  Concerts, farmers’ markets, craft fairs, and dozens of family friendly events filled the fairgrounds between special holiday events. 

“Errol said to enter at the southern entrance. Maybe we should just join the motorcade,” Georgie eased Pablo into the long line of sleek hot rods that were cruising casually along the highway toward the fairgrounds’ entrance. The drivers of these beauties were in no hurry to get somewhere like the SUVs and sedans driving in the fast lane. Instead, the parade of Buick Skylarks, Cadillac El Dorados, Ford Thunderbirds, Mercury Turnpike Cruisers, Chevy Corvettes, and a host of spotless other hot rods in bright yellow, teal, and, of course, cherry red coasted along letting everyone get an eyeful.

“Oh, my gosh! Would you look at all the old cars? There are so many!” Aleta stared out her window. 

A young man in an orange vest waving an orange flag steered everyone in the same direction through the entrance. Another man in an orange vest pointed his flag in a different direction. The orange Volkswagen was part of a long line of cars snaking through the rows until finally they were directed toward a man with a clipboard. Since Pablo wasn’t listed as one of the display cars or entered in any competitions, Georgie was asked to park under a patch of thick oak trees. 

The twins looked in wonder at the display of vintage cars that went on for rows and rows with no two cars alike. “They are so beautiful,” Georgie finally said to her sister. “I don’t know anything about cars other than where to put the gas, but I can appreciate the artistic expression of each one of these. They are like drivable works of art.”

“You’re right.” Aleta was in complete agreement with Georgie, for once.

Anybody stumbling out of the nearby patch of woods would think they had travelled back in time to the 1950s. The men, young and old, were dressed in cuffed blue jeans and high-top gym shoes. The girls wore pedal pushers or pencil skirts like Georgie. Horn-rimmed glasses and greased hair was the norm, and Elvis was crooning love songs through the speakers. There was a faint smell of gasoline and exhaust fumes on top of popcorn, cotton candy, burgers, and fries that came from the food court.

“Why wouldn’t they want to park any of those hot rods underneath the trees?” Aleta asked. “You’d think they’d want to stay a little cool. It’s not even ten o’clock, and already it’s almost eighty degrees.”

“Bird poop,” Georgie offered.

“I’m serious; it’s almost eighty. I can feel it.”

“No, silly. They don’t want to park their cars under trees because of the birds in the trees. They don’t want any droppings on their cars.”

Aleta snapped her fingers and pointed at Georgie. “That makes sense.”

As they made their way to the registration tent, Georgie received more than one catcall and whistle as she walked along. All the while, she smirked and batted her eyes pretending not to notice or even know what anyone could be making such a fuss over.

“You are eating this up.” Aleta slipped her arm through her sister’s. 

“There is something wrong with a woman who doesn’t enjoy the occasional whistle from a red-blooded man,” Georgie replied as she swished her hips back and forth. Before Aleta could make another comment, Georgie pointed to a man just ahead of them and waved. 

“Georgie!” Errol shouted, waving back. “You look fantastic. I was afraid I might not find you with this crowd.  I should have realized how hard it would be to miss you.”  He grinned and aimed his camera at both women as they approached.

“Thanks, Errol. This is my sister, Aleta.” Pleasantries were exchanged before the conversation turned to cars and the old-time rock and roll music playing all around them. Obviously, the sexagenarian Georgie was attracting the attention of many of the older men on the scene. 

“I knew you’d come through, Georgie, but I never expected Elizabeth Taylor to show up.”  Errol was frankly admiring as he looked Georgie up and down.

Georgie giggled. “I’m no Elizabeth Taylor. Her hair was black for a lot longer than mine ever was. Although, I do think I wear my silver strands a lot better than she did.” Georgie winked her heavily lined eye with its false lashes.

“Shall we get started?”  Errol told Georgie and Aleta that he was commissioned to take pictures of certain cars. These vehicles were owned by some of the heavy hitters in the antique car trading business. “Just don’t lean on the vehicles. They get real mad when anyone does that,” Errol instructed.

“I understand, but Aleta is the one you need to tell.” Georgie turned to her sister. “Did you hear what he said? Don’t be draping yourself all over the cars. The owners don’t like it.” Aleta rolled her eyes as she removed her cardigan. Unlike Georgie, Aleta preferred a pair of navy slacks with a short-sleeved blouse that buttoned up the back. 

“This may sound crazy but that man over there is checking you out.” Georgie shifted from one foot to the other, bouncing her hips as she spoke. “Why don’t you go talk to him?”

“What man?” Aleta blushed slightly and ducked her head toward her sister.

Georgie pointed out a handsome older man with stylishly slicked back hair that fell in a couple of James Dean curls across his forehead. He was very thin, wearing just a plain T-shirt and dark blue jeans; when Georgie pointed him out to Aleta he flashed a broad smile that pushed a sea of wrinkles up around the corners of his eyes and lips.

“You’re crazy,” Aleta muttered in her sister’s ear.

“Georgie, this is Marley Gillibrand.” Errol walked up to the smiling man and shook his hand. Marley was clearly admiring a Model A Ford Coupe with a spotless chrome engine exposed for show and a pearlescent purple body. “Marley, this is my model for the show, Georgie Kaye.”

“Nice to meet you, Georgie,” Marley said in a deep voice, sounding just like the late Johnny Cash.

“This is my sister, the widow, Aleta Kaye.” Georgie pulled her sister by the hand to her side.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Aleta. That sounds like a beautiful town in Texas.”

“What does?” Aleta’s cheeks grew red as she glared at her sister.

“Your name,” Marley replied.

Aleta chuckled and looked everywhere but at Marley who was drinking in her figure as she stood there nervously.

“Mind if I snap off a few?” Errol asked.

“Be my guest.” Marley stood next to Aleta as Georgie pandered shamelessly to the camera, making Errol cheer and laugh.

“So maybe you’d like to go for a spin after the show tonight?” Marley asked Aleta.

“I don’t think we are staying for the whole event,” Aleta avoided the question and wrapped her arms around herself. 

“There is a dance tonight with a jitterbug contest and live band—The Hell Cats, I think,” Marley continued. He saw something in Aleta that was as sweet as catnip to a hip cat. 

“I really don’t think so. I don’t know how to jitterbug.”

“That’s all right. We could just listen to the music.”

“You really are pushy.” Aleta turned and looked straight at Marley.

“A man doesn’t get anywhere just standing around.”

Aleta wasn’t sure if Marley’s comment made sense or not. Either way, he continued to look at her with a slight smile on his lips. “I think we need to take a break, Errol,” Aleta interrupted the impromptu photo shoot and grabbed Georgie by the hand, leading her away from the purple hot rod. 

“Yeah, we can finish later, Georgie. Go get some lemonade or something,” Errol replied as he stepped up to Marley and began talking and showing him the pictures on his digital camera.

“What is wrong with you?” Georgie snapped.
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Chapter 3
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“That man invited me out,” Aleta hissed.

“Why that dirty, no-good—I’m going to go slap him in the face!” Georgie fussed. Aleta squeezed her hand tightly.

“I’m glad you think this is so funny,” Aleta said. 

“I don’t think it’s funny, sis. I think it’s sweet. Why don’t you accept?”

“Maybe it’s because I don’t even know him?”

“Can I get two large lemonades, please?” Georgie said to the blond-haired woman behind the counter at the lemonade booth. The booth was a shiny, silver box with at least five hundred pounds of lemons piled up inside and two rectangular mixing machines that continually stirred the lemon juice, sugar, and water. The vendor chewed her gum with a real attitude. 

“Five dollars.” The blond chomped and cracked the gum in her mouth. Georgie put a five-dollar bill on the counter. 

“I bet you’ll do a great business today. It’s going to be a real heat wave!” Georgie chirped happily.

“Yeah.” The woman barely looked at Georgie as she handed her two large lemonades. “Kyle! I’m taking a break.” A teenage boy with pimples and a pierced ear took her place at the counter while the blond woman stomped out the back of the booth. She walked off carrying her own lemonade and pulling a pack of cigarettes from her breast pocket.

“She was chatty.” Georgie handed her sister a large cold lemonade.

“If you had to sit in there in this heat, you’d be cranky, too.”

“Right.” Georgie patted her sister’s arm. “Let’s have a seat in the shade over there. Now, you want to tell me why you don’t want to go meet that handsome hot-rodder even for a quick bite to eat?”

“Georgie, I haven’t been on a date since William died. Why would I start now?”

“You might like him.”

“And then what? Explain to my middle-aged children that they are going to have a new Daddy!” Aleta sat down at an empty picnic table underneath a tree. 

“I’m not saying you have to marry the guy,” Georgie soothed. “I just think if a guy is interested, you might like talking to someone other than me.”

“If that is the case, why don’t you accept Obby’s invitations?” Aleta took a sip of her lemonade, staring at Georgie.

“I went out with Obby—twice.”

“Yeah, and both of those times you were more interested in solving a murder that you were in him. I wouldn’t say you went out with him because you wanted to spend time with him. You had an ulterior motive on at least one of those occasions.” 

“I still could have said ‘no’ to him. Do you think I needed Obby to get into the cabaret? I could have done that myself.” Georgie smirked. 

As the sisters teased one another about who should and shouldn’t be dating, a bluegrass band with the name ‘The Loose Chewin’ painted on their drums began setting up in a shady gazebo in the middle of all the picnic tables. 

“I think the reason you won’t go out with Obby is because you are still in love with Stan,” Aleta said boldly.

“What?” Georgie practically screeched.

“You heard me.”  Aleta smiled and looked away.

“I have three children with that man. Even though they are all grown they still need their Daddy. To make that possible, I have to play nice. That doesn’t mean I am still in love with the man. Besides, you only see him on his best behavior.”

“Oh, come on, Georgie. That man is doing everything he can to get back in your good graces. You’ll never forgive him?”

“Nope,”—Georgie folded her arms—"and there is a big difference between my husband and yours. William was a wonderful man. You know how fond I was of him. He was the brother I never had, but he’d want you to be happy.”

“I am happy. Why would you think I’m not happy?”

Georgie didn’t say anything.

“I like seeing you every day. Usually, I like having the house to myself. I’m just not interested in going through all that trouble of meeting a new man.”

“Even someone as good-looking as that Mr. Gillibrand?” Georgie jerked her chin toward the band.  Marley was standing nearby, watching the band. He walked around a number of the picnic tables and spoke with several groups of people who smiled and shook his hand as he passed. Marley strolled like a man without a care in the world. His head bobbed to the music from The Loose Chewin’. When he saw Aleta, Marley smiled and waved.

“Oh, no.” 

“Just see what he has to say,” Georgie instructed.

“Don’t leave me! Do you hear me? Do not leave my side!”

“I won’t. I won’t leave you at all. I promise”—Georgie nodded and patted her sister’s hand—"but he’s coming over here like a bee to honey.” Aleta was embarrassed that Marley was focusing his attention on her. She had no idea what to do with him and was angry that Georgie was no real help at all.

“Marley, we didn’t get a chance to tell you how amazing your car is,” Georgie initiated as he sidled up to the picnic table.

“Thank you.” Marley hitched his thumbs through his belt loops. “I bought that car for five hundred dollars and worked for eight years to get it to look like it does now.”

“Won’t you have a seat?” Georgie offered.

“Thanks.” Marley swung one leg over the picnic table bench as close to Aleta as he could get without getting a slap from her. “Do you like old cars?” he asked Aleta.

“I don’t know much about cars. I do think they are beautiful to look at, though.” Aleta took a sip of her lemonade and avoided eye contact with Marley.

Georgie stood up, “Well, I’m going to find Errol. I want to know if he wants to take any more pictures. Do you know where he might be, Marley?” Aleta clenched her teeth as she watched her sister preparing to leave.

“Errol disappeared somewhere. I’d check by the VIP registration. I know quite a few people probably want him to photograph their cars.” Marley focused back on Aleta. “So, what do you do?” Before Aleta could answer and before Georgie could walk away, there was an ear-piercing scream. 

“Help! I need help!
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BEHIND THE GAZEBO THAT was filled with the Loose Chewin’ bluegrass band was a portable car stable capable of holding five or six cars. There were several of these stables located at various points across the grounds in case the weather took a turn for the worse. A hot-rodder could rent the space for a couple of hours, the entire day, or the duration of the event if they wanted to. The stables were clean and dry and most of them were secure with cameras and an attendant on duty. 

The car stable that the scream came from wasn’t one of the ones with a surveillance camera—nor did it have a person on site to keep an eye on things. It was just a giant bin that provided storage for the cars behind a low aluminum door that could easily be scaled. 

“Someone, help! We need a doctor! Is there a doctor here? Anyone who can help?”

A man in a crisp bowling shirt approached the woman who was crying for help. Georgie instinctively worked her way closer to the commotion. 

“What is your sister doing?” Marley whispered to Aleta. “Tell her to get back.”

“I’m not going to tell her that,” Aleta replied confidently. “Georgie can handle herself. I wonder what happened?”

Georgie did exactly what her sister knew she would. Without asking for permission or forgiveness, Georgie wiggled herself closer and closer to the car stable and saw the screaming woman grab the man in the bowling shirt by his hand and pull him inside. 

The pair stopped beside a beautiful teal and white 1956 Chevy. At first Georgie thought perhaps an animal had gotten stuck in the car, or maybe it had been scratched or dented as it was parked. This group would surely scream bloody murder if anyone so much as breathed too hard on their cars, but when the man in the bowling shirt approached the car, he placed his hand over his mouth.  To her horror, Georgie saw him pulling from the car the same blond woman who served her and Aleta lemonade just a short time earlier.

A stocky woman wearing a western shirt and high waist blue jeans ran up with a blanket and spread it out on the ground. The man laid the blonde down on the blanket. “That woman isn’t going to have any idea there is a blanket beneath her. She’s dead,” Georgie muttered to herself. She knew a dead body when she saw one. 

As she moved closer, Georgie heard the man in the bowling shirt gasp.   “Oh my, it’s Hera—Hera Packard.” He put his hand on her chin. “Hera! Hera, can you hear me?” He firmly slapped her face. “Hera, wake up! Wake up, honey!”

The woman in the western shirt had her phone to her ear and was gibbering into the phone, obviously talking with emergency services.  Georgie saw her mouth the word “hurry” over and over.  The woman who had found Hera was standing off to the side and still crying. Georgie walked over to her and took her hand.  “It’ll be all right.” Georgie tried to console her. 

“My gosh, Hera, why?” The woman wailed as she squeezed Georgie’s hand, but there was nothing either the man in the bowling shirt or the western dressed woman could do for Miss Hera Packard. 

Some of the car show attendees quickly left the picnic area. Others pulled out their cell phones to call someone and tell them what was happening or else record the gruesome scene. Georgie watched as the man continued trying to revive Hera. Just a few minutes earlier she had pink cheeks from being in the sun and a healthy complexion. Now, all the color in her face was gone; replaced with a sad gray color.

An ambulance was at the picnic area within minutes. The Emergency Medical Technicians tried CPR; a glance at their faces made it clear to Georgie that they knew they were too late.

“Did you know her?” Georgie asked the woman who had discovered the body, as they watched Hera being loaded into the back of the ambulance.

“Yes. Hera Packard was a staple around here. She practically ran Agee’s Diner just off the main drag before she started working the events at the fairground.” The woman sniffled. “Why would she do this?”

“Sometimes people suffer from depression silently,” Georgie said. 

“No, Hera wouldn’t kill herself, unless...”

Georgie listened, nodding sympathetically. “Unless?” she asked encouragingly when the woman’s voice trailed away.

“Unless what she said was true.” 

“What did she say?” Georgie held her breath.

“I’ve got to go with her. Hera shouldn’t ride in the back of that thing with strangers. She should have a friend with her.” The woman patted Georgie’s hand and thanked her for her help, but before Georgie could question her any further, she was in the ambulance. It drove slowly from the picnic area. There was obviously no need for the ambulance to rush.

Georgie moved back to Aleta who was still standing next to Marley and staring in shock. “What did you find out? Anything?” Aleta asked.

“Her name was Hera Packard. The woman who initially found her said she worked at Agee’s Diner.”

When Georgie looked at Marley, he was chewing his bottom lip. “Did you know her?” Georgie asked.

“Yes,” Marley said simply. 

Aleta didn’t even look at Marley; she was too busy giving Georgie an angry look that said clearly—I told you so!

“Well, we’ve all known people who have died. There isn’t anything suspicious about that.” Georgie smiled at Marley before blinking innocently at her sister. 

“Sure. Just like lots of people get back together with their ex-husband’s after they come to their senses,” Aleta snapped.

“Why are you bringing up Stan now?” Georgie asked.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 4
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“Because he just climbed out of that squad car.” Aleta jerked her chin towards the car she mentioned. Georgie turned around and let out a deep sigh. For once, she would like to solve a mystery without Stan loitering around.

“What is he doing here?”

“At a guess, I’d say, his job, Georgie.” Aleta defended Stan for two reasons:  one, she always did like him and thought if anyone could tame Georgie, even a little, it was Stan; and two, she loved how defending him aggravated her sister. Nothing made her twin madder than when Aleta took Stan’s side. The whole relationship was hilarious.

“Nope.” Georgie shook her head in disgust.  “I know what Stan’s doing. He’s here to check up on me. He didn’t like the way I was dressed, and now, he has shown up under the guise of investigating to see if I am talking with anyone he disapproves of!”

“I feel like I’m back in junior high. Do you want me to write Stan a note calling him a big poopy-head?” Aleta’s voice was full of laughter. “I’ll slip it into his locker during study hall.” 

“Laugh it up. A lot of help you are!” Georgie suddenly looked around. “Hey, where did Marley go?” Aleta looked around too.

“He was here a second ago.” Aleta looked casually over her shoulder but didn’t put a lot of effort into it.  She didn’t want Georgie to know she cared.

“What did I tell you?” Stan said as he walked up to Georgie and Aleta.

“I never listen to you, Stan. How would I know what you said?” Georgie snapped back. 

“I told you that outfit of yours was going to cause some problems.”

“I didn’t cause that woman to kill herself,” Georgie whispered angrily. 

“How do you know she killed herself?” Stan instantly switched from annoying ex-husband to investigator.

“I suppose you know who owns the car where she was found, too?” he continued with a serious look on his face.

“I assumed Hera owned the car,” Aleta interrupted. “You mean she killed herself in someone else’s car? I think that is the epitome of rudeness.”

“I agree.” Georgie was supportive of her sister.

“My gosh, the poor person who came to this car show for some fun and socializing.” Aleta said, “They are going to have to get rid of their prize set of wheels because some stranger committed suicide in it. Hear that sound? That’s the sound of the value of that car crashing to the floor.”

“You are right,” Georgie agreed. “Will you notify the poor hapless owner about his bad luck or just wait for him to return to the car stable to find your guys dusting for prints?”

“I will let the owner know if we can find him,” Stan said, “otherwise, we’ll deliver the bad news when he shows up.”

“What’s the guy’s name?” Aleta asked.

“Marley Gillibrand.”

“What?” Aleta gasped.  Georgie started to chuckle.

“What! You know him?”  Stan looked back and forth between the two.  “I might have guessed.”

“That guy has been following Aleta all over the show. Marley was standing right here when they found Hera.” Georgie looked thoughtful. “A little odd that they pulled a body from his car, and he didn’t make a fuss.”

“That is odd.” Stan looked at Aleta.

“Don’t look at me.” Aleta shrugged her shoulders. “Your ex-wife was trying to get me to go out with the guy.” Shooting a sly look at her sister, Aleta added, “Boy, do you have terrible taste in men.”

“Don’t I know it?” Georgie looked at Stan then grabbed her lemonade cup and started to head back to the main canopy in search of Errol. She’d had enough of the heat and the excitement for the day.
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“HELLO.” GEORGIE WAVED as she walked into the police station. Almost everyone knew her since she regularly came to visit Stan and often brought doughnuts or cookies. Today was an extra special day. She came bearing lemon poppy seed squares with raspberry filling. “These are for everyone. They’ll be in the break room.”

As she entered the bullpen where most of the uniformed officers and detectives completed their paperwork, Stan came bolting out of his office. Georgie gasped and clutched the tin of goodies. “Where’s the fire?  You startled me!” she declared, glaring at the man in front of her.

“I wanted to see what you were wearing.” Stan clicked his tongue before slouching in dejection. “Baggy blue jeans and a T-shirt?  Mormons dress sexier than you do.”

“Stan, no one wants to hear you talk.”

“Hey—Milo, Tim, Sonny—you should have seen what my ex-wife wore to the car show yesterday!” The three officers perked up, nudging each other knowingly and asking for details.

“She could have stopped traffic on I-95.” Stan then waved his hands like he was outlining an hourglass while whistling.

“Don’t listen to him.” Georgie put the treats out then brought Stan a tiny paper plate stacked with the tasty morsels. “He’s prone to exaggerate.” She handed him the plate and stepped into his office; sitting down primly on the hard chair in front of his desk. 

“Leave the door open,” Georgie ordered. “I’m not in the mood for any games.”

“What games?” Stan closed the door leaving it open just a crack. “Can I help it my ex-wife still has the body of Sophia Loren? My gosh, Georgie, I could barely concentrate on the case yesterday knowing you were walking around looking that way.”  Perching on the edge of his desk, Stan put the plate down and looked at Georgie with a slight smile on his face.

“You should probably get out more.” Georgie picked up a lemon square for herself from the plate that Stan had balanced precariously on the piles of paper that littered his desk. “What did you learn yesterday? Did you ever find Marley Gillibrand?”

“We found out more about Marley, but I haven’t spoken to him yet. His car has been impounded while we dust for prints and evidence.”

“Marley won’t like that. Those vintage car owners are downright hostile if you are rough with their wheels.” Georgie stood up and pulled a couple of napkins from behind Stan. She leaned dangerously close to him as she did so.

“Mmm, you smell good, Georgie.  And you’re wearing that perfume I love—Jungle Gardenia.” Stan inhaled deeply.

“Do you think he had anything to do with the death of Hera Packard?” Georgie settled herself back in the uncomfortable wooden chair.

“You’re just going to ignore me?”

“Yes, Stan, I am. So, do you think he had anything to do with her death?”

Stan took a file and flipped it open. There were pictures of the car, Hera’s body at the morgue, and the detailed forms the coroner fills out as he assesses the body and cause of death. “According to the coroner she had sleep aides in her system. Given the temperature inside that car stable, anyone trying to catch a nap inside one of the cars would be taking a serious risk.  Heat stroke can happen to anyone at any time.”

“That’s weird,” Georgie said. “I had just bought two lemonades from her about fifteen minutes before she was pulled from the car. Why would she take sleep aides in the middle of the day—unless she was suicidal?”

“That’s a possibility.” Stan rubbed his chin and popped one of the lemon treats in his mouth. 

“I don’t think she was suicidal though.” Georgie shook her head and dabbed the corners of her mouth with the napkin. 

“Why?” Stan replied with a full mouth.

“Hera had a nasty attitude,” Georgie said after she swallowed. “Suicidal people don’t usually act so grumpy. She was not pleasant when I asked for two lemonades—not out-of-the-park rude, but just someone having a fit.”

“That’s true.” Stan took a sip of the cold coffee on his desk. “This case is starting to look like something a little more sinister was going on.”

“Maybe.” Georgie shrugged, “Well, I’ve got to get going.  See you later, Stan.”

“Wait a minute now, Georgie Kaye.” Stan put his hand up.

“You’ve got that look on your face, Stan. Don’t say something that’s going to make me mad.”

“Now, Georgie, I think we had Andrew because you had gotten mad.” Stan’s smirk was so devilish that Georgie felt her knees weaken.

“I’m leaving now.”

“Wait. I just want to tell you that I thought you really did look beautiful yesterday.” Stan didn’t continue. He smiled and sat there looking innocently at Georgie. 

“And?”

“And nothing. I just wanted you to know. I probably don’t tell you when you look nice. Yesterday, you looked really, really nice.” 

Georgie took a deep breath. She knew Stan’s games. He knew how to be a sweet-talker. She squinted at him waiting for the punch line or the catch, but Stan didn’t follow up with anything.

“Thank you, Stan. I appreciate that.”

“Now, how about when my birthday comes you wear that outfit and come pay me a visit?”

“Is that all you want for your birthday?”

“I think it would be a good start.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“We could pretend I’m getting you home after curfew; if we aren’t quiet, we’ll wake the neighbors and then they’ll tell our parents.”

“Eww. Only you would incorporate your parents into a fantasy. Gross, Stan. You’re spending too much time with those guys in vice.”

Stan laughed out loud as Georgie stood and walked out of his office. She was greeted with catcalls and whistles as she walked into the bullpen. “Knock it off.” She waved them all off knowing all the while that her cheeks were bright red. How many times had she left Stan’s office with her face on fire from embarrassment? So many she couldn’t remember them all. 

Georgie tried to shake off Stan’s spell as she stepped out of the police station. She inhaled the cool city air and let the sound of the traffic on the roads and in the sky drown out her thoughts. 

“They brought me back! The space aliens brought me back!” Georgie announced happily as she stood on the front steps of the police station. As usual, people stared and gave her a generous amount of personal space. She chuckled.
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Georgie’s journey to the Busy Bee Diner was a dangerously absent-minded one as she focused on Hera Packard. There really weren’t a lot of facts. As she drove she was on autopilot, and, once Pablo was parked, Georgie couldn’t be sure she had obeyed all the traffic lights. The words Aleta had spoken yesterday rang through her head—You’re still in love with Stan. “That’s crazy talk. The man drives me crazy. Just crazy,” Georgie muttered while climbing out of the car. She waved her arms as if she were conducting a silent orchestra. 

Looking down, watching her steps, and seeing the sidewalk instead of where she was headed, Georgie remembered what her oldest son, Jonathan used to say “You never find anything looking up”; keeping a tight hold on Georgie’s hand as he looked at the ground below their feet. The memory brought a smile to her face. She knew the little boy had gotten those words of wisdom from his Grandpa. Grandpa always found pennies, Matchbox cars, charms, and other treasures during their morning walks together. Just then Georgie walked right into the Walk/Don’t Walk sign.

“Ouch!” Georgie furrowed her brow. She was embarrassed as much as she was surprised.

At that moment she heard a familiar voice behind her, “Georgie, wait up!  I was calling your name, but you didn’t hear me.”

Georgie turned around and saw Malcom Obberfield, trotting up to her. “Hi, Obby,” she smiled and rubbed her forehead. “Did it leave a mark?”

“Your forehead looks like you got ashes at church,” Obby said, snapping a white handkerchief from his inside pocket and dabbing Georgie’s forehead with it.

“I was thinking this just proves I can’t do two things at once.” Georgie chuckled. “Walking and thinking is one task too many.”

“Your thoughts must be about something serious.” Obby was solicitous.

“Not terribly. Where are you headed?” Malcolm Obberfield was an eccentric art dealer who had recently moved to Chicago to set up his own gallery. He loved the arts and appreciated works of beauty.  Georgie enjoyed his company immensely, Obby always took her seriously and treated her like a piece of fine china.

“I was invited to a small coffee shop on the South Side to view the owner’s custom art. I had seen it featured in one of the local papers.”

“Would that be Perks?” Georgie inquired.

“Why, yes, it is!” Obby said, delighted and impressed with Georgie’s knowledge of the local areas and artists. “Have you seen the artwork?”

“I have indeed!” Georgie’s eyes sparkled.

“And what is your professional opinion of it?” Obby asked with interest.

“I think the artist’s name is Marty if I remember correctly. I think he has amazing potential.”

“I’m hoping to purchase a piece for my private collection,” Obby confided—adding almost as an afterthought— “You know, you did promise you would come see my collection.” 

“Did I?” Georgie felt flustered; she knew what was coming. Georgie liked Obby—she really did! They had so much in common. Chatting about galleries she’d visited and artists she admired was wonderful! She believed there was no greater artist than Michelangelo, whose statue of David was enough to move her to tears, and to discuss this passion, this emotional response to an old master, could only be truly enjoyed with someone who experienced those same feelings even if they are prompted by Van Gogh or Rembrandt or Matisse or Monet. 

“Yes, you did.” Obby’s blue eyes twinkled. He was nothing like Stan, who could barely spell Michelangelo let alone be so moved by his work—not that it made him a lesser man. Georgie would never think that, but the time they spent apart made her realize she had valid and valuable opinions on the matter. She wanted to share them with someone who understood. You’re scared to death to take the first step. Her subconscious was suddenly very loud. 

She was scared. What if she found that she and Obby were truly compatible? What if she developed real feelings for him? Worse, what if he developed real feelings for her? What would she tell Stan? These questions rocketed through her mind.

“I’m sorry, Obby. I’ve just been so busy.”

“I understand you are very busy.”

“I am busy,” Georgie repeated. 

“Busy is good when you are an artist. There is nothing worse than a creative block slowing you down.”

“So true,” Georgie concurred.

“But, an artist also has to take time to breathe—to smell the roses, to sketch, or to pet the dog she is painting—and sometimes enjoy life with a like-minded person.”

“Do you think we are like-minded, Obby?” Georgie nervously tugged at the bottom of her T-shirt.

“I most certainly do.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.” Georgie chuckled. She looked at her watch and gasped, “I’m so sorry; I am meeting my sister for coffee and pie. If I don’t get going, I’m going to be late. She has temper tantrums if I leave her waiting too long.”

“Does she now?” Obby knew she was lying but chuckled anyway.

“Yes, it’s a gross display.”

“Well, Miss Kaye, I’ll leave you to join your sister, but I will be calling on you soon to join me for dinner—and I will not take ‘no’ for an answer.” Without letting her reply, Obby gave Georgie a quick peck on the cheek before walking briskly away. Not only did he not wait for her to speak, his action made her brain freeze. She wouldn’t have been able to speak even if she wanted.

“What am I doing?” Georgie shook her head and began walking toward the diner. “Aleta is going to be spitting nails if I don’t hurry. Plus, I can’t be thinking about a date when there is a murder to be solved.” She was chastising herself so loudly several people looked at her with trepidation. “Well, I can’t. You can’t focus on dating when a corpse shows up.” The people who heard her comments either blinked nervously or quickened their pace to get away from her. Georgie chuckled. 

With surprising ease, Georgie put Obby and Stan out of her mind and thought back to Hera Packard. That poor thing had something to say, and Georgie was going to figure out what. “Did I miss something when I talked to her?” She reran the short encounter with Hera in her head. All she remembered was the lemons in the booth, the swirly mixing machines, and the way Hera chomped her gum.  Then that was it; the next time Georgie saw Hera, she was lying on the blanket. 

“She looked fine when I bought lemonade,” Georgie muttered as she pulled open the door to the diner. “Not a supermodel but not sickly either.”

“Who’s not a supermodel but not sickly?” Aleta asked then scooted one stool over at the counter of the Busy Bee Diner to make room for her sister. 

“Hera Packard,” Georgie whispered. “She looked normal before she died.”

“Whatever normal is. Why are we at this place?” Aleta looked around the diner. “It’s very truck-stop chic. I like it.” 

“This is where Hera worked before she started at the fairgrounds”—Georgie took a menu and flipped to the back page where the desserts were listed—"and I’ve heard they have great pie. Maybe someone was friends with her here that we could talk to.”

“Or maybe the someone who wanted her dead works here, too.” Aleta took a sip of her coffee without looking at her sister. 

The waitress behind the counter came along right then and took their order for two slices of apple pie, one slice of Bavarian cream pie, and one slice of key lime pie.

“So, you don’t think it was a suicide either?” Georgie asked.

“No. Why would she make a huge spectacle about it? People who commit suicide are so lost they usually do it alone. That’s one of the reasons it’s so sad. If they did it with an audience, more people could probably be stopped.” 

“Good point.” Georgie rubbed her hands together as the pies were lined up in front of them. “Can I have a bite of your key lime pie?”

“Only if I get a bite of your Bavarian cream.”

“Of course.” The ladies reached around each other, back and forth, taking sips of their coffee in the process.

“Would you ladies like more coffee?” the waitress asked. She was square shaped with tiny eyes set close together and stubby fingers that held a pot in each hand. 

Georgie and Aleta nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you. These are some of the best pies I’ve ever tasted,” Georgie said.

“Glad you like ‘em,” the waitress replied. The name on the tag pinned to her blue sweatshirt read Maxine. “My favorite is the pecan pie. I used to be a size six when I started working here. Now look at me ten years later.” Maxine chuckled.

“We’ll take a slice,” Aleta said.

“Coming right up.” 

“If she’s been here for ten years, maybe she knew Hera,” Aleta whispered to Georgie.

“You read my mind,” Georgie whispered back.

Maxine returned with a thick slice of pecan pie with a swirl of whipped cream on the side. “This looks fantastic, Maxine.” Georgie waved her fork eagerly as the pie was set before her, “I’m Georgie and this is my sister, Aleta.” Aleta just nodded, her mouth was too full for her to speak.  “We normally don’t come by this way, but we were over at the car show this weekend and several people told us to stop for the pie.” Georgie carved herself a forkful of pecan pie before Aleta devoured the entire slice herself.

“Oh, the car show.” Maxine huffed. 

“You didn’t like the car show?” Aleta asked, swallowing quickly. 

Maxine just shrugged, so Aleta continued, “We heard one of the waitresses from here got sick or hurt or something. Is that true?”

“Not just hurt—killed—murdered!” Maxine said quietly as she looked around the diner. “Her name was Hera, and she used to work here—practically ran the place. She had a real gift for numbers; plus, she was a hard worker, never called in sick or came in late. The customers liked her. Her death is a real shame.”

“My goodness, that is horrible!” Georgie said. “Do the police have any idea who did it?”

“Hera’s niece and nephew come in the diner all the time. When they came in to tell us what happened and collect her things from her locker in the back, they figured the number one suspect was Hera’s neighbor. His name is Marley something-or-other.”

“Really?” Georgie looked at Aleta. 

“Hera came in to work fit to be tied a couple times lately. Hera said this Marley guy had been a great neighbor for years. The kind of neighbor who just waved but kept to himself, but then, he apparently fell off the wagon.”

“He was an alcoholic?”

Maxine nodded her head. “Hera said that Marley would sit on his porch with a couple of six packs and just drink all day. Then, when the sun went down, he’d turn up his music and throw trash in the alley. He’d argue with himself at all hours of the night. This had been going on for over a year.”

“Did she try to talk to him?” Aleta asked.  Georgie could tell Aleta felt concern for Marley.

“At first, Hera tried to tell Marley she had a brother who was an alcoholic, but he took it the wrong way. As a result, she became public enemy number one. Marley didn’t want to hear it. Hera never found out what pushed him over the edge.”

“Yikes! But, that’s not really a reason to kill someone, though, is it?” Georgie prodded.

“Of course not,” Maxine said indignantly. “Normally demons in dogs don’t tell people to kill anyone either, but don’t tell Son of Sam that!  Excuse me ladies,” Maxine turned to leave, “I’ve got to get to my tables. Of course, the young girl we hired a month ago is late, again.” The Busy Bee Diner was starting to fill up as the lunch hour rush began. 

“Interesting,” Aleta said as she scraped the plate with her fork. She’d eaten most of the pecan pie herself as Georgie listened to Maxine talk.

“You said it,” Georgie said. 

“Tell me honestly, Georgie, what was your opinion of Marley Gillibrand? Do you think he had anything to do with Hera’s death?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious to know your opinion,” Aleta said.

“Since when?”

“Since this is a murder and a guy you wanted me to go out with is a suspect in it. If things end up going sideways, I’ll need to know you are not a good judge of character when it comes to fellows I should date.”

“When have I ever steered you wrong?”

“How much time have you got?” Aleta grinned.

“So, you are interested in Mr. Gillibrand. You said you weren’t.  I guess that makes you a—what’s the word I want?  A liar?” Georgie raised her eyebrows and waggled them teasingly at her sister.
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“Don’t give me that look, Georgie Kaye, or you’ll be wearing what is left of this key lime pie,” Aleta groused.

Georgie laughed. “Well, it’s funny you bring Marley up. Stan wasn’t able to find him yesterday to question him.” Georgie took a small bite of key lime pie. “It’s a little weird because the police took the car to the pound where it is being searched and dusted for fingerprints.”

“You’d think Marley would at least want to know where his car is.” Aleta cut off a huge portion of Bavarian cream pie and hoisted it into her mouth like a crane moving dirt. 

“That is what I thought. That’s why I snagged Marley’s address from Stan’s file. I thought we could take a stroll past his house and see if he is at home. I wouldn’t be saying anything. You’d be doing all the talking. “

“Why am I doing all the talking?”

“Because you’re the one he was undressing with his eyes.”

“Shut up. Do you know how loud you are? People can hear you.” Aleta looked around, mortified.

“You just have to deal with the fact that we Kaye girls are just too darn good-looking,” Georgie announced. “Of course, you don’t have it going on like your big sister, but you’ve got some stuff—bits and pieces.” Georgie waved her hands for additional emphasis. “That’s perfect! You’ve got bits and pieces.”

“Check, please.” Aleta waved to the waitress who was laughing at their conversation. “Give it to her.” She jerked her thumb at her sister.

“So, are you coming with me to Marley’s house?”

“From the sound of it, you can’t find out anything without me.” Aleta dabbed the corners of her mouth with the paper napkin in her lap. “Yes, I’m coming with you.” The ladies settled their tab and headed to the Meade neighborhood that was on the Northwest Side of the city. 

“Where did you park?” Georgie asked Aleta.

“I took a cab. Why?”

“I’m parked down the street, but let’s do something different and take the subway.”

“I repeat my question.  Why?”  Aleta planted her feet, “I’m not going one step further until you tell me what’s in your devious little mind.”

“Uhm, to visit someone?” Georgie pouted her lips and looked up at the sky.

“Visit who?”

“It’s a surprise. Come on. The Blue Line is just up ahead.”

“What? Why? We haven’t taken public transportation in years.”

“That’s why we should do it now.” Georgie thought back to what Obby had said about experiencing life. It wasn’t that taking the subway was living life on the edge, but it was something different, something she had forgotten about that might inspire her.

“You’re going to leave Pablo?”

“He’ll be fine. I’ll have to come back this way to get home anyway. I’ll pick Pablo up then.”

“Okay.” Aleta rolled her eyes.

“That’s the spirit.” Georgie linked her arm with her sister’s and they walked to the Blue Line subway that would take them to the Meade neighborhood.

“This is a lot different from just dropping a token in a slot.” Aleta looked up at the tall booth where she was to purchase her train ticket. “Does this thing take quarters?”

“I think it only takes credit cards.” Georgie read the instructions and wrinkled her nose.

“Good heavens, Georgie, we look like tourists!” Aleta giggled.

“We’ve lived here our entire lives. We just haven’t ridden the train.” Turning, Georgie announced to the security guard and transit employee who were staring at them. “Well, we had to stop riding the train because—well you’ve probably heard of Aleta Margarita.” Aleta turned from the booth and glared at her sister.   The two spectators didn’t move.

“This is her, in the flesh, Aleta Margarita! I’m happy to say she’s been twenty years alcohol free,” Georgie announced, gesturing towards her fuming sister. “As long as you don’t include last year’s Mardi Gras; that was just a slip. We found her, thankfully, three days later. The only thing missing was a shoe—and her wallet—and the hair extensions she had been wearing at the time.”

“Would you shut up and hand me your credit card,” Aleta hissed.

“I paid for lunch,” Georgie griped.

Aleta said nothing, just stood and stared at Georgie with her hand out. “Well, as you can see, I’m an enabler,” Georgie said to the security guard. “I can’t say no to her, but I’m learning, slowly. One day at a time, that’s all we can do—take things as they come.”

“Would you shut up?” Aleta swiped Georgie’s credit card and charged six round trip tickets instead of two. 

“I’m on a fixed income,” Georgie griped.

“Here, take your ticket and try to behave yourself.”

“That is no way to talk to your elder sister.”

“Two minutes, Georgie, and it didn’t make you mature at all. In fact, I think you probably needed those few extra minutes to cook inside Mom. You weren’t quite done when they took you out.”

Up on the train platform was an old Asian gentleman wearing black cotton pants and a black shirt with frog closures down the front. He was sitting on a wooden chair with an open violin case in front of him ready to accept donations from passersby. The man played beautifully, but he wasn’t the real talent.  Standing next to him, in black sweatpants and a pink cotton blouse, was a little girl who couldn’t have been older than four. She had her own violin and together they played the familiar “Ode to Joy” by Beethoven. The young girl was like a little doll with her jet-black hair cut in a bob and almond shaped brown eyes.  Her eyes darted everywhere, looking at everyone as she played as if she was simply reciting a simple poem or telling everyone about her day at school. Her talent came so naturally that she made playing the violin look ridiculously easy.

“Isn’t she adorable?” Aleta said.

“She is the sweetest thing.” Of course, the twins, along with every other person waiting for the train, dropped a couple of dollars in the open violin case. Too soon the train arrived, and they couldn’t stay to hear the end of the concert.

“How amazing was that?” Georgie said as they sat in a seat for two that faced the aisle.

“That was worth putting up with all your abuse.”

“You don’t really think I abuse you.” Georgie gently elbowed her sister. “You’ve sunk me into debt. How am I going to pay off my credit card with those exorbitant charges you put on it? The credit card company is going to send one of their many goons to my house demanding payment.”

“If they do, send them over to my place.” Just as Georgie and Aleta had gotten comfortable and started to count off the stops until they reached their destination, a group of youths boarded the train. Dressed in baggy pants and wearing sweatshirts with strange graffiti logos, they were loud; laughing and pushing each other as they walked to the front of the car.

“Ladies and gentlemen, if we could have your attention, please.” One boy with dreadlocks and a Bears jersey yelled loudly. When everyone had looked up, the boy stepped aside and let a larger boy who had a shaved head and goatee, step up.

“Summertime, and the livin’ is easy,” the goatee boy started to sing; his voice was beautiful, and the Kaye sisters were surprised to find themselves enjoying the impromptu serenade very much. When he finished, the boy with the dreadlocks said they were saving money to attend Columbia University in New York. Any donations would be appreciated.

“What the heck,” Aleta said, reaching into her purse, “that was fun!”

When they handed the young man their tip, Georgie asked the boy with dreadlocks if he sang, too. “I’m an artist,” the young man boasted. “I paint in oils, acrylics, and spray paint.” He blushed as he added the last bit.

“Can we see any of your art around town?” Georgie asked. 

“If you go to the corner of Milwaukee and Clinton, you’ll see something of mine there.” Georgie wanted to go check it out. If that boy painted as well as his friend sang, he’d go far. Finally, they reached their stop and got off the train.

“I’m really glad we did that,” Aleta admitted. 

“I am, too. I wouldn’t expect the ride back to be as pleasant, but that certainly was worth the price of the ticket.”

The Meade neighborhood was quiet. The bungalow houses in it were similar to Georgie’s and Aleta’s, but they were a little more run down. There were not too many flower gardens or lawn sculptures, and there was at least one house boarded up with plywood on every other block.  “I wonder if people are moving out or if this area is being gentrified,” Georgie said.

“I don’t know, but I get the feeling this neighborhood has seen better days,” was Aleta’s considered opinion.

As they approached the address Georgie had taken from Stan’s file, they saw a U-Haul van parked in the street. “Oh, my gosh. Is that Marley’s address? Is he skipping town?” Georgie quickened her steps. 

Once Georgie got closer, she realized the van wasn’t at the address she’d written down; it was in front of the one she had been given for Hera Packard, his next-door neighbor. “Let’s go see if anybody is at Hera’s,” Georgie suggested.

“What on earth for?”  Aleta wasn’t so sure. 

“I want to see if they know Marley.” 

Aleta looked at the couple that had emerged from the house, considering them as they walked towards the U-Haul van. “They look really busy. Why don’t we just go to Marley’s house and talk directly to him?” Aleta suggested.

“That love bug has got a hold of you bad, sis.”

“You are too much.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “Fine, let’s interrupt the kids who are working hard so you can snoop instead of getting the information you want right from the horse’s mouth.” 

“Come on. Snooping is half the fun.”

When the man and woman came back out of the house they were each carrying a box. Hers said books on the side while his read dishes. “Excuse me.” Georgie waved. “I’m sorry to bother you. I was hoping you could help me with directions.” 

The girl was thin but muscular and set her box inside the truck first. The boy was taller and bulkier than she was, and it seemed clear to the Kaye sisters that they weren’t married but possibly related. Georgie noted their eyes and hair were the same color.

“Sure. Where are you trying to go?” the girl asked.

“Well, we’re actually looking for someone. Do you happen to know where Marley Gillibrand lives?”

The girl put her hands on her hips and growled. “A man by that name lives next door.”
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“I’m surprised he isn’t outside on his porch right now, drinking his breakfast, lunch, and dinner while telling us to make sure we don’t put any of our dead aunt’s belongings on his part of the grass.” The girl almost hissed the words. “He is that kind of drunk.”

The girl was tough looking, with scrolling tattoos on her right forearm, left wrist, and near her collarbone. She looked rough around the edges as if she’d seen her fair share of bar fights and late nights. With sharp eyes, she sized up Georgie and Aleta. “Who did you say you were?” she asked suspiciously.

“My name is Georgie Kaye. This is my sister, Aleta. We were inquiring about a vintage car for sale that Mr. Gillibrand had posted at the senior center where my sister resides.”

The girl nodded, then fished in her pocket. She pulled out a pack of Marlboros and a lighter. “Yeah, that would be him.  He’s always working on old cars. Probably because they don’t talk back.” She quickly lit the cigarette, took a long drag, and extended her hand. “I’m Rita Teal. That’s my brother Roger in the house.”

“Did you say your dead aunt?” Aleta asked. 

“Yeah. Our aunt died the other day.”

“What was her name?” Georgie looked over at Marley’s house but saw no movement.

“Hera Packard. You know her?”

“Hmm, can’t say that we do. Although, we are so sorry for your loss. You were obviously close to her?” Georgie turned on the concerned old lady routine. Only someone with a truly petrified heart would think she was doing anything other than offering a sympathetic ear—unless that someone was Aleta, who knew all of her sister’s tricks.

“Not especially, but if we don’t get this stuff out of here and into storage, we won’t be able to rent out the property.”

“Aleta, why don’t you go talk to Mr. Gillibrand? See if he was serious about what he said about that car.”

“Do you think it is a good idea for me to go without you? It is your money, after all.” Aleta squeezed Georgie’s arm.

“Yes, it will be fine. Go on. Isn’t this part of your therapy? Didn’t the doctor say you needed to start interacting on your own? You’ve made such gains.” Georgie looked at Rita. “My sister was addicted to carrying a sock puppet for comfort. Wouldn’t go anywhere without it. Spoke to it like, well, like she’s speaking to you now. But, it’s been three weeks with no sock on her hand.”

Aleta took a deep breath. To Rita, it looked like pride, but Georgie knew her sister was biting her tongue. 

“Congratulations.” Rita took another puff and looked at Aleta’s hands.

“Go on,” Georgie encouraged, “you spoke to Mr. Gillibrand at the seniors center. Remember, you even said you thought he was handsome.” Georgie winked at Rita.

“Come and get me when you’re done here,” Aleta said before walking off to Marley’s house.

“So, can you tell me what the problem was with Mr. Gillibrand and your aunt?” Georgie pressed.

“All I know is that I never knew the guy lived next door until he started being so loud and abusive to our aunt. He drinks, you know.” Rita took another drag and breathed the smoke out her nose. “They lived next to each other for years with no incidents. Then, something happened to him. My aunt knew the signs of a drunk. She tried to be nice and help him, but he didn’t want it. Something about my aunt wanting to help made him hate her. However, that is the mentality of an alcoholic. I’ve got no patience for that kind of person.”

“Really?” Georgie thought about Hera’s sour disposition at the lemonade booth and wondered if this was the whole story.  Was there possibly a romance gone bad between Hera and Marley. “Rita, I don’t mean to pry but did your aunt and Mr. Gillibrand have a relationship of some kind? Were they ever romantically involved?”

“If that were the case, I could understand why they stopped getting along. You don’t—uhm, poop where you eat,” Rita said and looked over her shoulder at her aunt’s house, “but she never mentioned anything like that.”

Georgie was watching out of the corner of her eye and saw Marley crack open his front door.  As soon as he saw Aleta there, he opened the door wide and smiled, welcoming her pleasantly. Not wanting there to be any kind of confrontation that could limit her information gathering, Georgie continued to talk to Rita.

“Marley never got violent with your aunt, did he?”

“Aunt Hera said Marley threatened her, but as far as I know he was never drunk enough to venture off his porch.” Rita waved her brother over. He had stepped out of the house carrying a garbage bag full of linens and towels. “Marley said he’d dump her garbage in the middle of her lawn or flatten her tires if Aunt Hera parked in front of his house.”

“Are you talking about Marley?” Roger asked. His sister made introductions, and Roger picked up where Rita left off. “That guy has a couple of screws loose. I’m glad we won’t have to deal with him anymore.”

Roger was a taller, wirier version of Rita. He also had tattoos on his arms and one on his leg of the Fighting Irish leprechaun. His thin hair looked like he probably had a friend cut it, maybe even his sister; whoever did it wasn’t concerned about straight lines. 

“If he wasn’t involved with your aunt, what made him so sour toward her?”  Georgie wanted more details about Marley’s dislike of Hera.

“Well, we weren’t here that much, so I really couldn’t say. I live over on Dupont at Lunt and Roger lives over at 191st and Racine,” Rita said taking a final puff on her cigarette before dropping it to the ground and crushing it beneath her rubber Croc.

“But, we heard from people that there were constant arguments between them,” Roger said. “Marley was always drunk when they argued, as near as we know.”

“I understand.” Georgie folded her arms in front of her and listened.

“Marley looked for anything to argue about when he was intoxicated. When he was sober, he just kept to himself,” Rita interrupted. “Sometimes Marley had his hot rod out front.  Occasionally there would be another car in the yard as well; then there would be pieces scattered around everywhere, even on Aunt Hera’s lawn. When he was working on a car, he would calm down like a baby with a pacifier; at least he was away from the booze for a while.”

“I see.” Georgie didn’t see any of this as a reason to kill someone, but, then again, pick up any newspaper and you could find an example of someone losing their temper over something small like who had the last pork chop, and the next thing you know—dead body on the floor. “Did your aunt ever call the police for help?”

“Yeah, I think the last time they had a fight she did.” Rita looked up at her brother who nodded solemnly.

“Do you know what it was about?”

“I think Marley was in his garage working late and had his music loud,” Rita replied. “Everyone likes Bon Jovi but not at two in the morning.” 

After a few more minutes, Georgie thanked Rita and her brother for their help.  “I’ve got to get my sister. She can’t be left on her own for too long. Not yet.” Georgie looked at her watch. “Otherwise, she has the tendency to pull off a sock, it doesn’t even have to be her own, and slip it on her hand for comfort. I’d hate to get on Mr. Gillibrand’s bad side if she did that.” The siblings looked at her suspiciously as she waved goodbye, then Georgie saw them chuckling together and shaking their heads as they got back to work loading up the U-Haul with the late Hera Packard’s things.

In contrast to Hera’s neatly kept bungalow, Marley Gillibrand’s house was beginning to show signs of neglect. There was a single lawn chair on the porch and the light over the front door was nothing more than an exposed bulb. The door had a pretty, beveled glass window that Georgie tapped gently on. “Woo-hoo!” She called. 

Aleta opened the door and quickly stepped outside. “Thank you again for the tea, Marley,” Aleta gushed.

“I’m really glad you stopped by, Aleta.” He smiled as he walked to the door and saw Georgie standing there, adding, “Hi, it’s Georgie, right?” Marley was wearing a pair of blue jeans and a white T-shirt as he had been at the car show. Except this time, he wasn’t wearing any shoes, and his hair hung in lush waves around his face.

“Yes, it is,” Georgie smiled at him, pleased that he remembered her when he clearly had eyes only for her sister.  “I’m sorry we must run. My sister’s IBS was acting up this morning.”

“Georgie.” Aleta pinched her sister’s arm. “Don’t listen to my sister, Marley. She’s a compulsive liar and has also been known to drool on herself.”

“Bye, Marley,” Georgie said as Aleta dragged her from the porch and down the street toward the train station.   “So, what did you learn?” Georgie asked quickly.

“IBS? Really?”

“Well, if I said you had narcolepsy, Marley would know I was lying.”

“Why do you have to say I have anything? Can’t you just be normal?”

“Where is the fun in that, Aleta?” Georgie shrugged the question off. 

Aleta chuckled as they walked down the sidewalk. “Okay, here’s the scoop. Marley Gillibrand is single. He’s been into old cars since he was a kid and rebuilt the engine of a 1968 Mustang with his Dad when he was sixteen. He’s never been married but was engaged a couple years ago. The woman died.”

Georgie gasped. “Oh, Aleta! I sent you into the house of a monster! I knew as soon as I saw that door close I should have never let you go in there alone. Did he scare you? Did he threaten you? Or was he a sweet talker? Do you think you might become his next obsession?”

“Would you calm yourself?” Aleta patted her sister’s arm. “She died of cancer, Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma.” A few years earlier, Georgie had been diagnosed with the same kind of cancer. With some intense treatment and a lot of prayer, the cancer went into remission where it has stayed, but at the mention of the disease, both women became quiet. 

“Don’t, Aleta,” Georgie ordered.

“I can’t help it.” Aleta’s eyes watered.

“I’m right here. We beat it, remember?” 

“But, it could have so easily been you. What would I have done? What would the kids do? And poor Stan? I don’t think he slept a full night from the day you were diagnosed to the day it went into remission.”

“Aleta, we are trying to solve a murder here.” Georgie made her voice stern.

“Georgie, you aren’t just my sister—you’re my twin. I know you were scared when the news came, but you’ve got that mystical faith people admire. You know me; I have to have facts and stats and numbers or else ...”

“Or else you think the worst. I know, honey. I know.”

Georgie held Aleta’s hand while they walked. They went a couple of blocks in silence before Georgie asked another question. “How come they didn’t push up the wedding so they could be married before, well, you know?”

“Marley said he tried to convince her to do that, but she wouldn’t. He didn’t really go into a lot of detail. I didn’t push for it.” Aleta let go of Georgie’s hand and looked through her purse for a tissue to blow her nose. “But, he seemed very upset that Hera Packard was dead.”

“Really? The story I got from the kids was that they didn’t like each other.”

“Marley said they had their differences, but he really didn’t mind her.” Aleta was thoughtful.  “He certainly never expected her to suddenly show up dead, in his car of all places.  He seemed upset that now he will never have a chance to make things right between them.”

“Of course he does,” Georgie said. “Who wouldn’t feel that way?” They were quiet for a few minutes more. “So, what do you think of Marley?” Georgie finally asked Aleta.

“I don’t think he did it, but I’m not sure he’s being completely honest either. He said he’d stopped drinking and was trying to ‘work the steps’ and make things right.”  Aleta paused for a second before adding in a disappointed voice, “But I noticed an awful lot of empty beer bottles laying around his house.”
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The car show had wrapped up the previous night. With the suspicious death, Georgie and Aleta assumed the attendance would have dropped off, but, as they pulled up to the grounds, there were still several booths standing. The stages where the entertainers had performed were still there. In the air-conditioned pavilion, hot rods were parked all around, and people continued to come and go in a steady stream. Easing Pablo closer to the entrance, Georgie parked. 

“What are we doing here?” Aleta asked.

“I don’t know. I just thought it would be a good place to start. Maybe something will pop up or”—Georgie looked at her sister with wide-eyed innocence—"I could even try to sneak a peek at that car stable. It’s bound to still be here, evidence and scene of a crime and all.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Aleta linked arms with her sister, and they walked slowly through the grounds, unable to tell if the remaining crowd knew about the death of Hera Packard or not. Some people had long faces. Others joked and laughed as they packed up their cars and loaded them on trailers. 

“There it is, the car stable.” Georgie pointed to a roped off shed with yellow tape and a police officer sitting on a folding chair staring at his cell phone.

“Do you know that officer?”

“I can’t tell from here,” Georgie replied, “but I’m sure he knows Stan.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Why am I the only one who needs to come up with an idea? Why don’t you come up with an idea?”

“Because I’m the one who thinks we should leave this to the police.”

“That’s so boring. How did I end up with such a boring twin?”

“You think you’re the only one with a burden?” Aleta rolled her eyes. 

“Gosh, even though it is a cloudy day, it is hotter than the dickens out here.” Georgie fanned herself briskly with her hand.

“I was just thinking that, too.” Aleta licked her lips. “Hey, isn’t that the lemonade booth over there? It’s still up. Want to get one?”

“Aleta, that is your best idea yet!” Georgie squeezed her sister’s arm. “I think that’s the boy that took Hera’s place yesterday. Let’s see if he is more talkative today.”

“He’s a teenager. I’ll bet he’s not,” Aleta sighed. 

“How much money do you have on you?” Georgie was brisk.

“Why?”

“I know one thing that will make him talk,” Georgie said.

“You are going to bribe a teenager?” Aleta stared at Georgie.

“What do you think an allowance is? Besides, he’s not a teenager. He’s got to be at least nineteen, maybe even twenty.  Now come on.” The sisters approached the lemonade booth slowly. The machines were still swirling the lemonade in the clear, rectangular containers and dozens of lemons had been cut and were waiting to be juiced on the small counter space next to the window. The boy with the dark hair was looking down reading a book.

“Are you still open?” Georgie asked. The boy looked up and flipped his book over. He was reading J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring.

“Yup,” he grumbled. On his T-shirt was a name tag that read Pete.

“Two lemonades, please,” Georgie ordered.

“What size?” 

“Large, please.” Georgie tapped her red polished nails against the metal top of the service window. “That sure was a lot of excitement the other day, wasn’t it?”

“What?” He asked while filling the first cup.

“The woman they found dead. Wait. She worked here, didn’t she?” Georgie looked at Aleta and then the boy. 

“Yeah.” Pete seemed to be more interested in getting the cup filled than answering Georgie’s questions.

“Were you friends?” Georgie asked gently. Just because Pete was a teenager didn’t mean he didn’t have feelings.

“She was alright.” Pete began to fill the second cup. “She didn’t take sleeping pills like they said.”

“You know that for sure?” Georgie leaned in a little closer.

“Hera and I worked this booth together for a couple of seasons. She smoked, but she didn’t do any drugs or nothin’. She would always tell me if she found out I was doing anything like that, she’d tell my Mom and Dad.”

“You think she meant it?”

“Yes,” the boy said without hesitation.

“Do you know if she had any health problems she might have been taking a prescription for? Anything that might have made her drowsy?”

“If she did, she didn’t take it yesterday. She was angry about something.”

“She didn’t happen to say what?”

“No. I think it had something to do with someone here at the car show. Hera kept looking around like she was waiting for someone.” Pete cleared his throat. “After they took her in the ambulance, I went over to the car stable. There was some dude over there lurking around. He wasn’t no cop.”

“Really? Do you remember what he looked like?”

“He looked like the rest of the weirdoes at this show. Tattoo sleeves on both arms, and he had a camera around his neck.”

Georgie couldn’t help but think that sounded like Errol. Of course, this boy was right. Tattoos were practically a requirement among the hot rod crowd. Not everyone had the sleeves the boy had mentioned, tattoos that started at the shoulder and went all the way down to the wrists covering every inch of skin in ink, but Errol Barr certainly did. 

The boy handed the large lemonades to Georgie through the window. Georgie turned to Aleta who handed her a twenty-dollar bill. “Well, thanks, honey. Keep the change.” Georgie handed the money back through the window to Pete. Like a switch had been flipped, the boy’s eyes widened, and he smiled a crooked, toothy grin.

“Thanks!” 

“Like she was waiting for someone?” Aleta said as she took a sip of the cool beverage. “That’s interesting.”

“And someone sneaking around the scene of the crime? That is also interesting. That person he described reminded me of Errol.”

“I wouldn’t rush to judgment just yet.”  Aleta was more cautious.

The ladies continued to roam the grounds and finally decided they had seen everything that there was to see outside. The police officer hadn’t left the car stable, so Georgie decided not to approach him. 

“Nature calls,” Aleta said. 

“I don’t see any of the port-o-potties anywhere.”

“I’m not going in the weeds, Georgie Kaye. Don’t even suggest it.”

“What kind of a person do you think I am? Let’s go to the main building; it’s air-conditioned. Can you make it there?”

“I don’t have a choice. Don’t you have to go?”

“No,” Georgie said as she picked up her pace to hurry Aleta along.

“You drank as much as I did. How can you not have to go?”

“I can handle my liquids better than you. Simple as that.” 

“I know what it is. In the womb, you hogged all the bladder cells. You’ve got a bigger bladder than me because you hogged all the bladder cells.”

“Aleta, do you ever listen to the words that come out of your mouth?”

“Yes, Georgie, and I listen to the words that come out of your mouth, too. That is why I know that you robbed me of precious bladder cells when we were just fetuses.”

“Yeah, well, you took a generous helping of mouth cells because you haven’t stopped complaining about everything since you followed me out of the birth canal.”

“Don’t make me laugh, Georgie, or else I’ll pee in my pants.” Georgie said nothing as she marched ahead of Aleta who was starting to giggle.

“Stop it!” she finally yelled.

“What?” Georgie turned around with a smile on her face. “You told me not to make you laugh. I’m not. I’m trying to get you to the bathroom before you have an accident.”

“You know what you’re doing. You’re marching like you’re going to war.” Aleta laughed. “You’re doing it on purpose.”

“For heaven’s sake, woman. Go. Over there. See the signs that say restrooms?” Georgie pointed as they reached the front of the air-conditioned tradeshow area. It was a square block of a building that had a couple of round bushes at the entrance and smooth stones bordering the sidewalk. The glass doors were propped open and a few vintage cars were still on display inside.  There were merchandise booths being broken down and all the goodies that had been on sale were now being packed into boxes to be shipped back home—wherever that was.

“Make sure you go into the ladies’ room. We don’t need another incident like last time!” Georgie shouted to Aleta ensuring everyone within a five-hundred-foot radius heard her.

While waiting for her sister, Georgie walked around looking at the cars and the guests and wondered if any of them had heard about Hera’s death. Just as she was passing by a cluster of men wearing ties and white button-down shirts, she couldn’t help but overhear their conversation. “That isn’t really my problem,” one man with a crooked blue tie said. He had a round head and a thick neck that looked bound up by the white dress shirt.

“We lost a lot of money, Brock. I don’t think it would make good business to handle it any other way,” a younger man who was nervously twisting a pinky ring replied. 

“Like I said. This isn’t really my problem. Good day, gentlemen.” Mr. Blue Tie stormed off.

“That’s no way to run a car show. He’s the manager of this mess. Get Head Office on the phone. We’ll see what they have to say,” Mr. Pinky ring ordered.

“The show manager is Mr. Brock Deebs,” Georgie said as soon as Aleta got back from the ladies’ room. “I just saw his name in the program as I was listening to some guys talk about losing a lot of money and that it was the car show manager’s problem. I picked up on the name because I thought we went to high school with someone by the name of Deebs.”

“I think you are thinking of Meryl Deed.”

“Oh, of course.” Georgie snapped her fingers. “Meryl Deed. Totally different person.”

“Yes. So, what did you hear?” Aleta asked.

It sounded like Brock Deebs had a bad turnout for this event.”

“How can that be? It was packed with people, wasn’t it?”

“There are tickets for the general population, and then there are the vendors. I don’t know if Hera’s death had anything to do with it, but I think he might be in need of a kind word.”

“I agree—and maybe a little snooping?” Aleta folded her arms.

“Of course. I wonder where we could find him?” Georgie looked around as if expecting a tour guide to appear and direct their steps. She spotted the information booth off to one side of the floor and made a bee-line for it.  “Excuse me,” she put on her best dithery old lady voice, “I’ve had such a wonderful time looking at all these old cars that I’d like to thank the manager in person. Could you direct me to where I could find Mr. Deebs, please?” 

The people packing up the booth paused long enough to point Georgie to a small trailer located outside the main convention center.  The trailer’s door was open even though it was still well over eighty-five degrees today. 

“What are you going to say?” Aleta asked as they got closer to the trailer.

“I don’t know. Sorry the show wasn’t so great?”

“Why don’t you let me handle this one.”

“Fine.” Georgie let Aleta take the lead and clasped her hands in front of her as she watched her sister rap on the aluminum door of the trailer.

“Yeah!” Came a gruff voice.

“Mr. Deebs?”

The same man Georgie had seen talking with the group came to the door and loomed over the threshold. He had removed his blue tie, and his shirt was open at the top. “I’m Brock Deebs.”

“Mr. Deebs, my name is Aleta Kaye. This is my sister, Georgie. She was a model for some of the cars that were highlighted yesterday. We both just wanted to offer our sincerest condolences about...”

“You what?” He growled, interrupting her abruptly.

“We just wanted to say we were sorry about the unfortunate incident that happened...”

“What incident?”

“Uhm, Hera Packard’s passing...” Aleta got out before she was interrupted again.

“You think you’re funny?”

“Excuse me?” Aleta looked indignant. 

“Look, I have answered all the questions I’m going to answer about that situation. I don’t know what you two think you are doing, trying to insinuate...”

“Insinuate?” It was Aleta’s turn to interrupt. “No, Mr. Deebs. You have it all wrong. We just felt terrible about what happened and wanted to...to...” Aleta looked at Georgie who was stunned into silence.

“I’m not responsible for every vendor. I can’t help it if some woman wants to overdose with sleeping pills.”

“Who said she overdosed with sleeping pills?” Georgie stepped up and asked, instantly regretting her move.

“Neither one of you belong here. The show is over. You have ten minutes to find your car and get off the property before I call the cops, and have you escorted off the grounds. If I see you around here again, I won’t hesitate to call the police.” He wrapped his strong hand around the latch that was the door handle and slammed the door shut. For a second, the Kaye sisters were sure the place was going to topple off its cinder blocks.
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“What in the world just happened?” Aleta stepped away from the door as if it was suddenly giving off intense heat.

“That’s why I do most of the talking,” Georgie teased.

“Do I offend?” Aleta sniffed at her shoulder.

“Apparently. Let’s get out of here.” 

As the ladies found their way back to Pablo, they wondered about Brock Deebs’ odd behavior. Georgie said thoughtfully, “I won’t say he’s guilty, but he certainly acted like a guy who knew something he didn’t want to discuss. Too bad there wasn’t some way to get into his trailer.”

“We went that route once before, Georgie Kaye. I’m not getting down on my belly again because you want to do a B and E.”

“Listen to you with the police jargon. Do you even know what that stands for? Did they explain it on Law and Order?”

“It means breaking and entering, smarty-pants.”

“Well, that goes to show what you know, Aleta, because I didn’t break anything. I just entered those actors’ trailers. The doors were already open. You can’t honestly say those people didn’t want me in there. Who leaves the doors unlocked? People who want company, that’s who. Besides, that happened so long ago I can’t even remember the details. I can’t even be sure it was me.”

Aleta chuckled. “Mr. Deebs didn’t want any company. I didn’t expect that response at all.” Aleta cleared her throat.

“Me neither. What do you think? Suspicious?” 

“Just a little.” 

#
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THE EVENING WAS LOVELY; the temperature had dropped to the high sixties and a slight breeze was coming through the kitchen window. Georgie was sitting at the table with a cup of tea and two chocolate covered turtles. They were left over from a box she received at Christmas that had found a home in her freezer.  She thought about the car show and on an impulse picked up her phone, it was high time she checked with Errol about the photographs he took of her.

“Hi, Errol.” Georgie said cheerily when his answering machine picked up, “This is Georgie Kaye. I’m sorry to be calling so late. I just wanted to know if I could stop by to see the pictures you took of me tomorrow. Give me a call back when you get a chance. You’ve got my number. Thanks.” Hanging up the phone Georgie returned to her contemplation of the view outside.

“I’m listless, Bodhi.” Georgie looked down to see the flattened face of her pug staring adoringly up at her. “You know you can’t have chocolate.” Georgie took a bite of the candy and then had a sip of tea. “I don’t know what is wrong.  I’d like to rest, yet I feel all on edge. This chamomile tea isn’t even helping. These turtles are delicious, though.” Bodhi grunted then sneezed. 

“You’re right, as usual.” Georgie look down at her best friend, “Let’s go for a walk; a little fresh air and exercise will do us some good.” Bodhi danced in a circle as his mistress stood from the table and walked toward the front door. Standing still while Georgie strapped on his harness and attached his leash; Bodhi strutted outside with the attitude of a runway model, leading Georgie in the direction of the dog park that was about six blocks away. 

“It’s a nice night outside, isn’t it?” Georgie talked to the pug as if she expected him to answer. “You look so handsome in your harness. Of course, you do. I don’t know if we’ll stop at the park.” Bodhi sneezed again. “Well, I’m just saying, if there are too many dogs, we aren’t going. You know I can’t always see where you are.” The dog looked up at Georgie then focused on the sidewalk ahead.

“It’s true. You think because you are off the leash you can run around with any dog. Some of them have ill intentions.” Bodhi yawned. 

“I don’t care if you are tired of my saying it, you can never be too careful—that’s all I’m saying. And, if there are too many dogs, we aren’t going.”

The duo strolled down the sidewalk. There were lots of people out walking their dogs, some even riding bikes with their dogs running alongside. The smell of an evening barbeque filled the air and was probably the reason for the extra barking coming from the dog park. “I can tell already that the dogs are all riled up.” Georgie told the eager dog as they got closer.

Bodhi began to strain on the leash. The muscles across his chest and in his legs stood out as he dug in with each step. He was going to make an appearance at the dog park if he had to drag Georgie there. “All right. Five minutes, but not a minute longer,” Georgie said as they turned the corner to the dog park, “and no crying or backtalk when it’s time to go.”

Once inside the park with the gate securely closed behind her, Georgie unfastened Bodhi’s leash. He dashed off to introduce himself to a group of four dogs that were the only ones in the park. “From the sound of it, I thought the entire Purina Kennel Club Dog Show was here.” She wrapped the leash around her wrist and took a seat on one of the benches. 

From where she was sitting Georgie saw a mutt with beautiful brown and black fur, a wild Airedale that couldn’t seem to stand still, a cocker spaniel, and some kind of terrier in the group Bodhi had joined.  They all welcomed Bodhi with wagging tails and happy yips.

“I wish people acted like that when I walked in a room,” Georgie muttered. She watched Bodhi run around and took a couple of deep breaths. The visit to the fairgrounds after the car show was over had gone nowhere. That was what really bothered her. Georgie had hoped that something would pop up vindicating Marley of any wrong-doing. She couldn’t help that she got a good feeling from the guy. Come to think of it, even the judge at Ted Bundy’s murder trial said he was a likeable guy—as creepy and inappropriate as that was. Her personal feelings didn’t make a difference, only the facts. So far, Marley was still in the suspect pool because it was his car, and he and Hera were neighbors who didn’t get along. 

“But he and Aleta would look cute together,” Georgie muttered to herself, realizing she talked out loud to herself a lot more than most people. 

Aleta was still very pretty. Some might say handsome or classic. Marley obviously had eyes for her. Georgie knew Aleta was at least a little interested. If she weren’t, she would have no problem talking to the man. When Aleta got tongue-tied, it meant the guy had something she liked. 

“She doesn’t need to marry him, just maybe get out a little. He’d probably take her anywhere she wanted to go, no matter how boring.” The two sisters didn’t just dress differently, but they both enjoyed vastly different hobbies. Georgie’s artistic interests had her at galleries and plays and concerts. Aleta, a retired accountant, had a much more calculating mind; she enjoyed the occasional lecture on history or quietly reading at the library. They dragged each other to various events, mostly Georgie dragging Aleta, where they were a united front at any sweets table. 

“The girl should have more fun than just eating desserts with me,” Georgie said to the air in front of her. She kept an eye on Bodhi as he barked and ran in circles, sometimes being chased and sometimes doing the chasing. “I don’t think Marley did it. I just don’t.” Georgie continued her discussion as if Bodhi was sitting next to her instead of running in excited circles with the other dogs.  “Now, I’ve got to prove it. If I encouraged a murderer to take out my sister, I would never forgive myself, and she’d never let me forget it. Neither would Stan because I know she’d tell him. She always did have a big mouth.”

After about fifteen minutes, Georgie finally stood up and called Bodhi. He ignored her. “Come on, Bodhi.” She walked up to him like he was a spoiled toddler. “I said we have to go. Tell your friends we’ll see them next time.” Georgie waved to the dogs’ owners and left the park. “You were a very good boy,” Georgie cooed. “Such a gentleman. The way you offered yourself to that Airedale was sheer class. I’m so proud of you.”

“Proud of whom?” A male voice came from behind her, making Georgie jump. When she turned around, she smiled and felt warm all over; it was Obby.

“Hi, Obby. I’m sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“I should make a confession. I was on the other side of the street and saw you so I walked over. You and Bodhi have a very unique look about you that can’t be mistaken.”

“Thank you so much. What are you doing out on this fine evening?”

“I’m actually on my way to the grocery store. You have a lovely bodega in your neighborhood that sells a fantastic Hungarian coffee. I’ve been so busy that I find myself out of the basics I need to survive—like coffee and toilet paper. Plus, it’s a lovely night for a walk.”

Georgie laughed. Then, before she could stop herself, she did something bold.

“Obby, I saw that the School of the Art Institute’s graduating class was having their end of the year showing. I’ve always enjoyed seeing what the students create. It’s tomorrow. Would you like to go with me?” Georgie couldn’t take the words back once they tumbled out of her mouth.

“Well, Georgie, that is a wonderful invitation. I’d love to.”

“I’ll call you just to confirm. I’ll make sure I have the date and time right. I’ve been known to imagine things sometimes. Just ask Aleta. On second thought, maybe you shouldn’t ask Aleta.”

“That sounds great. I’ll pick a place for dinner if that is acceptable.”

“Sure, as long as the place serves dessert, I’m good.”

“Well, I certainly am glad I ran into the two of you. I’ll let you be on your way.” Obby reached out and took Georgie’s hand, shaking it affectionately between both of his. “Until tomorrow then.”

As Obby walked in the opposite direction, Georgie finally let out the breath she didn’t even realize she was holding. “What did I just do, Bodhi?” The dog trotted happily ahead, leading Georgie back in the direction of home.

Georgie wasn’t sure what came over her. She wanted to go on a date with Obby. It was foolish to pretend they didn’t have things in common. Still, Stan was always there in her mind, floating around on the perimeter of her thoughts. “We are divorced,” she muttered. “I can do what I want. It doesn’t mean that I don’t care about him. It just means that I’m widening my circle of acquaintances. Besides, Obby might be able to help my painting career. He’s bound to know lots of people with pets, eccentric people who want a lovely tribute to their furry or feathery companions.”

When she got back to her block, Georgie saw Aleta’s house was still brightly lit up. “Come on, Bodhi. Let’s see what Aleta is doing.” Without knocking, Georgie took out her key ring that included the keys to her sister’s house and let herself in.
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“What are you doing still up?” Aleta asked. 

“I’m wondering the same thing about you,” Georgie said as she took Bodhi’s leash and harness off. The dog shook his body, enjoying the feeling of freedom, before hopping up on the couch to his regular spot in the corner; within seconds, his eyes closed tightly. Only after Freckles, Aleta’s cat, slinked up on the couch next to him, did Bodhi crack open his eyes a fraction. By the time Georgie was seated at the kitchen table, both animals were sound asleep.

“I’ve just got this thing on my mind—” Aleta sighed, “Marley Gillibrand.”

“What about him?” Georgie asked. She could tell by her sister’s tone of voice that now wasn’t the time to tease her.

“I like Marley. He was very pleasant when I was at his house, not at all what I thought he was like when I first saw him. He’s quite intelligent and gets to do what he loves for a living.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“The problem is just the little issue of a dead Hera Packard, his neighbor, in his vintage car. That’s all, really.” Aleta frowned.

“I like him, too.” Georgie patted her sister’s hand before getting up and going to her pantry. Inside she found the giant black and brown raccoon cookie jar on the shelf. Hoisting it into her hands, she brought it to the kitchen table.

“What is your opinion of Hera being in his car? He didn’t say a word about that.”

“Look, maybe Marley thought it best not to say anything because he’s innocent and doesn’t want anyone to misunderstand his words or actions. Maybe he was so surprised to see you, he just didn’t think about her being found dead in his car. I don’t know.”

“Do you think he had something to do with her death?”

“I can’t say, Aleta. I hope not.” Georgie patted her hand. “I’m going to go take a look at my pictures tomorrow if Errol gets back to me.”

“I can’t wait to see them.” Aleta reached into the cookie jar and pulled out a huge oatmeal raisin cookie.

“Did you make these?” Georgie asked. Aleta nodded as she took a big bite.

“They look fantastic. You know who has great oatmeal raisin cookies? Third Coast Café.”

“Yesh.” Aleta agreed with her mouth full, nodding her head. “They are sho moisht.” Georgie nodded her head, in agreement as she took her own cookie.

“Want some coffee?” Aleta asked.

“What the heck, I’m not going to sleep for a while.”

“How come?”

“Because I have to tell you all about how I asked Obby out on a date.”

“You did what?” Aleta’s eyes widened. “Wait. Don’t say anything until the coffee is brewed, and we each have a cup.” Georgie waited and then the sisters talked until after midnight.
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GEORGIE LOOKED AT HER watch, it was a little past ten o’clock in the morning. Errol had returned her call first thing in the morning and asked her to meet him at Perks Café, so she was excited for two reasons:  one, she was going to finally see her pictures from the car show, and two, Perks had a fabulous lemon tart that melted in her mouth like butter. Now she was enjoying the dainty delectable with a glass of milk while she waited. When Errol finally showed up, he was all smiles, carrying his laptop.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” Errol gave Georgie a peck on the cheek.

“It’s quite all right,” Georgie said swallowing down a mouthful of tart. “Have you ever tried the lemon tarts served here? They are wonderful.”

“Can’t say that I have,” Errol answered as he scooted his seat closer to Georgie and popped open his computer. “Now, I knew you were going to be a good subject for my photos, but I never imagined they would turn out like this!”

Georgie was amazed. “I look like a totally different person!” she gasped. Through the magic of computer graphics, Georgie saw herself in amazing colors, in poses that were made to appear symmetrically perfect. Half dozen of the pictures were done in black and white and looked like they were right out of a 1950’s high school yearbook. 

“You were made to do this kind of show,” Errol said. “I swear, next year I’ve got to schedule you to do this again. I think half the people at the car show will be expecting you.”

“I’d love to do it—if there is another show.”

“What do you mean?” Errol asked.

“Well, sometimes an unexplained death can put a damper on things. Especially if it’s ruled a murder.” Georgie looked at the computer, but she was watching Errol’s expression out of the corner of her eye. He swallowed hard.

“Did the police interview you?” Georgie asked innocently.

“I don’t recall,” Errol said, his eyes staring at the computer screen but not really seeing anything.

“My ex-husband is the detective on the case—Stan Toon. Did you talk to him? He’s a handsome guy with wavy salt and pepper hair, always wearing blue jeans. Looks like he could be a cowboy if he were maybe a couple inches taller.” Georgie laughed at her description of Stan, but Errol didn’t even crack a smile.

“Did you talk to him?” Georgie asked again.

“I think I might have.”

“Did he ask you anything about taking my picture? He knew I was going to do it and thought my outfit was a little too form-fitting. Can you believe that?” Georgie continued to watch Errol as she spoke. “Worrying about me having my picture taken. Who does that?”

“Funny you should ask,” Errol stammered. “I...I told the police I had met Hera a few days earlier—”

“Did you really?” Georgie interrupted eagerly.

“—because of a major misunderstanding.” Errol looked around the café then his eyes focused intently on the computer screen. “I was at the park taking pictures.”

“Pictures of what?” Georgie asked suspiciously.

“See, that’s exactly what Hera thought. I was taking pictures of the sculptures with the trees behind them. The problem is that they are not far from a kiddie playground.”

Georgie sat back. If there was one thing that was suspicious, it was a man with a camera near a playground. “I don’t understand.” Georgie looked blankly at Errol waiting for him to continue.

“Hera thought I was taking pictures of the kids, but I wasn’t—I swear I wasn’t. I just liked the sculptures and statues with the backdrop of the trees behind them.” Errol shifted in his seat. “She came stomping up to me asking me what I was doing taking pictures of the little kids.”

Georgie nodded her head, letting Errol talk without interrupting. “I told Hera I wasn’t taking pictures of the kids. I told her what I just told you, but she didn’t believe me.”

“Did you show Hera the photos? So that she could see that there were no pictures of children on them?” Georgie was starting to feel a weird tingling in her stomach. 

“I tried, but she didn’t want to see them. Hera told me to stay where I was because she was going to call the police.” Errol pulled at the tip of his nose nervously. “I didn’t want to deal with her or the police. Quite frankly, I was starting to feel scared for my own safety.”

Georgie nodded but couldn’t quite wrap her head around a grown man in healthy shape like Errol feeling threatened by Hera who was half his size and a smoker. 

“So, I didn’t wait for her or the police. I just grabbed my stuff and left. Here...” Errol tapped a few keys on his computer and quickly different photographs filled the screen, “...these are the pictures I took at the park. See, harmless. No kids...not even one!”

“You told the police all this when you talked to them? After they found Hera’s body?” Georgie looked at the photos of the park. They were beautiful. Errol was obviously telling the truth about his encounter with Hera.

“Yeah,” Errol sighed. “When I saw her at the car show, I was embarrassed. You know how some people can be. If they think they can get their name in the paper or snag that fifteen minutes of fame, they’ll do anything. I didn’t know if Hera was that kind of person or not. I didn’t wait around to find out.”

Georgie nodded as if she completely understood, but she couldn’t help feeling like she wished she hadn’t done the photos with him. She also felt certain she wouldn’t be participating in the car show next year. 

“An accusation like that could ruin my reputation.” Errol looked at Georgie, nodding his head. “I could lose my job, my clients, my livelihood all because of a hysterical woman who watched one too many episodes of To Catch a Predator. I wasn’t willing to take that risk. So, I laid low and kept my distance from her.”

Errol had a point. There were people who thought they were do-gooders but ended up causing more harm than good. Hera thought she saw something, but from the look of his portfolio, Errol didn’t take pictures of children. 

At that moment, Errol folded up his laptop abruptly. “I’ve got to get going,” he said. “I’ll send you a link in an email and you can tell me what pictures, and how many, you want. Talk to you later, Georgie.” Before she could reply, Errol was out the door.

“That was an odd turn of events,” Georgie said. With her clutch purse in her hand, she also left the café, but she hadn’t taken two steps before hearing someone call her name. 

“Just the woman I was seeking!” Stan arched his right eyebrow at Georgie and flashed her the devious grin she had fallen in love with when they were teenagers.

“What are you doing around here?” Georgie asked, hoping he hadn’t seen her with Errol. She didn’t want to explain herself.

“I was coming to check on you. Aleta said you were going to see your photos from the car show. I was hoping I might be able to put in an order for a poster size of that one with you by the old Camaro.” He clicked his tongue then whistled.

“Is any of my business my own?”

“Not with Aleta as your sister.” Stan laughed.

“Stan, I have to get going if you don’t mind.”

“There was one other thing I wanted to discuss with you—Hera Packard.”

“Who?” Georgie batted her eyelashes and looked inquiring.

“You know what I’m talking about Georgie. Are you looking into this? I hope the answer is ‘no.’”

“Of course, it’s ‘no.’ I’ve got more important things to do than solve a murder for you, Stan.”

“Yeah? Like what?” Stan stepped closer. Georgie could smell his cologne. It did smell wonderful and when he went a day without shaving like he obviously had, he looked just a little wild. 

“I have a date to get ready for.” Georgie said flatly.

“Really? With whom?”

“That’s none of your business.’ Georgie huffed indignantly, “Goodbye, Stan.”
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“I’m so glad you invited me to this, Georgie. I had no idea the students had their own showing this time of year,” Obby said as he strolled across the hardwood floor. The School of the Art Institute of Chicago graduate student exhibit was featured in the main gallery. The walls were stark white with tall ceilings. The patrons attending the exhibit talked excitedly about the pieces. The students could easily be picked out as they were the ones dressed in goth or grunge style. 

“Isn’t it good to see these young men and women expressing themselves so freely?” Georgie gestured extravagantly. “I’m not saying they will all turn out to be masters, but they will undoubtedly add variety to their own lives.”

“I agree, but don’t you sometimes wish to see just a lovely still life or maybe a nude from one of these students that pays homage to the great masters? So often I think they feel they must be weird to get noticed.”

“True and yes, I could never tire of studying The Creation of Man. But, I could also spend hours looking at the Norman Rockwell of the kids playing marbles. That one reminds me of my boys and daughter when they were little.” For a moment Georgie was quiet, reflecting on her children’s early years. 

“Well, if you’re up to it, I made one more reservation for the evening. Care to work off that Italian dinner?”

“That sounds like an indecent proposal.” Georgie folded her arms, eyes sparkling. “I’m in.” Before Georgie knew where she was headed, she and Obby were in a cab and pulling up in front of a place called Tito’s Dinner and Dancing.

“I thought we could cut a rug and maybe I’ll sip some champagne from your slipper.” Obby offered his arm which Georgie took as naturally as if she was with Aleta.

“Okay, but my salsa dancing is a little rusty.”

The club was full of young and old people of various nationalities and cultures. Obby shook hands with the bartender, an olive-skinned man with slicked back hair and a giant gold crucifix around his neck. The music seemed to have a life of its own as drums and trumpets blasted in a lively beat, making it hard for diners to stay in their seats. The smell of hot peppers and spices made Georgie’s mouth water. Without waiting, Obby took her by the hand and led her to the dance floor.  

“Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” Georgie smiled and let Obby slip his arm around her waist.   They finally called it a night just past eleven o’clock. The conversation in the car was mostly chatting about the styles and abilities of the other dancers, but when it got quiet, Obby put his hand on Georgie’s; she didn’t pull away. Soon, they were to Georgie’s bungalow; like a gentleman, Obby walked Georgie to her front door. She was sure he could hear her heart pounding in her chest, but she tried to stay calm. “I had a wonderful time, Obby,” she smiled up at him, “thank you so much for taking me.”

“Surprisingly, I did too,” Obby teased. “I’m glad you invited me. I don’t think we should wait so long to do it again.”

“I agree.” Georgie put out her hand to shake. Obby took it, squeezed it firmly then pulled her to him for a sweet kiss on the lips. Georgie froze. Oh, what do I do now?  Kiss him back?  Did I just do that?  Why not, it’s a perfectly normal response?  I’m just not sure.  What will Stan say?  Georgie’s mind was in a whirl as Obby released her hand.

“Good night, Georgie Kaye.”

“Good night, Obby.”

As soon as the tail lights of Obby’s Smart Fortwo were out of sight, Georgie dashed over to Aleta’s house. The antique light with the fringe around the edge was on so Aleta was still up. Using her key again, Georgie let herself into the house.

“What took you so long?” Aleta barked. “I’ve been waiting.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what, I never thought a man could have more hands than Stanley Toon did but ...”

“Did he get fresh?”

“No, I’m kidding.” Georgie flopped down on the couch. Her sister was sitting in an armchair with a book in her lap and a picture of her late husband William on the table next to her. “How come you have William’s picture out?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I talk to him.”

Georgie felt awful. Here she was all giddy over her date, and her sister was at home feeling lonely. 

“I’m sorry, Georgie. I don’t want to rain on your parade. Tell me about your date.”

“It can wait.” Georgie scooted closer. “Tell me about your night.”

“It’s been ages since I thought about William. I thought I was used to him not being around, but lately, it seems like I can’t stop thinking about him.”  Aleta picked up the picture and looked at it sadly.  “Then two nights ago I woke up suddenly and thought he was in bed next to me.  Oh, Georgie, it felt so real!”

Georgie hugged her sister close. “It’s okay honey, that’s perfectly normal.  You really loved William. I took forever to get used to Stan not being in bed with me anymore.”

“My heart felt like it fell out of my chest when reality hit me.”  Aleta pulled slightly away, and Georgie was horrified to see tears in her eyes.  “What’s wrong with me, Georgie? Why am I acting like this?”

Georgie wasn’t going to play therapist, but deep down she thought that Mr. Marley Gillibrand had maybe startled something awake in her sister. Every woman likes to be told nice things. Georgie was sure she’d never get tired of Stan’s ogling and, after tonight, she couldn’t help but look forward to the next adventure with Obby. Aleta had never been the kind of woman to seek out male attention, but that didn’t mean she didn’t like it occasionally. Marley had made it clear he liked what he saw in Aleta. Georgie wondered to herself how Aleta would feel if he were responsible for Hera’s death? 

“You know, once we get this thing with Hera Packard finished, I bet you’ll feel better. Things will be clear, one way or another.”

Aleta knew her sister understood how she was feeling without teasing or trivializing. She hadn’t had an interest in anyone until she met Marley. 

“You know, Aleta, William was a good guy. You know he’d want you to be happy.” Her eyes still moist, Aleta squeezed Georgie’s hand and nodded her head.
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“WATERMARK STAFFING,” said Georgie as she studied the booklet that she had grabbed at the car show, “is who supplied the people who worked in the booths, took the tickets, distributed badges, orchestrated the parking logistics, and all that jazz.” Georgie pursed her lips. “That’s where I’m heading. Bodhi, I need you to keep an eye on Aleta. She needs a little cheering up, and who better to do that than the cutest pug on the planet?” Bodhi looked up from his water bowl, sneezed and went back to getting a drink.

Watermark Staffing was a bustling temporary employment agency, whose office took up an entire floor at a sleek, glamorous building overlooking the Chicago River.  “Good morning, may I help you?” The receptionist was a young woman wearing a black skirt and a white blouse. To Georgie, she looked like she should be seating people at a posh restaurant. 

“Yeah.” Georgie, on the other hand, had a role to play. “I’m Georgie Kaye an associate of Detective Stan Toon. He’s looking into the death of Hera Packard. She died at the Tri-Local Antique Car Show. He is requesting a list of everyone who was hired by your firm to work the show.”

Adjusting her plum colored blazer that matched her pants and tugging the cuffs of her black blouse, Georgie thought she looked like “homicide”.  That was how the police talked about the detectives that worked homicide cases. They were nicknamed homicide just like vice was nicknamed vice and juvenile was called juvie. “Just a moment, Officer Kaye.” The receptionist replied as she picked up her phone and whispered into the receiver.

Georgie knew it was against the law to impersonate an officer. She also knew she had no badge or warrant or anything to prove who she was other than a driver’s license and a library card. But, she wasn’t the one who said she was an officer, the receptionist did. She just said she was from Detective Toon’s office, not a complete lie since she’d been to Stan’s office this week. Besides, Stan was a detective, and she was his ex-wife; Georgie couldn’t help what the receptionist had obviously assumed. Georgie was pretty sure she’d never get past the gatekeeper no matter how green the girl was. Just as her gut told her to pretend there was an emergency phone call and make a dash for the elevator, the receptionist hung up the phone. “Ellen Vernham is the office manager. She’ll be right with you.” 

Before Georgie could take a seat, a lovely woman in a smart gray suit came down the hallway carrying a folder. She smiled and stretched out her hand to Georgie.  “Please call me Ellen. We are so sad to hear about the unfortunate event at the car show, normally it is such a wonderful event.” She handed Georgie a folder containing some papers as she spoke.  This is easier than I expected! Georgie thought to herself.  I should try impersonating someone from Stan’s office more often.

“Well, the world is a crazy place,” Georgie said without smiling. Homicide never smiled. 

“Here is the list of employees we hired for the show. Most of them have been with us for years; that’s why we continue to hire them. We also do background checks, and we do our best to keep their references current.”

“Of course,” Georgie said, looking Ellen Vernham up and down suspiciously.

“If there is anything else you need, please call my direct line.” Ellen handed Georgie her business card.

“I’ll do that. Thank you, Miss Vernham. Detective Toon will be in touch if we have any further questions.” Georgie put out her hand and squeezed Ellen’s hand harder than she normally would have squeezed anyone’s hand.

Before any additional questions arose, Georgie stuffed the folder underneath her arm, pulled out her cellphone, and pretended to dial the precinct as she walked briskly to the elevator bank.  “Come on,” Georgie muttered. “Come on, so close.” 

The elevator doors slid open just as Georgie heard Ellen call her name. “Officer Kaye? Officer Kaye, wait one second!” Georgie stepped inside the elevator as if she didn’t hear her calling. Frantically she pressed the door close button. With the speed of a desert turtle, the doors finally slid shut just as Ellen was about to stick her hand between them. Georgie let out a sigh of relief. Without wasting a minute, she left the lovely downtown building, headed to the nearest restaurant, and took a seat away from the windows. 

“Can I get an iced tea and your dessert menu?” Georgie asked the waitress a couple of minutes later. She ordered an iced tea and a healthy slice of pecan pie she’d seen in the display case. 

When she opened the folder and started scanning the names, the first thing Georgie noticed was that Hera Packard’s name wasn’t on the list. There was a person by the name of Brynn Smith who coordinated the locations of all the booths, the parking, the entertainment area, and the food vendors. She might have an idea why Hera’s name isn’t on the list, Georgie thought as she dialed the woman’s phone number. 

“Yes, I’ve actually coordinated that car show for the past couple of years. Hera has been running that little lemonade booth every year I’ve been there. She was Mr. Deebs’ right hand man, or in this case, woman.”

“Really? But didn’t she work for Watermark?”

“Nope. We all knew Hera though. She was really sweet. In fact, the first year I was hired to do the coordinating, she was a huge help. I even ran the layout of the grounds and inside the tradeshow center past her before I submitted it to Mr. Deebs. He always said, if she approved it then it was as good as gold.”

“What was her relationship with Mr. Deebs?”

“Mr. Deebs hired her directly. Hera worked for him; they were friends or something, and he trusted her completely. She was the only one involved in the show that worked for Mr. Deebs. She collected all the fees from vendors and participants, handled their receipts, and any contract related problems then turned the cash over to him.”

“What happened to the fees and contracts once Mr. Deebs had them?” Georgie asked while sneaking a bite of her pecan pie.

“I’m not sure. I was just hired to make sure everyone had a place and there was a place for everyone.” Brynn laughed. “Organizing a show that size is really pretty easy after you have done the first one. A lot of emailing back and forth is required, but, like I said, after the organizational work was completed, my job was done. Hera collected the fees and dealt with the vendors’ contracts.”

“Thank you very much for your time, Brynn. You’ve been very helpful.”

“I hope so. I really liked Hera. From what I could see, Mr. Deebs would have been completely lost if she hadn’t been there. I don’t know what he’s going to do now that she’s gone.” Georgie finished her conversation with Brynn and decided over her last bite of pie that she was going to pay another visit to Mr. Deebs. This time, he wasn’t going to speak to her the way he had Aleta. This time he was going to answer some questions.

Just as she stepped out of the restaurant her phone rang; it was Obby. Georgie wanted to answer but hesitated; she was busy. She had to get to the bottom of this case because there was more at stake than just the death of Hera Packard. Georgie felt she had to find out if Marley had anything to do with it, for Aleta’s sake. 

“Hello?” against her better judgment, she answered.

“Hello, Georgie. This is Obby. I’m sure it says in the cool guy code to wait three days before calling a girl, but I couldn’t wait. I had a splendid time with you yesterday.”

“I did, too, Obby.”

“I’m glad to hear that. What do you say to an evening of star gazing at the Planetarium and a picnic under the stars? I’ve got two passes for next Wednesday. The weather is supposed to be perfect.”

On one hand, Georgie thought a picnic on the grounds of the Planetarium sounded fantastic, but she couldn’t leave this murder just hanging. She had to wrap up this mystery not just for Hera to get some rest but for Aleta, too. “I would love to, but my schedule is up in the air right now.” Georgie did her best to sound distracted, not hard considering all that was on her mind, “Can I call you back and let you know?”

“Of course.” Obby sounded disappointed, making Georgie feel horrible. “Give me a call when you know how your schedule pans out.”

After Georgie hung up with Obby, she questioned if this mystery wasn’t taking up too much of her time or was she hiding from Obby again just like Aleta was hiding from dating? She couldn’t think about it now. Like Scarlet O’Hara said, I’ll think about that tomorrow.
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Chapter 12
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Since the car show was over, Georgie knew she was going to have to go to Brock Deebs’ home.  A quick check of the list that Ellen Vernham had provided showed her that Brock Deebs’ address was listed under the title of Show Manager.  Deciding to stay in character, Georgie jumped in Pablo and headed out of town eager to talk further with him.

Brock Deebs lived almost an hour outside the city in the posh suburb of Beverly. Not all the houses were sprawling mansions or sitting on a couple hundred acres of land though. In fact, most of the houses had very small yards and were built in the blocky, garish style of the 1970s. When Georgie found the address, she was not surprised that Brock’s house was small with black wrought iron pillars, small windows, and a single car garage. The planter that stretched across the front porch was made with varying slabs of rocks.  “Very retro,” Georgie mused out loud to Pablo, “I’m repulsed yet strangely attracted by it.”

As soon as Georgie pulled in the driveway, the front door immediately opened.  Someone had been watching from behind the sheer curtains that covered the window next to the ornate door with its handle smack dab in the center. Georgie didn’t wave but stayed in character, adjusting her jacket as she had done at Watermark and briskly moving up to the front door carrying her folder. “Can I help you?” Brock Deebs didn’t seem to recognize her from the other day. That was a stroke of luck.

“Mr. Deebs? My name is Georgie Kaye. I’m an associates of Detective Stanley Toon. I just need to ask you a couple questions.”

“About what?” Brock didn’t come outside or seem at all interested in talking to Georgie.

Georgie looked in the folder, trying to think fast. “About Hera Packard.”

“I told you people everything I know already. Hera worked for me more than ten years. She was a great lady.”

“Yes, I saw that in your statement,” she lied, “but there were a few other things I wanted to ask you.”   Georgie watched as Brock blinked his eyes quickly like he was squinting into the sun.  Surely, he knew that the chance of being asked multiple questions on multiple occasions from the police was fairly routine. Hadn’t he ever seen an episode of Law and Order?

“Other things like what?” Brock snapped.

“What was her usual work routine?”

“What do you mean?” Brock looked at Georgie like she had asked him to swallow a handful of nails.

“Did she have any people at the shows whom she visited on a regular basis? Was there anyone in her job causing problems? Any people who...” Georgie let her voice trail off suggestively.

“What do you mean ‘any people causing her problems’?” Brock snapped. When he stepped outside of his house he was barefoot, wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a T-shirt. Georgie’s first instinct was to step backwards, but she was in character. She was someone from Detective Toon’s office, someone who wasn’t easily intimidated.

“I didn’t say people.” Now it was Georgie’s turn to squint at Brock nervously; she had said people. Still, she had to stay calm and continue her questioning. “But since you mentioned it, do you know if she was having any problems with anyone?”

Brock’s cheeks flushed red, and his jaw clenched and released like he was chewing a tiny piece of gum. “No,” he finally said, placing his hands on his hips and looking out at the street, past Georgie’s stare.

“Did she ever tell you anything about her family or neighbors at home?”

“No, Hera just worked for me.” Brock stretched his neck to look past Georgie as if the grass growing on the neighbor’s yard was more interesting than dealing with her. “She did her job and that was it.”

“But you said she had worked for you for ten years!”

“That’s right.” Georgie’s comment had gotten his attention.

“That’s a long time to be associated with someone and not know anything about them, don’t you think?” Georgie folded her arms across her chest.

“Look, I hire people to do a job. I don’t get to know their personal habits. For all I know, Hera was mixed up with drugs. I mean, she smoked like a sailor and swore like one, too. Who knows who she associated with after hours?” Judging from Hera’s niece and nephew, the woman might have been rough around the edges but not necessarily criminal. Why would Brock throw out such a wild theory?

“Did you ever see anyone suspicious loitering around?”

“No. I was too busy running the shows.”

“Did you ever have to talk with Hera about professionalism? Did she ever show up late or give you reason to think she might be using illegal substances?” Georgie couldn’t help but be proud of the authority in her voice. She thought she should use this tone when talking with the cable or credit card company.

“Look, I can’t remember every detail about every day she worked for me.”

“Surely, you can remember the days leading up to her death,” Georgie said.

Those were the words that went too far. Brock focused on Georgie, and she was sure he recognized her from the visit with Aleta at his trailer. “I don’t,” he hissed. They stood there looking at one another for an uncomfortable couple of seconds before Georgie decided it was time to go. She pretended to look at her watch, really just a plain silver bangle dangling from her wrist, and then focused back on Brock.

“Well, I do appreciate your time, Mr. Deebs.” Georgie saw his chest sink as he exhaled with what could only have been relief. “We’ll be in touch.”

Everything inside her screamed to run back to her car, lock the door, and peel out of the driveway as fast as she could, but, staying in character, she turned and strolled to Pablo like she was hoping he’d try something. Ever hair on her neck was up. She strained to see any movement out of the corner of her eye. She was sure any second there would be angry footsteps stomping up behind her before she was grabbed and dragged into the retro-style house never to be seen again, but nothing happened. Georgie got in her car just in time to see, and hear, the front door slamming shut.

“Whew!” she exhaled. The adrenaline was pumping wildly through her veins. Then she really did hit the gas and peel out of the driveway. As soon as she was down the block, her grip on the steering wheel loosened, and her foot eased off the accelerator. “There was nothing routine about that brief encounter, Pablo,” she muttered out loud to her car. 

“You can’t have an employee for ten years and not know a couple things about her,” Georgie told the steering wheel, “and you don’t just throw out there that a recently deceased person might have been a drug addict or dealer or whatever he was insinuating. It just doesn’t make sense.” Still, not making sense was not a crime. There was nothing in anything Brock said that could tie him to Hera’s murder. Georgie’s shoulders slumped, and her heart drooped inside her chest. The deeper she dug, the more Marley Gillibrand looked like her prime suspect. 

“Being a bad neighbor isn’t a crime either,” Georgie said trying to cheer herself. “Marley has as many flags on this case as Brock does, and I can’t forget Errol and his weird confrontation with Hera. So, when all is said and done and all the evidence I’ve collected so far is put together, I’ve got absolutely bupkus. Nothing, zero to go on.” 

Regardless of her failure to turn up the cold, hard evidence she’d hoped she would discover, Georgie had a wonderful time impersonating an officer. Funny, out of all the suspects so far, she was the only one who had committed an actual crime!  I didn’t really commit a crime. I never said I was a cop. I just said I was from Stan’s office. I could be a secretary or a clerk or even a court reporter. No harm done. Nevertheless, Georgie wasn’t going to rush right over to tell Stan what she had done. “There’s no reason to tell. I didn’t find out anything new,” she said aloud to herself. Aleta, on the other hand, would get a kick out of it.
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“STAN WOULD KILL YOU if he knew you took an unnecessary risk like that,” Aleta scolded. “You’re telling me you went to the man’s house and interrogated him like a police officer, aren’t you? That’s exactly what you did, isn’t it?”

“Of course not.” Georgie did her best to make light of the whole thing. “Interrogations take place in a tiny room with a single hundred-watt light bulb overhead, and the suspect has to sit on a stool. I didn’t do anything like that.”

Aleta laughed. “You let the guy believe you were a police officer.”

“I never said I was one. I was very careful about that, Aleta. 

“Look, if you are doing all this because you see something happening between Marley and me, I think you need to let it go. Things are not looking too good right now for him.”

Aleta was sitting on her back-porch swing reading a book when Georgie got home. “I’m not doing it just for that, Aleta.” Georgie sat down in the swing with her sister and gave it a gentle push with her feet. “Hera died in Marley’s vintage car at a car show. She was alive and well just a few minutes before when she served us lemonade. Whether Marley did it or someone else, and I’m still banking on someone else, she deserves to have justice.”

“I don’t know, Georgie.” Aleta gave the swing the next push with both her feet. “What am I thinking? I’m not a teenager. Dating should be the furthest thing from my mind.”

“You’re not dating like a teenager. Gross, Aleta. Don’t even equate the two; they are like night and day.” Georgie wrinkled her face as if someone had just offered her a slice of raw liver. “Who in their right mind would want to date like that again? All clumsiness and drool.”

“I never dated anyone who drooled.” Aleta laughed.

“Yeah, well, speak for yourself. Luckily, Stan grew out of it.” They both laughed.

“Remember when we went on that double date with Sean Householder and Timmy Riordan?”  Georgie decided to move away from the dangerous subject of Marley Gillibrand, “What grade were we in? We were juniors in high school, right? That was fun. They took us for pizza and a movie and then we drove to the Palos Toboggan Rides.”

“They were closed for the summer. We were totally trespassing,” Aleta said.  “Plus, there was a hundred dollars of illegal fireworks in the car.”

“We didn’t know anything about that though.” Georgie giggled. 

“No, and I’m sure if the cops had caught us, they would have believed us.” Aleta rolled her eyes. “They shot those off for us, every last one.”

“They were beautiful. You could see them for miles.”

“Obviously, someone else saw them. It didn’t take five minutes before we heard the police sirens.”

“Right.” Georgie laughed at the memory. “We ran to the car and peeled out of there with the lights off, remember that?”

“How could I forget? It was terrifying and thrilling all at the same time.”

“Those guys were nice.” Aleta looked across her backyard. The rosebush at the far end grew elegantly against the back fence with bright spots of red where the roses were in bloom. 

“Yeah, they were,” Georgie added. “Sean was a little grabby though.”

“Was he? You never said.”

“Well, a lady never tells.”

“Right, but we’re talking about you here.” Aleta nudged Georgie with her arm.

“I can’t help it that I had it in all the right places even then.” Georgie looked at Aleta innocently. “He just wanted to make sure it all stayed put, I guess.”

“You were certainly the one with all the curves, that’s for sure.” 

“Don’t play modest with me. You had all the same curves, you just didn’t show them off. I can’t help that.” Georgie inspected her nails.

“Is that what you were doing? Showing them off? It was more like giving it away, wouldn’t you agree?”

By this time the Kaye sisters were howling with laughter as they strolled down Memory Lane.   “I wouldn’t want to go back to those days of dating for all the money in the world.” Georgie wiped her right eye after regaining her composure. 

“No, me neither.” Aleta took a deep breath.

“Do you like Marley?” Georgie asked seriously. 

Aleta bit her lip and pinched her eyebrows together like she was trying to answer a difficult trivia question. “There is something about him. He’s so different from William.”

“William was one of a kind.” Georgie took her sister’s hand.

“That he was. When I talked to Marley at his house, he came across as really genuine. He is what he is. He’s not wealthy or a businessman. He’s just a man, you know?”

“I do. Well, Aleta, I’m sorry that my efforts today produced no fruit. I have an idea, though.”

“Please don’t tell me it requires fireworks.”

“Nope. I saw Auntie Mame was on the classic movie channel tonight.”

“The one with Rosaline Russell?”

“Of course.”

“I love that movie,” Aleta gushed. “Popcorn is on me.”

“I’ll do you one better. How about we make popcorn and some chocolate covered peanuts to go with them.”

“I’ve got the ingredients for a yellow sheet cake and half a container of vanilla frosting.”

“This beats the heck out a date any day. Let’s go.” Georgie whistled for Bodhi who trotted up to his mistress, sneezing and snorting with his doughnut-shaped tail wagging wildly.

“How old were you when you started dating Stan?” Aleta asked as she scooped up Freckles from the sidewalk.

“I think I was a sophomore when I started wearing his ring.”

“But how could that be if you went out with Sean Householder?” 

“Well, there are seven days in a week. Stan wasn’t there every day.”

“So, you were a bit of a floozy, wouldn’t you agree?”

“No, I was an expert at scheduling.”

“Does Stan know?” Aleta laughed.

“Well, if my twin sister didn’t know why would my ex-husband be in the loop? Sometimes you ask really silly questions, Aleta.”
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Chapter 13
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The next day Georgie skimmed the list of people on the Watermark payroll and found only one person named Pete. “I wonder if this is the kid at the lemonade booth. No one else is named Pete.” She shrugged her shoulders and decided a quick visit to his house couldn’t hurt. 

As it turned out, it was Pete from the lemonade booth. He lived in the Pilsen neighborhood that was about an hour in city traffic from Georgie’s home. She discovered on arriving that Pete also had three roommates, and they were all crammed into a one-bedroom apartment. 

There were no chairs in the apartment, so Pete offered her a seat on two milk crates that were crazy-glued together.  “Don’t worry. It’s completely stable.” He patted the cushion on top. Georgie took a seat and smiled at Pete. “Yeah, I’ve worked the car show the past three years.” Pete grinned back at Georgie as he took a seat on a similar milk crate setup. “It’s easy money.”

“When you worked with Hera did she do anything else other than run the lemonade booth? Were there any people she dealt with other than customers?”

“You should be asking ‘what didn’t she do.’ That guy Deebs?” Pete was contemptuous of the car show manager.  “He wouldn’t be able to find his butt—pardon my rudeness—with a map and a flashlight if it weren’t for Hera.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Hera was in charge of almost everything for the last two years, from making sure the right people got assigned the right spaces to collecting the cash from all the vendor booths and...”

“Did you say cash?”  Georgie interrupted him quickly.

“Yeah, the vendors were required to pay a fee to be at the events. Everyone had to pay cash. Hera would make sure everyone knew that ahead of time. See, most places let you pay with credit or check, but Hera said everyone had to pay cash. She gave them plenty of notice to get the money together, and she sometimes gave a vendor a little extra time to get the funds. Like the car show, those vendors paid between five-hundred and a thousand dollars each. There were how many of them there?”

“At least fifty.” Georgie did the math in her head.

“That’s a lot of cash to trust to one person. I can’t say I wouldn’t be tempted to let a couple of hundred slip in my pocket.” Pete snorted. “I’m just being honest.”

“Right. I can’t say I’d blame you. So, Mr. Deebs had Hera walking around collecting all these fees for him? He must have trusted her a great deal.”

“Hera was just that kind of person. She was tough, but like I said before, she had a really big heart.”

Just then the front door to the apartment opened and a long-haired, wiry fellow in cut-off camouflage shorts that reached his knobby knees walked in. “Sup,” he said to Pete who replied, “Dude,” and jerked his chin up before the young man disappeared behind the door of the one bedroom.

“My roommate works the afternoon shift at the 7-11 three blocks down then goes to work at the Lava Lounge at night. He’s home for a nap.”

“Of course.” Georgie nodded understandingly, silently urging Pete to continue telling her what he knew about the car show and how it was managed.

“So, where was I? Oh, yeah. Well, considering that Mr. Deebs picks all the vendors, you’d think he’d tell them they needed to pay cash and save Hera the hassle of having to remind them.”

“What do you mean ‘he picked all the vendors’?”

“Yeah, they are all friends of his. At least, that is what Hera told me. I figured it was just because they’d been doing the shows so long that Mr. Deebs knew them all.”

“Right,” Georgie said. 

“What Hera told me was like this, okay? Let’s say Mr. Deebs has a friend who wants to have a vendor booth at the car show. Mr. Deebs gets him all the permits and all the trucks or booths he needs, and those prices vary on the size and amount of the merchandise, see?”

Georgie nodded her head. Pete didn’t realize what he was telling Georgie. To him, this was just how Mr. Deebs ran the shows. As far as he knew, all shows were run this way, but Georgie knew it was not the normal way to do business. Still, she sat and listened and didn’t interrupt.

“So, did you ever hear of anyone new to the show trying to get booth space?” Georgie asked. She was uncomfortable on the milk crate chair but was afraid to adjust her position for fear of toppling right over.

“Hera had mentioned it a couple of times. She said that Deebs turned down some really good guys that were entrepreneurs and had great merchandise. I can’t remember what it was, but Deebs said ‘no dice.’ He said there wasn’t enough room. An outdoor venue at the county fairgrounds? Not enough room? There’s what, like a billion acres out there?” Pete snorted again.

“Something like that,” Georgie replied. “Did Hera ever talk to Mr. Deebs about his unusually strict selection process?”

“What? Talk to Brock Deebs about how to run his business? I don’t think so.” Pete shook his head. “That guy was like an army general. You didn’t question what he was doing even if he was leading you right into enemy fire, not if you wanted to keep your job.”

“So, you said you worked the car show the past three years. Did you ever talk to Brock?”

“Not that I can remember. I don’t even know if he knew I worked there. Hera was the one who arranged for me to help her with the lemonade booth. That little box made good money.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet. Well, Pete, you’ve really been a big help. Have you found yourself a new job?” Georgie stood quickly. Surprisingly, the milk crate chair stayed erect and still. 

“Yeah, Little Caesar’s Pizza is keeping me rolling in dough for the time being. Huh, no pun intended.” Pete chuckled.

“What do you do when you’re not working?” Georgie asked.

“I’m in school. Well, I’m off for the summer, but I’ll be back hitting the books come fall.”

“What’s your major?”

“Architecture.”

“Really?” Georgie almost gasped.

“Yeah, I got a natural talent for numbers and I didn’t want to go into banking or finance.”

“Well, good for you, Pete!” Georgie was sorry she had judged a book by its cover. She would have never guessed architect, video game designer, maybe; a barista at Starbuck’s, possibly. Pete’s field of study was a pleasant surprise. “I think you’ve got a really good head on your shoulders. Thanks for your help.”

After leaving Pete’s apartment, Georgie was positive that Brock Deebs needed a little more scrutiny. “If I had a business in town and people wanted to know something about it, where could that information be found?” She asked Pablo as she approached the car. “Maybe the library?”

The library in Georgie’s neighborhood was a massive complex with plenty of quiet corners to sit and think. Georgie knew there were business cards of local businesses in the lobby of the library. Maybe someone there would know a little more about Brock Deebs if she acted like an interested vendor.  It turned out that Brock Deebs did have his business card posted in a tall kiosk at the front of the library, along with two dozen business owners from around town. But when Georgie asked the librarian at the front desk if she knew anything about Brock Deebs business, the librarian whispered back softly that she didn’t. 

Feeling like she’d hit a brick wall, Georgie decided to meander through the tall bookshelves and let the quiet calm her. She really should come more often.  It had been a few months since she’d visited the library. It was a massive complex with plenty of quiet corners to sit and think. 

Georgie found herself in the reference area of the library and quickly went up to the second floor where the fiction books were. She hadn’t intended to check anything out, but as she scanned the hardbacks in their plastic covers, she was enticed by several interesting titles. With a few romances tucked under her arm, she managed to grab a gruesome true crime story before going back to the reference section and picking up two books on painting and sketching. Nothing boosted her creativity more than studying up on some of the masters, and not-so-masterful artists, and their techniques. All together, she checked out nine books, eager to set aside the mystery of Hera Packard’s death for just a little while. 

“I am just an amateur sleuth, after all,” Georgie told Pablo as she drove back home. Painting pays my bills. In fact, I think a pencil drawing of Bodhi and Freckles might be just the thing to cheer Aleta up. I’ve never drawn a picture of those two scallywags together, she thought happily as she drove along. 

The trip to the library might not have yielded any new information about Brock Deebs, but Georgie felt invigorated. The change of scenery had done her a world of good just as Obby had said it would. Unfortunately, when she pulled up in her driveway just a little past nine o’clock at night, she felt something was wrong. As she stepped out of the car, there was a feeling of unrest in the air. Had the crickets and birds suddenly gone quiet? Where was the street traffic and elevated train rumbles? When she went to insert her key in the front door she realized something was very wrong. The door was already open.
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“Are you all right?” Stan asked as he hurriedly approached Georgie who sat shivering on Aleta’s front stoop. Aleta had her arm wrapped around her sister’s shoulder. Behind him two squad cars with lights and sirens going came to a screeching halt.

“It’s not the Macy’s Day Parade, Stan,” Georgie chastised her ex-husband, but her heart wasn’t in it.  She knew Stan could see the tears in her eyes. She stood up and Stan gave her a quick hug, gently wiping away a tear that overflowed down her cheek with one thumb. 

“Have you been inside?” Georgie shook her head no.

“Stay here,” Stan said. Without speaking to the officers, he signaled with his hand and two of the four uniformed cops went around to the back of the house. Stan withdrew his weapon, and the remaining two officers followed him inside the front door. 

“I’m so sorry, Georgie,” Aleta said. “I didn’t hear a thing. Bodhi didn’t either. He was with me the entire day, and I don’t think I heard him bark more than one time and that was because he was dreaming about chasing foxes again.” Sometimes in his sleep Bodhi’s legs would mimic running. He’d growl ferociously and sometimes bark himself awake. Aleta joked that the little dog dreamt about being a wolf and chasing foxes like his ancestors did.

“It isn’t your fault.” Georgie patted her sister’s hand and stared at the open door. “Thank heaven Bodhi was with you. Everything else can be replaced but not Bodhi and Freckles and you. I’m just angry, and I have no one to be angry with.”

“That has to be driving you crazy,” Aleta teased gently, trying to take Georgie’s mind off things.

“You know, it really is.” Georgie chuckled with a tear in her eye.

After several minutes, Stan and the police officers emerged. By now the neighbors had convened in their pajamas on their front lawns to see what was happening.  Finally, Stan approached Georgie, a serious look on his face. As she got up and walked over to him, she felt a scolding on the way. “Georgie, I have to ask you some questions, and I need you to be honest.”

“When have I ever not been honest with you, Stan?”

“Georgie, have you been snooping around in things that don’t concern you?”  Stan ignored this red herring that Georgie hoped would distract him and continued gazing steadily at her.

“Of course not,” Georgie answered confidently. “Anything I snoop around in does concern me.”

“That’s what I thought.” Stan slipped his hand around Georgie’s arm and gently tugged her toward her open front door. He had turned on all the lights as he and his men swept the rooms. When Georgie looked inside, she looked carefully but, the room looked like it had when she left. Nothing was missing that she could see right off. Nothing appeared to be broken.

“I don’t understand,” Georgie said. “I know I locked the door.”

“I’m sure you did,” Stan answered still holding on to her arm. Without letting go, he led her to her bedroom. There she had a picture of Aleta and herself taken at Georgie’s first official gallery showing. They stood in front of a colorful painting of a handsome parrot. Stan had said something just as the photo was being snapped that made them burst out laughing. Click. They were frozen in time holding each other’s hands as they did in their mother’s belly with huge smiles on their faces. It was a wonderful memory, but now it was ruined.

“What?” Georgie looked closely at the smashed frame. Whoever had come into her house had found this picture, broken it out of the glass, and scratched both their faces out.

“Georgie, you want to tell me who you’ve been irritating?” Stan finally let go of her arm and pulled his leather notebook from his shirt pocket.

“Is this about Obby?” Using a distraction tactic like in football when the quarterback fakes a pass to another player then throws deep, Georgie tried to buy some time.

“What?” Stan shouted; she never had been able to fake him out. “Georgie, I don’t know if you are aware of this or not, but what we have here isn’t a robbery. This is a threat! This is a message that reads ‘stop nosing around or you or your sister are going to pay the price!’”

Georgie turned and went into her kitchen without saying anything. That was where she saw her broken back door. Whoever had done that to her picture had gotten in her house through here. “Great,” she sighed. “What will this cost to fix?” She quickly got a pot of coffee going and pulled some ice cream from the freezer. Sugar wafer cookies were pulled down from the shelf, and, within just a few minutes, Georgie had made a sweet ice cream treat for herself, Aleta, Stan, and his men.

“Have a seat, everyone. I’ll tell you what I know.” Georgie had always planned on sharing the information she had gathered with Stan, but she now felt like she was turning to him for help instead of figuring things out on her own. She wasn’t afraid of some dark figure breaking into her house. She’d taken several self-defense classes, kept pepper spray on her nightstand, and knew for a fact her voice could carry. Screaming loud still worked, but she was afraid of looking vulnerable in front of Stan. 

Why? Georgie wasn’t sure. After all, Stan had seen her in the delivery room getting ready to bring their first-born son, Jonathan, into the world. No one was ever more scared than she was. She cried and panted as she held Stan’s hand, admitting she wasn’t sure she was ready to be a mother. What if she dropped the baby? What if he got sick? What if, what if, what if ... she hated that feeling. When Stan left her seeking adventure and treasure, he didn’t see how scared she was then. By the time the divorce was final, Georgie felt she’d changed. Stan had come back to a completely different woman. But right now, over coffee and ice cream, Georgie felt like that girl in the delivery room spilling her guts to Stan about who she had encountered.

“Okay, Georgie.” Stan cleared his throat. “Even though this is all helpful, you have obviously kicked over a hornet’s nest. Your back door is useless. The lock is completely broken, and I don’t think it will slide on the track. Aleta?”  He looked a question at Georgie’s sister.

“Of course, she can stay with me.”

“Thanks,” Stan said. “Now, Georgie, for your penance I want you to come by the station tomorrow and fill out the paperwork.”

“Oh, come on!” Georgie protested. 

“We’ll have the place dusted for prints, but I’m doubtful we’ll come up with anything substantial.” Stan set his coffee cup down on the table and pushed his chair back. 

“Thanks for coming by, Stan,” Aleta said before taking another sip of coffee. He waved as he headed toward the front door. Georgie walked behind him looking down at her feet.

“Now, Georgie,” Stan whispered, “if it’s going to take a few days to get your door fixed and you get tired of staying at Aleta’s place, I want you to call me.”

“Why? Do you get a discount at the Motel 6?”

“Hey, now you’re talking!” Stan gave her that sexy, sly look that led to her youngest, Andrew, being born nine months later.

“What is your point, Stan?”

“I’m just saying, if you need a place to stay for a day or two, my door is open.”

“Stan, you live in a one-bedroom bachelor pad.” 

“It won’t be much different from our first apartment. Remember? That place had barely enough room to turn around, but we did have fun.” Georgie harrumphed.

“You’re not fooling me, Georgie Kaye, I know you had fun.” Again, that sly look made her heart flutter. 

“Stan, I think I’ll be just fine with Aleta.”

“Well, my door is open, that’s all I’m saying.” Stan winked. “I’ll see you at my office tomorrow.” 

After he and his officers left the scene, Georgie grabbed a few things, including pajamas, cold cream, soothing eye mask, lavender hand lotion, her pillow, fuzzy slippers, and Bodhi’s squeaky toy.

“You know, I’ve got stuff at my house,” Aleta said as she held the door open for her sister. “I don’t exactly live in a hut.”

“I don’t want to impose,” Georgie replied.

“You let yourself into my house every morning to eat my coffee cake and drink my coffee. What is this impose?” They chuckled together as they crossed the yard with their arms linked.
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“I can’t believe how late it is,” Georgie said as she shuffled into Aleta’s kitchen from the spare bedroom. “My sides are still hurting.” 

The Kaye sisters made the best out of a bad situation and treated Georgie’s overnight visit just like a slumber party. They popped popcorn, put on the old movie channel, and gabbed about William and Marley and Obby and Stan. They told stories about their kids and remembered their own parents. At the devil’s hour of three in the morning, they finally thought maybe they should go to sleep.

“I needed to blow off some steam.” Georgie was still antsy. “This mystery is about to crack open. I can feel it. Can’t you?”

“Georgie, Stan made it pretty clear yesterday that he didn’t want you snooping around anymore. What if you’d had been home when that person broke into your house?”

“I’d have busted him in the chops and sat on him until the police arrived. Whoever it was knew I wasn’t there. Coward.” Georgie shook her fist at the unknown intruder.

“This is no time to play tough-guy.” 

“Aleta, whoever did it is getting nervous. When criminals get nervous...”

“They get dangerous.”

“No, they get careless. I was going to say careless.” Georgie went to Aleta’s freezer and pulled out two frozen chocolate custard doughnuts. “How old are these?”

“Just a week.” Aleta got the tea kettle on the stove. “I got them at Fleckenstein’s on the day-old rack. Out of all the people you’ve talked to do you have any idea who might have been the one to break in your house? Who of them knows where you live?”

“Errol does. My address is on my business card, and he wanted me to paint for him. Or at least, he did.” Georgie scratched her face as she recalled their last meeting. He left in a big hurry. “Gosh, could it be that easy?”

“Marley knows.” Aleta bit her bottom lip.

“How does he know?”

“When I was at his house, uhm, while we were just talking, I told him where I live and that you lived next door.” 

Georgie sat down at the table. “Oh, Aleta,” Georgie sighed. “Well, it doesn’t mean anything until it means something. Let’s not convict the guy until we have the evidence.”

“How can you say that, Georgie? The guy’s fingerprints are all over this break-in.”

“Not so. Stan said they wouldn’t find any fingerprints.” Georgie got each of them a knife and fork and began to cut into her frozen custard doughnut. After her first bite, she rolled her eyes. “These are so good like this.”

“I know, especially out on the porch in the summer when it’s hot by ten o’clock in the morning.”

“I’m going to see Stan. I’ll let you know what I find out. I’m sure he’s holding out on me.”

“Yeah, the head detective isn’t feeding details about a murder to his ex-wife. What a Greedy Gus.”

“You always take his side.”

“Only when you are wrong. I can’t help how often that is.” They finished their sweet snack and before four o’clock in the morning Georgie was on her way to the police station to talk with Stan.

“What is my beautiful wife doing here at this hour, and what did she bring me?” Stan asked as he stood up from his desk. The bullpen was mostly empty with just a couple of uniforms and one familiar face hanging around.

“These aren’t for you,” Georgie said. “They are for the guys who have to put up with you. Hi, Lito!” She waved to a tall, dark, handsome man in plain clothes standing at the copier.

“Hey, Georgie.”

“I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Had vacation time I had to use, or else I’d lose it.” Lito was a young detective who was learning at the side of Stan Toon.

“Yeah, Georgie, around here you have to use it, or you’ll lose it. Now, you wouldn’t want that to happen to me, would you?” Stan asked as he held his office door open for her. 

“Don’t blame me because you didn’t use your brain so you lost your mind. I had nothing to do with that.” Georgie picked a square out of the box and handed it to Stan. “Do you need me to come in here and straighten up your office? These same files have been on the floor for weeks.”

“And have you trying to tie up every cold case in the city? No,” he said with a mouthful, “not unless you want to wear one of those cute little French maid outfits.”

“Ugh. Really, Stan?”

“Really, Georgie.  What are you doing here at this hour?”

“Aleta and I couldn’t sleep. So, she suggested reading a book. I told her that was a great idea and to tell me how the story turned out. I wanted something a little more substantial.”

“Now you’re talking. Oh, honey, you don’t know how long I’ve waited for you to say...”

“I meant news on the Hera Packard murder.” Georgie broke in before Stan finished his thought.

“Georgie, you break my heart, but, since you brought her up, there is something I want you to have a look at.” He handed her a file with a number written on the tab before the name Packard. Georgie flipped it open and tried to read the paperwork.

“That’s the autopsy report for Hera Packard.” Stan took a quick sip of coffee. “Turns out the sleep aides they found in her system were actually roofies.”

“Roofies, really?”

“I spoke with her doctor. Aside from the bad habit of smoking, Hera was in pretty good shape. No sleep issues requiring pills. No recreational drug usage. No alcohol.”

“So, how did this get in her system?”

“I don’t know, but it isn’t the kind of drug a person takes knowingly.”

“No, it isn’t.” Georgie knew what roofies were. Pretty well any television crime show had at least one episode about someone being slipped a roofie. The person would wake up in a strange motel room missing their underpants and their wallet with no recollection of what happened.

“We also spoke to a woman named Linda Chase,” Stan added.

“Who is she?”

“Not anyone in particular, just a woman who said she heard Hera having a discussion with one of the managers at the show.”

“Who was the manager?” Georgie looked down at the file in front of Stan before looking back at his face.

“Brock Deebs.”

Georgie didn’t want to let on that she knew exactly who Brock was. She’d have to explain why she’d gone to Brock’s house and dropped Stan’s name, and, well, who needed the aggravation and bother with all those details?

“Have you talked with him?”

“Not yet. Mr. Deebs has been busy with upcoming events at the fairgrounds. I’m not sure how much will come from talking to him.  The guy meets with vendors and sponsors and officials all day every day. They need so many permits for different shows. It’s a lot of red tape for very little return, in my opinion.” Stan shook his head.

Georgie wanted to jump up and run out of his office but took a deep breath to calm herself instead.   “Is that it?” she asked. 

“That’s all I’ve got right now, my dear.” Stan took the file and tossed it on his desk. “Anything you care to add?”

“Not at the moment.” Georgie thought for a second. “I’ve got to get going. I need to call about, uhm, my door. I can’t have plywood stuck there forever. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“No trouble. We call for plywood often, vandals and such.” Georgie could feel Stan studying her. He knew she was hiding something.

“Right.” Georgie stood up and smiled a huge, utterly ridiculous smile at Stan. “Well, I’ll get out of your hair.”

Just as Georgie turned to leave Stan’s office, he grabbed hold of her hand. She held her breath. If he asked her what she was hiding, she knew she would spill the beans. Lying to Stan’s face was impossible. She might be able to bend the truth a little, but an outright lie was another matter. She couldn’t do it.

“Now, Georgie. I know Aleta’s letting you stay with her until you get your door fixed, but she’s a grown woman with her own routine. She might not want you staying there for a second night.”

“Are you inviting me to your place again?” 

“You haven’t been there in over a year. I cleaned it all up last night even changed the sheets. This morning, I picked up a couple of those scented candles you like so much.”

“I’m not spending the night with you, Stan.”

“I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“What?”

“Oh, you don’t like that idea? Me neither.” He stepped closer to her. 

“Stan, really.”

“I can’t help myself, Georgie. Every time you come in here looking like you do, you just stir up all kinds of animal urges.” Stan’s voice was low, and he arched his right eyebrow. “Come on, Georgie. Let’s pretend we’re newlyweds again.”

“Been there, done that,” Georgie replied before she slung her purse strap over her head, adjusted it across her chest, and walked out of the office. Of course, she chuckled at his flirting, but right now she had a murder on her mind, not romance. 
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“Brock Deebs is hiding something. If he’s really as busy as Stan says, maybe he isn’t at his house right now.” Georgie climbed into Pablo and began driving. “I’ll just look in the windows. Maybe I’ll jiggle a couple of door handles. If one happens to be open, maybe I’ll peek inside. If not, no biggie. I’ll get back in the car and go. No harm in that, right Pablo?” She listened to the distinct bubbly sound of the Volkswagen engine. “Right.” However, as she drove down the street toward Brock’s house, she saw a truck backing out of the driveway. 

“Hold on. What is this?” Squinting, she was sure it was Brock in the driver’s seat. Snapping off her headlights, she pulled to the side of the road like she was parking on the street. “Where are you going at this early hour, Mr. Deebs?” she asked Pablo. Georgie was torn. Should I stay put and try to get into his house that is probably locked up tight, or should I follow him? Pablo idled his encouragement.

“I agree. Only people up to no good are driving around at this hour.” Georgie shifted the gears and began to follow Brock’s white Chevy truck. The problem with tailing someone in the early morning when it is still dark is that the traffic isn’t heavy enough for cover, especially if you’re driving an old orange Volkswagen. Georgie had to hang back several car lengths to be sure that she wasn’t noticed. So far, it seemed to be working. After a couple of miles Georgie was sure she knew where Brock was going, The Tri-Local Fairgrounds.

So, maybe Stan was right, and he does have so much work to do that he needs to get a jump on it before regular business hours. I guess that could be true. Georgie was puzzled about why the man might be heading to the fairgrounds so early in the day. However, she continued to follow the truck from a safe distance. Sure enough, he pulled his truck off the main drag and into the fairgrounds, heading toward the tradeshow center where his trailer was parked.

Georgie continued past the entrance. There were several ways to access the fairgrounds where she would be less likely to be noticed. With no traffic on the road, she made an illegal U-turn, headed back two miles, and turned onto a rougher road that was mostly gravel. It also led to the tradeshow center and pavilion.

“Pablo, I’m going to leave you here and walk to that trailer. That’s where he’s going, I know it.” Georgie’s route wasn’t the easiest path to maneuver through, but she managed. After parking Pablo in some tall grass under a patch of trees with deep shadows, she walked along the rest of the gravel road toward the center.  Crickets and katydids sang tirelessly. The heat from the previous day had dissipated hours ago and the air, although still, was cool, even chilly, against Georgie’s skin, or maybe it was just nerves. After walking the road for about five minutes, Georgie could make out the huge air-conditioned tradeshow center smack in the middle of the fairgrounds. Brock’s trailer was close. A tiny window in the trailer was lit. The truck was parked nearby with its headlights still on.

Before getting too close to the trailer, Georgie pulled out her cell phone and dialed Stan’s number.  “Of course, Stan. You tell me to keep you posted all the time. Keep you in the loop. Let you know what I’m doing. Then, when I do that, I get voicemail.”  Georgie was exasperated when he didn’t pick up the phone immediately. At the beep, Georgie let her ex-husband know where she was, and what she was doing. Just as she hung up, the light in the small window went out. Georgie saw someone walk from the trailer to the truck and climb inside. She ducked behind some tall grass and peering out saw the truck tear away from the trailer like a fire engine heading to a five-alarm fire.

“Here we go.”  Georgie gathered her courage around her like Wonder Woman’s cape.  As she approached the trailer, she felt like the world’s worst detective. No flashlight. No gun. No real plan of any kind. “Where is the fun in that, right?” she mumbled to herself. Between her and the trailer was at least twenty-five feet of low cut grass. She’d be completely exposed. “You can still go back, Georgie. You can get back in your car and head home and sleep until noon if you want.” Then she thought of Hera Packard. That caused her to square her shoulders and move forward. In her mind, she assured herself that if she looked like she knew what she was doing, if she looked like she belonged there, no one would question her. Looking around nervously, she didn’t see anyone that would be doubtful about her presence. Not a soul was in sight. 

The trailer was in the same place it had been when Aleta tried to talk to Mr. Deebs. Georgie climbed the steps to the aluminum front door and tried the handle.  To her frustration it wouldn’t budge no matter how hard she twisted it. “Of course,” she muttered in frustration, “out here in the middle of nowhere with no one around, it makes sense to lock a trailer up as if it’s housing the Ark of the Covenant.”

First, Georgie looked around at the ground for a rock or something to smash the tiny handle, but struck by a better idea, she started digging around in her purse, feeling for her eyeglass case. She hated wearing her spectacles but carried them with her just in case she needed them. Alongside her glasses in a plastic sheath was an eyeglass kit complete with a tiny Phillips screwdriver. 

“This won’t be hard I know it.” She talked to herself as she tried to break the door handle. When that didn’t work, she tried to pick the lock. Unsuccessful in efforts to get the lock open, she was finally able to get the thin, needle-like tip of the screwdriver underneath the screen covering the Plexiglas storm window. The screen was barely in place and shifted easily. Pushing the storm window up just a few inches allowed Georgie to slip her hand inside and flip the latch on the handle. 

“Look at you, Georgie Kaye, getting that door open so quickly and quietly,” she whispered. She was sure the heavier door would be locked, too, and had a plan to get that open. Her plan required several good hard kicks but this time, luck was on Georgie’s side.

“Not locked!” Georgie held her breath and carefully turned the knob. Before she knew it, she was in the trailer with both doors shut behind her. Standing still for a moment, Georgie let her eyes get accustomed to the darkness. The long room smelled of old carpet and paper. In the small square of light coming from the tiny window, Georgie was able to make out a desk with a small lamp perched on top of it. Walking heel-to-toe, she carefully maneuvered through the dark and flipped on the light. This looks familiar. Georgie thought Brock’s desk was strangely similar to Stan’s in that there was a mish-mash of paperwork in stacks, in folders, on top of more folders; along with post-it notes and scribbled handwriting on top of just about everything. 

As she rifled through the documents she realized there was nothing there. At least nothing she could understand. There were a lot of contracts and inventory logs and receipts. It just looked like a business was being run by a man who was no messier or unorganized than any other man. What did you expect, Georgie Kaye? A big sign reading I did it! I killed Hera Packard! Have mercy! Here are the roofies! Still, after she’d gone through all the trouble of breaking in, she wasn’t going to give up yet. 

Hands on her hips, Georgie surveyed the desk one last time, muttering under her breath, “The desk is probably the first place anyone would look for paperwork that pertains to real work. If I had cooked books or unauthorized charges or ransom notes or forged documents, I probably wouldn’t leave them out on my desk.” 

She turned around and scanned the rest of the trailer. As she crept across the thin carpet on the floor, she saw two old-fashioned army-green filing cabinets. Next to them was a battered couch that looked like a hide-a-bed. It was clunky and square, and the cushions looked worn. The coffee table in front of it was covered with papers and yellow note pads. Two coffee cups that had dried coffee at the bottom were also left there.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think Stan lived here,” Georgie said, “except Stan doesn’t own a safe.” The small black box stared back at Georgie with a grin.  It was just sitting there next to the bathroom door with a stack of mail on top of it. The door was open, so without hesitating, she knelt and using a dainty pinch of her thumb and index finger, pulled the door open wide. The first thing she saw inside the safe was a box of Rohypnol, commonly known as ‘roofies.’ 
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“Oh, my, this doesn’t look good.” Gingerly, Georgie pushed the box aside using just her fingernail. Having difficulty seeing, she leaned closer and recognized what the documents under the box of roofies were. The safe contained tax information going back several years, and information had been blanked out on some lines. Going through the stack slowly, Georgie saw all the documents had been altered. 

The stack of paperwork on the desk showed receipts from the vendors for five hundred to a thousand dollars each, just like Pete had described. The altered tax forms listed some of those same vendors, but the dollar amounts shown were much lower. Also, stuffed in the back of the safe was a clear plastic trash bag, like the type out of a small bathroom waste basket, filled with shredded documents. Just as Georgie was about to pull the bag out, she heard a car door slam shut. Adrenaline kicked her to her feet. 

For a second, she stood still, frozen in place as her mind screamed that the light on the desk was still on. Should she run and shut it off? Should she hide and hope whoever came in didn’t notice? If she did turn the light off, would they see that from outside? There was no time as someone’s heavy boots clanged on the metal steps at the front door. Quickly, Georgie stepped into the bathroom and slid behind the door as the front door opened. Peeking out of the crack, she saw the hulking silhouette of Brock Deebs.

Surely, the bathroom was going to be the first place he looked. It was the only hiding place in the entire trailer, but he didn’t. He barely looked in her direction. Instead he started to pace back and forth. He was muttering something, but Georgie couldn’t make out the words. Something about not freaking out and keeping calm. There was a mini-fridge on the other side of the room that Brock finally opened, pulling out a beer. He popped open the top of the can and took a huge gulp. Georgie watched anxiously as he seemed to calm down a little. He hadn’t even noticed that the front door was not locked like he left it and that a light was turned on. Just as Georgie was about to slowly exhale, it seemed like Brock had read her mind. 

Time moved in slow motion as Brock’s face contorted into a frown, and he stared at the front door. His eyes bounced to the lamp then back to the door again. Deliberately, he turned his head toward the safe. Georgie shrank back into the shadows of the bathroom and prayed Brock didn’t decide to relieve himself. Without hesitating, he walked up to the safe. Using his foot, he pushed it closed. He turned his back and took a couple steps away. Georgie felt her entire body slump with relief. For a second, she had thought he might be heading toward the bathroom door. Brock took a few steps, set his beer down and then lifted the back of his shirt. That was when Georgie saw the gun.

“You want to come out of there?” he growled pulling the gun from his waistband. Georgie didn’t move. She held her breath and tried to think of something. If only there was a window in the bathroom. She’d slam the door shut, lock it tight, and shimmy in the most undignified manner necessary to get out the window, but there was nothing.  There was no other way out of the bathroom.

“Now!” Brock shouted making Georgie jump. With her hands up, Georgie carefully stepped around the door and into view.

“You,” he sneered. “Georgie Kaye. I thought the police had to have a warrant before they could search someone’s property.”

Georgie’s mind felt numb, but she started speaking anyway.  “Yeah, it’s me,” she choked out. “little old, old me. I’m not a cop though, and I never said I was one. You just assumed. Let’s get that cleared up right away.”

“I suppose you think you’re pretty smart breaking into my trailer. You know, without that little light on, it is very dark in here.”

“I noticed that.” 

“No one would blame me if I shot you. First, you’ve broken into my business. Second, you were here to plant evidence, but I caught you in the act. Third, I thought your cell phone or comb was a gun. I opened fire to defend myself.”

“That wouldn’t be very smart, Brock. No one would believe you.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I guess you’ll just have to go the missing person route.” He raised the gun and pulled back the hammer.

“Wait!” Georgie begged. “You don’t want to kill me. You can barely live with yourself for what you did to Hera.”

“What did you say?”

“Hera Packard. You slipped her a roofie in her lemonade because you were embezzling.” Georgie spoke like an understanding teacher consoling a child who just flunked a major test. “She knew what you were doing, didn’t she? She was going to tell.”

“There you’re wrong. Hera wasn’t going to tell. I made sure of that.” From a small crack in the door, Georgie saw what looked like red and blue lights. 

“But you didn’t really want to kill Hera. You wanted to send her a message. Like you did me. Believe me. I got the message loud and clear.”

“I would say that was a lie,” Brock snapped, “because if you had taken my warning to heart, you wouldn’t be standing here taking your last few breaths on earth.”

“You’re not a killer.” Georgie had no idea what she was saying. For all she really knew about Brock Deebs, the guy loved killing. He could have had stuffed grizzlies and deer heads all over his house. He could brag about decapitating his own Thanksgiving turkey every year. What did she know? This could be something he’d always dreamed, but she kept talking anyway. “You’re just in over your head, that’s all.”

“Is that all you can say, Georgie Kaye? Boy, you must have some kind of advanced college education to get things so, so wrong,” he snickered. 

“Okay. So, let’s try this, you are a homicidal maniac who is embezzling money from your vendors, and you killed Hera thinking that would cover it up, but you didn’t bet on so many people taking an interest, and you didn’t bet on the police actually catching up to you.”

“You just said you weren’t a real cop.”

“I’m not, but he is.” She pointed to the door where Stan stood holding his gun. Before Brock could squeeze the trigger, Georgie picked up one of the dirty coffee cups and tossed it at him. She hit him right where his shoulder met his neck

“Freeze! Deebs! Drop your weapon!” Stan shouted from the door.

Brock’s gun fell to the floor. BANG! The bullet pierced the far wall leaving a black hole in the dingy wall. Georgie ducked and dashed toward the door. Stan dove at Brock before the man could try and recover his gun. Both men fell to the floor. The entire trailer trembled. The gun had fallen underneath the coffee table. Moving as fast as she could, Georgie kicked it to the far corner of the trailer by the safe. 

“Brock killed Hera!” Georgie yelled. She watched as Stan pointed his gun at Brock. Both men slowly got to their feet.

“No. She’s lying. Hera was ... she had ...”

“Hera was your friend and worked for you for ten years.” Georgie stooped down and reached into the safe. “She saw the same thing I did. These tax records have been altered. How many thousands of dollars have you scammed from your vendors? How long did you use Hera as part of your scam before you decided she was a liability?”

“Hera was on drugs. She had a shady past,” Brock remained defiant.

“You know that isn’t true. Hera was your friend. You trusted her with every aspect of the business even collecting the cash from the convention attendees. You repaid her by killing her.”

“No!” Brock’s eyes filled with tears.

“You repaid her by slipping drugs into her lemonade then leading her to that car to die. She died because she told you to come clean. How can you live with yourself?” Georgie watched as Brock staggered back against the desk. “There is Rohypnol in the safe, Stan, along with tax documents. The only thing I haven’t found is the money he scammed.”

“I didn’t mean to kill her,” Brock began blubbering. “I just wanted her to stop hassling me. I had meetings to go to and vendors to meet with. I was afraid she was going to say something to them.”

“What happened, Brock?” Stan asked.

“I did give her the drug, but it was only to make her sleep for a while. It was so hot outside, and I couldn’t keep her here in my trailer.” He sucked in his breath and steadied his voice. “I put her in that car to keep her out of the way.  She threatened to break in on my meeting with the vendors.  I couldn’t have that happen.” That was when Brock Deebs fell apart. He clutched at Stan’s shirt like a man clinging to a life preserver. Over and over he sobbed that he hadn’t meant to kill her.

For a minute, Georgie felt she believed him, but still, he had been willing to kill her, too. How real were those tears? She couldn’t tell.  She’d leave that for a jury to decide.
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Chapter 18
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Georgie woke up in her own bed to pounding coming from her kitchen. She had told Aleta that while it had been fun having sleep-overs, now that Brock Deeps was safely behind bars there was no reason for her not to sleep in her own bed again. When she’d fallen asleep last night, Bodhi was curled up at the foot of her bed as usual.  Now, with all the banging that was going on, she couldn’t hear her little guard dog at all.

“Bodhi?” She called nervously as she jumped out of bed and rushed to the kitchen.

“Good morning, beautiful,” Stan said as he pulled the broken back sliding door from its frame. 

“Stan. What are you doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m fixing your door. Boy, you sure do look good in the morning.”

“Ugh.” Georgie tugged at her hair that was standing almost straight up in the air. “Bodhi, what kind of guard dog are you?” The pug wagged its doughnut tail and gave a sneeze.

“That’s my buddy,” Stan said, affectionately scratching the dog around the neck. “I’ve just gotten started, but if you’d like me to take a break to help you in the boudoir, I can do that.”

“Would you like some coffee?” Georgie asked.

“That’s not what I had in mind but I’ll take it.” Stan shook his head in mock disappointment and continued working as Georgie shuffled around the kitchen. 

“How come you aren’t at the precinct?” she finally asked.

“After Brock Deebs confessed, I figured I better follow Lito’s lead. I had some vacation time that if I didn’t use it, I’d lose it.” He grimaced as he loosened a screw attached to the sliding door handle.

“How much money did you find in his house?”

“More than three-hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

“All cash?”

“All rolled up in bundles.”

“Man, I would have liked to just roll around in that for a few minutes. Just to see what it felt like.” Georgie sighed.

“Is that all it takes? I’ll keep saving my pennies.” Stan winked. 

Just as Georgie was about to take a seat at her kitchen table, her front door opened and shut. “Who’s hungry?” Aleta arrived with a box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts.

“You’re in a good mood.” Georgie teased as she took the box of doughnuts from her sister.  “Stan, mark this day on your calendar. Aleta is in a good mood.” 

“I’m excited. I can’t help it. I mean, I’m nervous. I’m excited. I’m scared.” Aleta wrung her hands as she took a seat at Georgie’s kitchen table.

“Why? Do you have a doctor’s appointment?” Stan asked.

“No, she has a date,” Georgie answered before Aleta could, “but maybe they’ll play doctor.” 

“Eww.” Aleta wrinkled her nose.

“That’s great, Aleta. Who’s the lucky guy? You want me to run a background check on him?” Stan asked.

“His name is Marley Gillibrand. No, you don’t need to run a background check.” Aleta took a couple napkins from a stack on the table and opened one up in front of her like a paper placemat.

“I wish someone would have done a background check before I made it to the altar.” Georgie looked at Stan.

“Don’t let her fool you, Stan. She would have run to that altar come hell or high water. She just loves trouble.” 

“Speaking of trouble” Georgie smiled and licked the doughnut glaze from her fingers, “you guys want to see my pictures from the car show?”

“You know I do!” Stan dropped his tools and stepped inside.

“Yes!” Aleta clapped. 

“They arrived last night via messenger with the sweetest note from Errol. He wants me to consider modeling for the Harley-Davidson Motorcycle convention that will be taking place in the spring of next year.” Georgie giggled from the hallway. 

“Did she say Harley-Davidson?” Stan asked. Aleta slowly nodded her head and watched Stan as his face flushed and he shifted in his seat. Georgie reemerged with a 16”x20” framed picture of herself posing next to a canary yellow 1955 Ford Thunderbird.

“You look like Betty Boop,” Aleta said admiring the photo. “This is so cute. You should get copies and send it out as your Christmas cards.”

“I’m glad you like it because Errol sent me several different sizes. Here, I put one in a frame for you.” Georgie giggled like a little girl. Aleta burst out laughing. She took the picture telling Georgie it would go right on the fireplace mantle next to their prom picture from high school.

“I can’t wait to show Obby. We’re going to have a picnic at the Planetarium on Thursday. That reminds me. I better call him and tell him I can go.”

The three continued to talk as Stan looked at the photos. Georgie didn’t offer him a copy, but there had been three wallet size photos among the package spread out on the table. She noticed out of the corner of her eye that now there were only two left on the table.  Georgie knew exactly where the missing one was, it had clearly found its way into Stan’s wallet, slipped in front of the faded wedding picture of Georgie and himself that she knew he kept there.

THE END
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THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR purchasing this early-release book made available exclusively to my readers group, Sandi’s Sleuths, before the book was made available on any other retailers. 

You are probably already subscribed to my group, but if you ended up here and are not subscribed, head over to my website and join us.  That way you will be the first to hear about other exclusive opportunities like this one.

www.SandiScottBooks.com.

I love to stay in touch with readers and periodically give out free books, advanced copies, and other fun stuff. 

Email me at sandi@sandiscottbooks.com

Stay cozy,

Sandi
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About the Book Cover
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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.

This month’s cover model is Adari.  What drew me to Adari was the story of how he met his mom Ilze.
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Adari and his 6 siblings, January 2013, waddled early one morning thru our doorstep out of the blue. I housed them in the bathtub during the day (complete with rocks and fresh grass and fresh water daily – poor [and new at that stage] bathtub will never look the same again) while they spent their nights on my bed. 
We built them quite a large secured playpen outside even with shade cloth as ‘roof’ but unfortunately, one after the other they died without any reason (we even had autopsies done to no avail). At around 5 weeks, Adari, being the last soldier standing, moved permanently inside the house and was further ‘raised’ with the doggies. I then decided on the name Adari – while many meanings, this name also means ‘Oasis in the desert’ – and jip, dad did not have much to say in this matter (Still does not, LoL).
As for Adari’s personality? How do you describe a rainbow, or moonbeam? Something so special.... You can’t! You simply marvel in and at all the colors and facets.  And be so grateful, that you of all people in the world, were entrusted with such a special soul to take care of.
Fun facts about Adari: 
	He loves spending time with us evenings in the lounge, but when the TV irritates him, he ups with a lot of whistling and waddles to my (his) bedroom

	He prefers ‘mellow’ programs such as ‘Friends’ re- runs

	He gets extremely P’d off if his plastic tub in the bedroom does not every night have fresh water for his midnight baths (and he actually Knows, when it is not fresh!)

	He does not like the doggies barking and getting excited in the same room he is at any given time – he would actually start pecking away at them (fortunately they are ‘trained’ enough to rather back off and away)

	Loves travelling, as long as it is not in a travelling cage


To learn more about the cover model competitions for other books in the series, as well as information on how to enter your fur baby, visit http://www.sandiscottbooks.com/cover-models/
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PREVIEW: Madeleine Murder
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Chapter 1

Ashley Adams’s stomach growled. She was starving, which was made worse by being surrounded by delicious food. But she and Patty had spent too many hours cooking and baking for her to eat their wares—she’d already taste tested everything to death. Plus, she wanted to try and see what the competition had to offer.

The Seagrass Days annual festival, held the last weekend in July, had grown from a handful of tents for local businesses to a real summer social event that drew in people from all over the county and state. Two rows of vendors, charities, and businesses stretched along Cleveland Park, with a third row dedicated to food and drink. 

Ashley Adams and her friend Patty LaFontaine were sharing a tent for their two businesses, both based on French cuisine, Ashley’s Seagrass Sweets and Patty’s The Southern Bird. It was a good setup and they were full of excited energy, even if they had been up all night doing prep work for the last several days. 

Ashley’s offerings included a variety of macaron flavors, French yogurt cake topped with peach or praline sauce, sour cream chocolate espresso cake, key lime tartlets, madeleines with salted caramel-chipotle sauce, and shortbread cookies decorated with Texas flags. She always considered it a success when someone stopped by to buy a dessert and then stopped back again a few minutes later. It had happened three times already, and it was only two o’clock Friday afternoon.

“What do you think about food trucks?” Patty asked, picking up an earlier conversation. She was dressed in a blue-and-white Breton shirt, capris, sandals, and black sunglasses that looked like they belonged on Audrey Hepburn.

“It’s a big investment,” Ashley said. “But if we got a food truck together, we’d have a lot more opportunities to work with local wineries that don’t have their own kitchens.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Patty said. “Actually, I was mostly thinking about the wine.”

Ashley’s stomach growled again. Patty laughed. “Want me to fix you a plate? You’re sitting at the table of one of the best French caterers in Seagrass.”

“The only French caterer in Seagrass,” Ashley corrected her. Patty’s menu today was roast chicken, salade niçoise, a chilled tomato soup with crème fraîche, and a charcuterie plate with grilled french bread slices or lemon-chipotle aioli potato salad on the side.

Too bad that Ashley had been eating from the same delicious menu for two days straight.

“I think I’m going to wander around the festival for the next half hour or so. Is that okay?”

Patty smiled and glanced over toward another food truck, Smokeground Barbecue. The owner, Smoke Daddy Lee, saw her looking and waved from the window. The two of them were a new couple, still basking in the flirtatious fun of early romance.

“As long as you don’t eat with the enemy,” Patty said drily.

Ashley tried not to sound too concerned. “Everything going okay between you two?” 

“Only that he’s the most competitive man I’ve ever met. Including our old chef in Paris.”  Ashley and Patty had met working together at L’Oiseau Bleu, a medium-sized bistro in Paris, France. 

Ashley said, “Ah, Chef Lemaire. The man who once threw a tray of my macarons across the room for being too perfect when his had all cracked. All because he was angry over a failed love affair. Thanks for reminding me.”

Ashley’s stomach growled a third time. 

Patty said, “Go on, get out of here. I have it. Don’t you trust me?”

“I would trust you with an oven full of soufflés in an earthquake, you know that,” Ashley said. 

“If we got a food truck, we could sell crêpes,” Patty called out as Ashley started walking away.

“Stop torturing me!” Ashley laughed.

She took a quick trip around the food trucks, seeing a few familiar faces but also a lot of trucks from out of town and even out of state, according to their license plates. Because of all the events she’d been catering lately, she was less surprised than she would have been even a few months ago. Seagrass was growing a big enough appetite to draw in food vendors from outside their small town.

She waved at Smoke Daddy as she went by, but settled on a red Cajun/Creole food truck called Betty’s Bayou Cuisine, where she bought a crawfish pistolette—a fried french bread roll stuffed with crawfish étouffée filling. 

“It looks delicious!” Ashley told the woman working the truck. She had short white hair, silver-rimmed glasses, and an infectious smile.

“Thanks! I’ll tell the chef. Who is, by the way, me. Betty Remondet.” She reached out of the window to give Ashley’s hand a shake. “You’re the sweet little thing from Seagrass Sweets, ain’tcha?”

Ashley raised an eyebrow but shook Betty’s hand firmly. “Those are my desserts, yes.”

“Gimme a business card, why don’t you? And hold on to one of those slices of chocolate cake. I’ll need a free sample before I start passing your name around the festival circuit as a go-to dessert girl.”

Ashley fluttered her debit receipt between her fingers. “Sorry, free samples are to noncharging food trucks only.”

Betty grinned wider as Ashley dug out a business card from her wallet. “Couldn’t hurt to try.”

Ashley gave her a friendly wave and moved down the line of food trucks toward an empty picnic table with a view that went past a few sandbars and all the way out to the Gulf. The sandwich was very good, crunchy on the outside and hot in the center. The french bread itself was okay, but had an inconsistent crumb—hers was much better. To be fair, though, it might just be due to the excellent ovens at the shared commercial kitchen space that she and Patty used, Fresh Start Kitchens.

She finished the sandwich, then decided to look through the vendor area. If she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t just shopping—she was looking for Ryan. 

They were old friends who had recently started dating.

However, they hadn’t kissed yet, and she was starting to get worried.

At any rate, he was working as an orange-shirted volunteer at the festival, helping to keep the vendors’ computers and debit-machine wireless transactions secure so that their money matters stayed organized and out of trouble. He’d stopped by first thing that morning, but she hadn’t seen him since.

Looking around, she caught sight of someone in an orange shirt, but it wasn’t Ryan. A handsome, dark-haired hunk of a guy was talking to a woman at one of the ATM machines set up for the festival. The woman had a double-wide stroller with two differently sized toddlers, and all three of them were crying. 

“But I had three hundred dollars in my account, and now it says it’s all gone!”

“I understand, ma’am. These things happen to all of us. I can’t have you pounding on the ATM, though. That won’t solve anything. You need to speak to your bank or the police.”

Ashley felt sorry for the woman and double-checked her wallet to make sure she still had it. 

She turned around at the end of the row of booths to the next aisle over and caught the sound of the open-mike tent. At one end of the festival was a stage where professional musicians serenaded an audience; at the other end was the open-mike stage, where amateurs crooned karaoke to the crowd. One moment a singer with an operatic voice might be tackling a Dolly Parton number, the next a tone-deaf howler might try to conquer Guns N’ Roses. 

A woman in a teal crocheted cap with seashell-blonde dreadlocks and a sea glass dolphin necklace chewed on a knuckle as she paced outside the tent. Ashley smiled in encouragement at her, but the woman didn’t seem to notice. Inside the tent, a guy was singing a George Strait song—perfectly in tune but completely off tempo. 

She kept wandering.

About halfway up the next aisle of booths and tents was a man who seemed dedicated to the art of taking it easy. His handmade lawn chair was not only fully reclining, but it also had a drink holder, a portable electric fan, and an umbrella. The older man wore a battered black leather top hat decorated with a small red-brown feather sitting on his light brown dreadlocks, and his full beard was streaked with gray. He wore a khaki fisherman’s vest with about a thousand pockets, and when he smiled at her, his mouth was full of bright, white teeth.

“Hello there, missy,” he said. 

“Um, hello?”  

“You’re looking for a dog collar, aren’t you?” 

Ashley blinked at him—she hadn’t had anything in mind as she was walking around the vendor area, but as a matter of fact she could use a new one. Dizzy, her pet Labrador-hound cross, had a habit of wearing out her collars pretty quickly.

She looked down at the tables surrounding the man; his appearance was so distracting that she hadn’t even noticed what he was selling. What he sold was hemp products—lots of twisted, knotted jewelry, clothing made out of hemp, hemp soap, hemp seeds, hemp moisturizer, hemp sunscreen, hemp oil, and pretty much all other things hemp, too.

The man had leaned forward so that his reclining chair snapped upright without spilling his drink. His hand hovered over a few different types of colorful dog collars. He clucked his tongue as he talked to himself.

“Not the chicks in the baskets, not the red stars, not the plain one, not the one with the tribal marks, not the paisley one...” 

Ashley interrupted him. “How did you even know I had a dog?” she asked.

He tapped the side of his nose. 

She did not smell of dog. She had even changed pants in the changing room at Fresh Start Kitchens. If there was a dog hair on her, it was from one of the many dogs at the festival, not Dizzy.

“This one,” he said. He’d picked up a multicolored collar, one printed with a cute blue-and-white design that looked more like Provençal pottery than paisley. Fat little birds touched beaks, surrounded by green leaves. 

It was cute.

“How much?” she asked.

“Sixteen dollars,” he said. “You can get it off the internet for twelve ninety-nine plus shipping, if you care to look it up on your phone. I’ll wait. Shipping’s six dollars, though.”

Ashley snorted. She felt like she was getting scammed into buying exactly what she wanted. She took out her wallet. “Do you take cards?”

“That I do, little missy,” the man said. Ashley was relieved. She didn’t want to have to venture back to the scene with the angry mom beating the ATM. 

Pulling a stuffed animal that looked vaguely doglike to Ashley from under the table, the man continued, “I may not look it, but I’m a modern businessman.”  

The stuffed animal had a credit card reader between its paws. Cute.

“I didn’t mean to imply differently,” Ashley said. “Is this your first year here?” 

He leaned forward farther and took her card, then shook her hand. “My name’s Sparrow Soulbrother. And you are...” He checked her debit card. “Ashley Adams. Nice to meet you. And no, this isn’t my first year in Seagrass. I’ve been coming to camp and eat BBQ at the Smokeground for years now. Might come back down in the winter and see if it’s worth renting a storefront for a few months while it’s cold up north.”

Ashley took the machine from him to enter her PIN, carefully shielding the machine from prying eyes as she did so. “I really like your machine holder—it looks like a floppy-eared puppy.”  

She declined the receipt and then handed the machine back to him. Just then, a young man with beads in his hair and a weather-beaten guitar across his back walked by and said, “Hey, Sparrow. Your van has a flat.”

Sparrow made a face. “Did not know that,” he said. “Spare’s flat, too. You know anybody that might be able to help me out?”

The younger man said, “I’ll ask around.”

“You could ask one of the volunteers,” Ashley said. “They’re in the orange shirts.”

“You see one, send ’em my way, would ya?” Sparrow asked the young man. 

“Will do,” the man responded as he walked away.

Sparrow wrapped up the collar in a paper bag and handed it to her. “When you sell things by hand, missy, you have to learn to size people up in a heartbeat. Who just wants to browse, who’s got the itch to buy. What kind of person they are. What tastes they might have. I knew you loved dogs by the way that you were barely noticing the people around you—but you did notice each and every one of the four dogs that you passed on the way to my tent. I didn’t know you had a dog until you blinked at me like I was some kinda magician. If you hadn’t had a dog, or if you didn’t need a dog collar—well, you would have given me the ‘no, thank you’ smile and walked on by. After that it was just a matter of noticing that you were wearing chef clogs and picking out what looked like a dish pattern that I remember from my grandma’s house when I was a kid.”

“That’s incredible,” she said. “I mean, really, really impressive.”

He nodded at her and leaned back in his lawn chair so that the feet kicked up. Taking a drink out of his water bottle, he added, “You want to impress your friends with how quick I can size ’em up, just bring ’em on by.”

“I just might.” She left him with a smile on her face.

TO KEEP READING Madeleine Murder, find it online at http://sandiscottbooks.com/books/madeleine/
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Recipe: Strawberries Chantilly
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Ingredients

1 cup heavy cream

¼ to 1/3 cup powder sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

1 large basket of fresh strawberries, cleaned cored and quartered

1 tablespoon granulated (optional)

Preparation

	Place in a large bowl the strawberries and sprinkle with sugar. Stir and let it rest covered in the refrigerator until ready to eat.

	Meanwhile in a large bowl or the bowl of a KitchenAid with the whisk attachment, add the heavy cream, powder sugar and vanilla. Whisk until soft peaks form.

	In a large glass place couple of tablespoons of Chantilly, a layer of strawberries, a layer of Chantilly.


Recipe from Foodista
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Recipe: Raspberry Baked French Toast
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Ingredients

1 Loaf Hawaiian bread, sliced ¾ inch thick

10 extra-large eggs

2 cups heavy cream

¾ cup half - half

12 oz fresh raspberries

1/3 cup granulated sugar

1/3 cup light brown sugar

1 tablespoon grated orange zest

1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

1/4 teaspoon salt

Confectioners’ sugar and pure maple syrup, for serving

Preparation

	Preheat the oven to 350 degrees.

	Cut the Hawaiian bread (or Challah loaf) in cubes. Butter an ovenproof baking dish.

	In a large bowl, whisk together the eggs, half-and-half, sugars, orange zest, vanilla, and salt.

	Place half of the bread cubes in the baking dish. Add the raspberries – place them in the middle- cover with the remainder of the bread. Sprinkle some sugar on top

	Pour the egg mixture over. Pressing down the cubes. Place in the refrigerator overnight, or, let it sit until all the cream is absorbed.

	Place in the hot oven and cook for 60 minutes.

	With a small sieve, dust lightly with confectioners’ sugar and serve hot in squares with maple syrup on the side.


Recipe from Foodista
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Recipe: Coconut-Chocolate Almond Tart
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(Gluten Free)

Ingredients

For the Crust:

1 cup sweetened shredding coconut

1 1/2 cups almond flour

3 tablespoons coconut oil (not melted)

2 tablespoons agave syrup

dash of salt

For the Chocolate Filling:

6 ounces bittersweet chocolate, roughly chopped

6 ounces semi-sweet, roughly chopped

1 cup full fat coconut milk

1 1/2 teaspoon vanilla extract

1/2 teaspoon coconut extract

pinch of salt

1/4 cup pistachios, roughly chopped (for garnish)

3-4 tablespoons dried coconut chips (for garnish)

1/4 cup sliced almonds (for garnish)

flaky sea salt (for garnish)

Preparation

	For the Crust: Preheat the oven to 300 degrees F.

	In the bowl of a food processor, add the shredded coconut, almond flour, coconut oil, agave and salt. Pulse the dough to blend well.

	Using a 9-inch tart pan, gently press the dough firmly onto the bottom and around the sides of the tart pan. Note: After I press the crust in place, I like to use a drinking glass to gently press down on the bottom of the crust for a nice even surface. Refrigerate the crust for about 15 minutes to set.

	Once the crust has rested, place on a baking sheet and bake for 15 minutes until set and beginning to brown on the top edges. Remove from the oven and allow to cool. Meanwhile work on the filling.

	For the Chocolate Filling: Place the chopped chocolate in a medium mixing bowl and set aside.

	In a small saucepan add the coconut milk and place over a low flame. Heat the coconut milk until it’s just about to simmer. Remove front the heat and pour over the chopped chocolate. Allow to sit for a few minutes to melt.

	Using a rubber spatula, stir the chocolate until smooth. Add the vanilla extract, coconut extract and salt. Mix well to incorporate.

	Pour the chocolate filling into the cooled tart shell. Use a rubber spatula to even out the filling as best as possible, it will not be perfect and that is fine. Allow the tart to set for at least 2 hours.

	Before serving, sprinkle the top of the tart with the chopped pistachios, coconut chips, sliced almonds and some flaky salt.


Recipe from Foodista
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